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        The Invention That Changed School Forever
        Ian Bogost

        Some objects are so familiar and so ordinary that it seems impossible to imagine that they did not always exist. Take the school backpack, for example. Its invention can be traced to one man, Murray McCory, who died last month. McCory founded JanSport in 1967 with his future wife (Jan, the company's namesake). Until JanSport evolved the design, a backpack was a bulky, specialized thing for hiking, used only by smelly people on mountain trailheads or European gap years. By the time I entered schoo...

      

      
        Why Democrats Are Losing the Culture War
        Spencer Kornhaber

        After the last time Donald Trump won the presidency, in 2016, The New York Times confronted its readers with a vivid illustration of how out of touch most of them were with their fellow Americans. In a series of maps, the newspaper color-coded the United States by TV-viewing preferences, highlighting which parts of the country preferred Game of Thrones (cities) and which ones preferred American Dad! (rural areas). The starkest factoid: Trumpland's favorite TV show was Duck Dynasty, a hunting-them...

      

      
        America Has an Onion Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural proper...

      

      
        Democrats Actually Had Quite a Good Night in North Carolina
        David A. Graham

        Tuesday evening, while waiting for national election results to come in, I dropped by the victory party for Mark Robinson, the North Carolina Republican nominee for governor. It was, as you might expect, a strange scene.Robinson, the lieutenant governor, had become persona non grata among most other Republicans in September, when a CNN report revealed his bizarre posts--about slavery, being a "Black Nazi," transgender porn, and more--on the porn site Nude Africa. He was no longer invited to attend ...

      

      
        Focus on the Things That Matter
        Jennifer Senior

        This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49pm.Although I came of age at a moment when politicians on both sides of the aisle were amenable to hearing each other's ideas, we're now at a juncture where each side seems more or less unpersuadable, unbudgeable, at least on the big stuff. The same goes for a substantial wedge of the public. We're all rooted in our own media ecosystems, standing on different epistemological substrates, working with different understandings of what we think--know--is true.The 2020 election was stolen;...

      

      
        Triumph of the Cynics
        McKay Coppins

        In the final weeks of the 2024 campaign, Donald Trump did the following things: falsely accused Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of eating their neighbors' pets; invited a comedian onstage at a rally to call Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage"; said he wouldn't mind if someone shot the reporters who cover his rallies; fantasized about former Representative Liz Cheney having guns "trained on her face"; called America a "garbage can for the world"; and pretended to fellate a micropho...

      

      
        America Got the Father It Wanted
        Gal Beckerman

        The last weeks of Donald Trump's successful campaign for president were a festival of crudeness. In light of this, Tucker Carlson's warm-up act at a Georgia rally late last month was, if notably creepy, still typical of the sunken depths of rhetoric. Carlson offered an extended metaphor in which Trump was an angry "dad" with a household of misbehaving children (a 2-year-old who has smeared "the contents of his diapers on the wall," "a hormone-addled" 15-year-old girl who has decided to "slam the ...

      

      
        How Trump Neutralized His Abortion Problem
        Elaine Godfrey

        The morning after the election, a second result emerged beside the blindingly obvious one that Donald Trump will once again be president of the United States: In some places, abortion rights remained a winning issue.Ballot measures to expand abortion access passed in seven states, including Missouri, Arizona, and Montana, three places that Trump won. Previous polling and election outcomes had shown that most Americans support abortion rights. Less clear was how they'd behave with Trump on the bal...

      

      
        How to Deal With Disappointment
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."If [X candidate I hate] wins this election, I will leave the country" is a sentiment we've heard from a few politically outspoken celebrities in recent presidential-election cycles. They never seem to follow through on the promise, though. That's because it probably isn't really a promise, but rather a defense against an emotion that humans truly hate: disappointment. They are soothing themselve...

      

      
        Are We Living in a Different America?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsHow do you know when a democracy slips into autocracy or fascism or some other less-free and less-savory form of society? Do they hang out a sign? Post it on X? Announce it on the newly state-controlled news channel? In the run-up to Donald Trump's election, and even all the way back to his first administration, people who study autocracies in other countries have shown us how to spot the clues. One reliable teacher has b...

      

      
        Why Biden's Team Thinks Harris Lost
        Franklin Foer

        Earlier this fall, one of Joe Biden's closest aides felt compelled to tell the president a hard truth about Kamala Harris's run for the presidency: "You have more to lose than she does." And now he's lost it. Joe Biden cannot escape the fact that his four years in office paved the way for the return of Donald Trump. This is his legacy. Everything else is an asterisk.In the hours after Harris's defeat, I called and texted members of Biden's inner circle to hear their postmortems of the campaign. T...

      

      
        Trump Voters Got What They Wanted
        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.Democrats and liberal pundits are already trying to figure out how the Trump campaign not only bested Kamala Harris in the "Blue Wall" states of the Midwest and the Rust Belt, but gained on her even in areas that should have been safe for a Democrat. Almost everywhere, Donald Trump expanded his coalitio...

      

      
        Watching It All Fall Apart in Pennsylvania
        John Hendrickson

        Photographs by Ross MantleMaybe the tell was when the mayor of Philadelphia didn't say Kamala Harris's name. Cherelle Parker looked out at her fellow Democrats inside a private club just northeast of Center City last night. Onstage, she beamed with pride about how, despite Donald Trump's fraudulent claims on social media, Election Day had unfolded freely and fairly across her city. But Parker did not--could not--telegraph victory for her party. "You've heard us say from the very beginning that we k...

      

      
        America Did This to Itself
        George T. Conway III

        This time, the nation was on notice. Back in 2016, those of us who supported Donald Trump at least had the excuse of not knowing how sociopathy can present itself, and we at least had the conceit of believing that the presidency was not just a man, but an institution greater than the man, with legal and traditional mechanisms to make sure he'd never go off the rails.By 2020, after the chaos, the derangement, and the incompetence, we knew a lot better. And most other Americans did too, voting him ...

      

      
        How Donald Trump Won Everywhere
        Derek Thompson

        In 2022, pollsters and political analysts predicted a red wave in the midterms that didn't materialize. Last night, polls anticipated a whisker-thin election, and instead we got a red wave that carried Donald Trump to victory.The breadth of Trump's improvement over 2020 is astonishing. In the previous two elections, we saw narrow demographic shifts--for example, non-college-educated white people moved toward Trump in 2016, and high-income suburban voters raced toward Biden in 2020. But last night'...

      

      
        Voters Wanted Lower Prices at Any Cost
        Annie Lowrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is heading back to the White House. He has inflation to thank.In poll after poll, focus group after focus group, Americans said the economy was bad--and the economy was bad because prices were too high. This was always going to be a problem for Kamala Harris. "Excess" inflation--defined as the cumulative growth of prices in one presidential term compared with the term preceding it--is highly predict...

      

      
        Blame Biden
        Tyler Austin Harper

        The political scientist Wilson Carey McWilliams once observed that alienation is not the loss of an old homeland, but the discovery of a new homeland that casts the former in a more dismal light. Today, the country indeed looks alien. The America many of us believed we knew now appears stranger in retrospect: The anger and resentment we may have thought was pitched at a simmer turned out to be at a rollicking boil. And one of liberals' most cherished shibboleths from 2016--that Trumpism is a movem...

      

      
        There Is No Constitutional Mandate for Fascism
        Adam Serwer

        Former President Donald Trump won a sweeping victory in the Electoral College, four years after executing multiple schemes to overthrow an election he lost and seize power by force, and months after being convicted of state crimes in New York. He ran a race of slander and lies against immigrants and his political opponents, vowing to seize dictatorial powers in a campaign of vengeance.  But he won. When all the votes are counted, he may not have won the popular vote, but he will have won a decisi...

      

      
        What Trump Understood, and Harris Did Not
        David A. Graham

        Ironically, it may have been Donald Trump's discipline that won him a return trip to the White House.The former and future president is infamous for his erratic approach to politics, which was on flagrant display in the past couple of weeks of the campaign. But Trump consistently offered a clear message that spoke to Americans' frustration about the economy and the state of the country, and promised to fix it.Throughout the campaign, Trump told voters that President Joe Biden, Vice President Kama...

      

      
        The Night They Hadn't Prepared For
        Elaine Godfrey

        Photographs by OK McCauslandSign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brill...

      

      
        Democracy Is Not Over
        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.An aspiring fascist is the president-elect, again, of the United States. This is our political reality: Donald Trump is going to bring a claque of opportunists and kooks (led by the vice president-elect, a person who once compared Trump to Hitler) into government this winter, and even if senescence over...

      

      
        Trump Won. Now What?
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has won, and will become president for the second time. Those who voted for him will now celebrate their victory. The rest of us need to prepare to live in a different America: a country where millions of our fellow citizens voted for a president who knowingly promotes hatred and division; who lies--blatantly, shamelessly--every time he appears in public; who plotted to overturn an election in 2020 and, had he ...

      

      
        The Democrats' Dashed Hopes in Iowa
        Russell Berman

        Iowa Democrats had gotten their hopes up, and honestly, how could they not? On Saturday night, J. Ann Selzer--the most renowned pollster in Iowa, if not the entire country--released her final preelection survey, finding that Kamala Harris was leading Donald Trump by three points in a state the former president had carried by eight in 2020.The poll seemed to portend a big night for Harris not only in Iowa but across the Midwest, suggesting a surge of support from women that would virtually assure he...

      

      
        How to Understand the Election Returns So Far
        Ronald Brownstein

        For the third consecutive election, the nation remains divided almost exactly in half around the polarizing presence of Donald Trump.Early this morning, the race between Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris appears likely to again come down to Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, the same states that decided Trump's 2016 and 2020 races by razor-thin margins. Trump held a narrow but clear advantage in all of them as of midnight.In 2016, those three Rust Belt battlegrounds made Trump president w...

      

      
        The Tyranny of the Election Needle
        Charlie Warzel

        The New York Times is once again poking readers' eyes with its needle. A little digital gauge, like the one that might indicate that your boiler or nuclear-power plant is about to explode, "estimates the outcome of the race in real time based on polling data," as the Times puts it. As we write this, the needle is piercing the red "Likely" side of the gauge, indicating that the decision is "Likely Trump." To validate this qualitative assessment, the needle also clarifies, again in the moment we're...
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The Invention That Changed School Forever

Kids used to just carry books.

by Ian Bogost




Some objects are so familiar and so ordinary that it seems impossible to imagine that they did not always exist. Take the school backpack, for example. Its invention can be traced to one man, Murray McCory, who died last month. McCory founded JanSport in 1967 with his future wife (Jan, the company's namesake). Until JanSport evolved the design, a backpack was a bulky, specialized thing for hiking, used only by smelly people on mountain trailheads or European gap years. By the time I entered school, the backpack was lightweight and universal. What did anyone ever do previously?
 
 They carried their books. Let me repeat that they carried their books. In their arms, or under them. I still cannot fully process that this was the case, even though I have seen countless depictions of it in film and on television. A boy carries textbooks at his side, as one would a skateboard. A girl clutches hers to her chest. The boy offers, as an ancient courtship ritual, to carry the girl's for her. Multiple books might have been lashed together with a belt. These are not retrofuturist myths but acts that children really did.



Some used bags, sure. They probably called them satchels--a word my dad would say. But many still wandered the halls and the quads in ignorance. Like fish in water, they probably thought nothing of it, just as their forebears thought nothing of life without electricity.



The 20th century was an incredible time to live in, because so much was possible yet undone. Automobiles and airplanes, sure, but also every electrical appliance and the lifestyles they made possible. Once you have airplanes and airports, for example, the opportunity arises to put wheels on the bottom of suitcases. It's obvious. And yet, it once wasn't. The rolling carry-on made sense only after air travel became common, causing airline terminals to become more extensive and luggage handling to get insourced to passengers. But once it did (1987, it turns out), the Rollaboard changed the nature of travel. Your belongings, an extension of yourself, got to take a trip of their own, and you gained some control of a voyage otherwise out of your hands.

Read: A defense of the leaf blower

Such a circumstance made the school backpack possible too. McCory was a Seattle-area native and attended the University of Washington. Pacific Northwesterners have a reputation for outdoorsmanship, and the classic hiking backpacks--with their large, rigid frames--were familiar to McCory (who also invented the dome-shaped tent). Once JanSport figured out how to make a lightweight backpack suitable for carrying books and supplies, it sold the product at the University of Washington bookstore. There, more stereotypically outdoorsy youths surely understood the pitch intuitively.



JanSport's rucksack spread nationwide from there. Its debut coincided with a historic boom in higher-education enrollment: Once limited to the aristocracy, by the 1960s, college had become affordable and viable for the millions of Baby Boomers who enrolled in large numbers. The backpack was the perfect accessory for expressing this newfound casualness of college life, and it also aligned with the thriving hippie counterculture; these students, who were now buying backpacks, were also more oriented to the outdoors (or at least to dirt). With a backpack on one's shoulders, the campground colonized campus, bringing it down to earth in a literal and symbolic sense. Now only the Man would use a satchel.



In the '80s, the backpack-toting campus hippies became yuppies with suburban homes and kids of their own. They passed on the school backpack to their offspring, making it universal in primary and secondary schools. The new circumstances changed the backpack; it evinced aspiration more than sincerity. School was serious business, undertaken to climb the next rung on the ladder. Accordingly, school backpacks offered a literal and symbolic representation of burden, young lads and lasses hauling their books on sore, ambitious shoulders. The unsavory listlessness of the overstuffed frame backpack had, in half a generation, given way to the limitless aspiration of the grade-school rucksack.

Read: The death of the minivan

Sometimes I feel like everything worth inventing has already been invented, and mostly in the prior century. But that intuition is wrong. Ordinary things evolve constantly, and their meanings chameleon accordingly. Against all odds, backpacks also became fashion, worthy of Prada emblems. Loungefly turned them into expensive souvenirs, bought at Disneyland but never used again thereafter. The would-be tech titan Millennials (who are the children of the yuppies who first bore books on their backs) sometimes cart lanky, hypermodern ones containing not notebooks but notebook computers. On their bodies, backpacks now symbolize the ease with which those machines can be made to do anything.



Even I have been surprised at the depths of the backpack's limitless potential. After writing about the carry-on bubble earlier this year for The Atlantic, I gave up my rolling luggage for a new kind of hybrid backpack-suitcase that can carry my computer, toiletries, and a few days' clothes without wrinkling them. I smirk at the foolish rabble, still giving their garments a ride while lugging Murray McCory's invention as well, as I stow my whole trip underseat. Glory to the backpack, which JanSport once made surprising, and which still carries secrets.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/11/murray-mccory-jansport-backpack/680574/?utm_source=feed
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Why Democrats Are Losing the Culture War

The booming right-wing influencer ecosystem helped reelect Donald Trump--and the other side may not have an answer.

by Spencer Kornhaber




After the last time Donald Trump won the presidency, in 2016, The New York Times confronted its readers with a vivid illustration of how out of touch most of them were with their fellow Americans. In a series of maps, the newspaper color-coded the United States by TV-viewing preferences, highlighting which parts of the country preferred Game of Thrones (cities) and which ones preferred American Dad! (rural areas). The starkest factoid: Trumpland's favorite TV show was Duck Dynasty, a hunting-themed reality series that many liberals had never seen one second of.

The Times feature was just one of many pieces of media meant to serve as a wake-up call to blue America, bemoaning how the nation had split into silos. Pundits agreed that restoring unity--and curbing Trump-era extremism--would require voters to get out of their comfort zones in order to understand, connect with, and persuade the other side.

Eight years later, with Trump taking the White House in part by bringing young people to the right, it may seem that those calls were simply never heeded: that liberal America instead drew itself further inward and is now facing the fallout. But that's not quite right. Trump's first term was marked by concerted cultural efforts that spread "resistance" ideology into conservative enclaves. Hollywood's endorsement of the #MeToo movement rippled into everyday workplaces; calls for racial justice were turned into prime-time football spectacles; enormously popular children's movies and blockbusters made the case for multiculturalism. These were attempts on the left to do what it knew how to do best--influence whatever remained of "the mainstream." But the very shape of culture was changing, and it's now quite clear that only one side knows what to do about that.

Arguably the key architect of this ongoing political era was Andrew Breitbart, the conservative pundit--and compatriot of Trumpism's most cunning culture warrior, Steve Bannon--who founded a series of online publications in the 2000s and died in 2012. The so-called Breitbart Doctrine stated that "politics is downstream from culture"--that is, the ideas conveyed by popular entertainment shapes consumers' worldviews. This proposition called for conservatives to build a shadow Hollywood that tells conservative stories and raises up conservative stars (Duck Dynasty's un-P.C. patriarch, Phil Robertson, won an award named for Breitbart in 2015). In the long run, though, the doctrine's biggest impact has been encouraging the right to get creative with online culture.

Social media's role in the 2016 election--helping bundle a variety of grievances into one exciting, factually pliant narrative of elites oppressing regular Americans--has been highly publicized. What's less talked about is that it triggered a strangely regressive counteroffensive. Democrats, of course, made memes and organized online during Trump's first term, but they also channeled energy into reforming social media through content moderation and regulatory efforts. These efforts were prudent, and notionally bipartisan. But while Democrats seemed to yearn to bring back a less anarchic paradigm, Republicans railed against perceived liberal bias in tech--meaning they wanted, in effect, an even better mouthpiece. As media theorists such as Marshall McLuhan have long argued, new communication formats change the way a society thinks of--and speaks to--itself. By all rights, an effective political movement should prioritize harnessing such changes, not reversing them.

In the 2020s, as many Democratic voters and politicians stepped back a bit from partisan warfare, the gears of culture were being refitted yet again. The old social-media platforms had been somewhat defanged, but action was happening on emerging platforms like TikTok, livestreams, and podcasts. These hypnotizing microforms--which captured most of young America, but also cut inroads across demographics--made old cultural fault lines, such as A&E versus HBO, look quaint. Conservative ideas popped up in a flurry of new fads and scenes: the manosphere, the tradwives, anti-woke comedians playing to cryptocurrency conferences. Livestreamers saw an influx of money from right-leaning interests (and, in some cases, Russian ones). When it came time for Trump to mount his comeback campaign, he could plug into a booming world of sympathetic influencers with enormous followings.

Read: Trump's red-pill podcast tour

By contrast, Joe Biden's signature effort in regard to TikTok was his administration's support for banning it. When Kamala Harris became the nominee, she did unleash a wave of coconut-themed memes that, more than anything, excited fans of the pop stars whose songs were in the background. Late in her brief campaign, she and her surrogates also made some forays into popular podcasts. But in any analysis, these were marginal efforts compared with the old-school influence methods her campaign relied on: ad campaigns, door-knocking, and rallies headlined by mainstream celebs.

Now that she has lost, one of the many what-ifs to argue over is this: What if Harris had tried to court the millions of subscribers to Joe Rogan's bro-beloved podcast? Trump and J. D. Vance each did their own three-hour conversation with Rogan. The host wanted to talk with Harris, but he and the campaign couldn't agree on the logistical details: Harris's camp had wanted Rogan to travel to her from his Austin studio, and to chat for only an hour. These were reasonable requests when judged by the standards of a traditional politician at the height of campaign season, but they were also a sign of the Harris side's inability or unwillingness to play by the rules of the new media. The refusal may have also been a strategic move to avoid the possibility of making a gaffe on mic--but given who ended up winning the election, this, too, seems like an antiquated concern.

After all, the hottest commodity of today's online cultural ecosystem is open conflict. Chitchat on podcasts and livestreams is transfixing because it's unruly, argumentative, and unafraid of causing offense. (Note how videos of dozens of voters engaged in free-for-all debates, produced by the media company Jubilee, took off this election cycle). Theoretically, it's not hard to infiltrate the new conservative information environment: Rogan tried to talk to Harris, and the similarly influential podcaster Theo Von booked Bernie Sanders. But most Democratic surrogates seem stuck on a 20th-century performance style, defined by slick sound bites or soaring, cinematic monologues. They seem reluctant to do what these new formats require, which is fight.

One example came when Rogan recently interviewed John Fetterman, the senator from Pennsylvania whose entire brand is allegedly being no-nonsense. Rogan presented him with the conspiracy theory that Democrats were importing undocumented immigrants to swing states, and planning to give them amnesty, in order to expand their voter pool. Fetterman could have debunked that idea in any number of ways, and forcefully. Instead he did what politicians have long been trained to do in contentious interviews: find a point of agreement--"you know, immigration is always going to be a tough issue in this nation"--and change the subject. Rogan, and probably many of his listeners, took this gauziness as evidence that the conspiracy theory was right. The day before Rogan endorsed Trump, the podcaster posted the clip of the exchange with the note "I think everyone should understand exactly what is happening."

Harris wouldn't have won just by going on a few more podcasts--but if more Democrats had spent more of the past four years in the mix, figuring out how to spar, complicating the right's narratives about inflation and immigration, finding ways to redirect attention toward their own agenda, who knows? This new ecosystem is now so visible--and so obviously connected to the rightward shift among young people that helped reelect Trump--that to label it alternative seems ridiculous. Still, the temptation to ignore it, for people who are less than enchanted with Trumpism, will only grow under the new administration. Calls to disengage from X, now that Elon Musk has turned it into a white-supremacist haven, certainly have a moral appeal. But if this election showed how difficult it is to meaningfully "deplatform" speakers you disagree with, it also demonstrated the danger of ignoring the platforms where they speak. Unfortunately, the only way to change what's happening in an echo chamber may be to add your own noise.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/11/right-wing-influencers-trump-rogan/680575/?utm_source=feed
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America Has an Onion Problem

When it comes to foodborne illnesses, onions have long been considered especially safe. Not anymore.

by Nicholas Florko




Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")



By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural properties that are thought to prevent foodborne illnesses, and on top of that, they undergo a curing process that acts as a fail-safe. According to one analysis by the CDC, onions sickened 161 people from 1998 to 2013, whereas leafy greens sickened more than 7,000. Onions haven't been thought of as a "significant hazard," Susan Mayne, the former head of food safety at the FDA, told me.



Not anymore. Late last month, McDonald's briefly stopped selling its Quarter Pounders in certain states after at least 90 people who ate them fell sick with E. coli. Last Wednesday, the CDC announced the likely culprit: slivered onions. This is the fourth time onions have caused a multistate foodborne outbreak since 2020, in total sickening at least 2,337 people, according to available data. In that same time span, leafy greens have caused eight multistate outbreaks that have affected 844 people. All of a sudden, the United States seems to have an onion problem--and no one knows for sure what is causing it.



The investigation into the cause of the McDonald's outbreak is still ongoing, but the problem likely started where many foodborne illnesses begin: in the field. The culprit, in many instances, is contaminated water used to irrigate crops. An outbreak can also start with something as simple as a nearby critter relieving itself near your veggies. Any additional processing, such as when onions are cut into prepackaged slivers, can give bacteria lots of opportunities to spread. That's why the FDA considers most precut raw vegetables to be high risk. (As with other foods, cooking onions to 165 degrees Fahrenheit kills pathogens.)



But the fact that onions appear to get contaminated with E. coli and Salmonella at all is striking. Onions have long been thought to have antimicrobial properties that can help them fight off bacteria. Hippocrates once recommended that onions be used as suppositories to clean the body, and onions were placed on wounds during the French and Indian War. Medical knowledge has thankfully advanced since then, but the onion's antimicrobial properties have been documented by modern science as well. In various lab experiments, researchers have found that onion juice and dehydrated onions inhibit the growth of E. coli and Salmonella. And in 2004, researchers found that E. coli in soil died off faster when surrounded by onion plants than when surrounded by carrot plants, a result the authors said might be due to "the presence of high concentrations of antimicrobial phenolic compounds in onions."



Onions have another powerful weapon in their food-safety arsenal: their papery skin, which research suggests may act as a barrier protecting the insides of an onion from surface bacteria. The way that onions are processed should add an additional layer of protection: To extend their shelf life, onions are left to dry, sometimes for weeks, after they are harvested. This curing process should, in theory, kill most bacteria. Stuart Reitz, an onion expert at Oregon State University who has intentionally sprayed onions with E. coli-laced water, has found that the curing process kills off a significant amount of the bacteria--likely because of ultraviolet radiation from the sun and because drier surfaces are less conducive to bacteria growing, Reitz told me.



But clearly, onions are not contamination proof. Onion experts I spoke with floated some plausible theories. Linda Harris, a professor of food safety at UC Davis, posited that bacteria could hypothetically bypass an onion's protective skin by entering through the green tops of the onion and then traveling down into the layers of the onion itself. And although onions might have antimicrobial properties, that might not always be enough to prevent an E. coli infection from taking hold, Michael Doyle, a food microbiologist at the University of Georgia, told me; when it comes to antimicrobial activity, he said, "not all onions are created equal." And the McDonald's onions could have become infected simply by way of probability. One of Reitz's recent studies on the effect of curing found that 2 percent onions sprayed with E. coli still had detectable levels of the bacteria after being cured.



Still, none of this explains why onions seem to be causing more foodborne illnesses now. Harris told me that she and a colleague have "spent a lot of time trying to figure out how these outbreaks happen, and I will tell you: We don't have an answer." Unfortunately, we may never understand the cause of the onion's heel turn. In many cases, regulators are unable to figure out exactly what causes a foodborne outbreak. They failed to find a definitive cause in the three other recent onion outbreaks, and perhaps the same will be true of the McDonald's debacle.



The entire situation demonstrates the maddening inscrutability of foodborne illness. The reality is that although these outbreaks are rare, they can be dangerous. One person died after eating a contaminated Quarter Pounder, and a 15-year-old had to undergo dialysis to stave off kidney failure. Yet for all of the technology and science that goes into food safety--the genome sequencing of foodborne pathogens, blockchain technology that traces crops from farms to store shelves--we continue to be stuck with more questions than answers. America has less of an onion problem than an everything problem.
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Democrats Actually Had Quite a Good Night in North Carolina

Kamala Harris lost the state, but many down-ballot races went their way.

by David A. Graham




Tuesday evening, while waiting for national election results to come in, I dropped by the victory party for Mark Robinson, the North Carolina Republican nominee for governor. It was, as you might expect, a strange scene.

Robinson, the lieutenant governor, had become persona non grata among most other Republicans in September, when a CNN report revealed his bizarre posts--about slavery, being a "Black Nazi," transgender porn, and more--on the porn site Nude Africa. He was no longer invited to attend rallies for the Donald Trump campaign, his fundraising dried up, and his campaign was left for dead.

The party, held on the top floor of a skyscraper in Raleigh, was pointedly separate from other North Carolina GOP festivities. Some 60 or 70 supporters crammed into a small room in a private club watching Fox News. It was a more diverse crowd than any other Republican gathering I've ever attended, and nearly everyone was decked out in Robinson gear. I noticed only one piece of Trump swag, and a wide range of other fashion choices. A younger Black man wore a satin jacket with red-sequin embroidery; an older white guy wore a white tuxedo jacket, complete with bow tie, over a red Mark Robinson T-shirt.

Polls in North Carolina closed at 7:30 p.m. ET. Just a few minutes later, Fox News projected that the Democrat Josh Stein, the current state attorney general, would beat Robinson. I expected to hear jeers or a murmur or feel some deflation in the room, but nothing happened. I started wondering if I'd misread, but no: Fox repeated the call several times in the next few minutes, and eventually someone changed the channel to Spectrum News. I asked some attendees what they made of the news, and was told over and over that they had hope that the call was premature.

David A. Graham: The great, disappearing Trump campaign

This was not exactly a denial, and around 9, Robinson took the stage and conceded the race. "The window of opportunity for us to win this race is closing quick, folks," he said. "Doesn't seem like it's going our way tonight. But it's always going our way. Whether people want it to or not, people of faith know it's going to go the right way, because we've read the back of the book. We know how this all comes to an end." He barely alluded to the scandals that had sunk his campaign, saying, "It's not about the lies; it's not about the half-truths." Soon, attendees began streaming out, clutching handfuls of campaign signs and hats.

It was a fittingly weird start to a weird night in North Carolina politics. The Old North State delivered a series of results that show why national Democrats have been so hopeful about flipping it, while likely discouraging them from trying again for some time.

Trump won the state in the presidential election. Kamala Harris received both a smaller percentage of the vote than President Joe Biden did four years ago and (in unofficial results) a smaller absolute number of votes. That all happened despite a massive campaign infrastructure and get-out-the-vote operation, especially as compared with the Trump campaign. In the deep-red counties where Harris had hoped to cut into Republican margins, she barely managed to move the ball or else lost ground. National Democrats poured money into the state, and once again, it broke their hearts.

Down the ballot, however, North Carolina Democrats had a good night. Stein beat Robinson by almost 15 points. That matches with some of the public polling on the race, but most insiders seemed to expect a margin closer to the high single-digits. The Democrat Rachel Hunt flipped the lieutenant governor's seat. Jeff Jackson held off Dan Bishop for attorney general; no Republican has won the seat since the 19th century. Secretary of State Elaine Marshall won another term. For superintendent of public instruction, Mo Green beat Michele Morrow, who attended the January 6, 2021, rally and called for Barack Obama's execution. In a heartbreaker for Democrats, state-supreme-court justice Allison Riggs appears to have lost her seat narrowly, but in the state legislature, Democrats broke a veto-proof Republican supermajority. U.S. Representative Don Davis eked out a win in northeastern North Carolina.

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

One lesson from this is that North Carolina really is a purple state, as the political scientist Chris Cooper describes in a new book. Voters are happy to elect Democrats at the state level; they just don't want them in the White House or the U.S. Senate. (The last election North Carolinians selected a Democrat for either was in 2008.)

Across the country, the election looks similar--more a repudiation of national Democrats, and especially the Democratic candidate for president, than a rejection of Democratic policy priorities. (I argued yesterday that Trump's simple message on the economy is what carried him to victory.) Harris made abortion a centerpiece of her campaign and lost, but voters in seven states passed ballot referenda protecting abortion rights--some in blue states, but also in purple and red states including Arizona, Nevada, and Montana. Missouri voters overturned an abortion ban. And 57 percent of Floridians supported a ballot issue, a number that nonetheless fell short of the 60 percent required for passage. A majority, but not the requisite supermajority, of Floridians also voted to legalize recreational cannabis use. Even in U.S. Senate races, Democratic candidates ran ahead of Harris in almost every competitive contest. (Florida was the odd race out.)

That mixed result is also a mixed message for Democrats trying to figure out where the party goes from here. Having a reasonably popular policy platform is theoretically good news for them, but that isn't much use if they can't win the offices required to institute or defend those policies. But with little real power in Washington for the next two years, they'll have plenty of time to think about the conundrum.
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Focus on the Things That Matter

How do we move forward, as a nation, without looking at strangers as potential enemies?

by Jennifer Senior




This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49pm.

Although I came of age at a moment when politicians on both sides of the aisle were amenable to hearing each other's ideas, we're now at a juncture where each side seems more or less unpersuadable, unbudgeable, at least on the big stuff. The same goes for a substantial wedge of the public. We're all rooted in our own media ecosystems, standing on different epistemological substrates, working with different understandings of what we think--know--is true.

The 2020 election was stolen; it wasn't stolen. Immigrants are what make America great; immigrants are the problem. Inflation is going down; eggs cost too much. (They do cost too much, though for reasons that probably aren't Joe Biden's fault.) Abortion is an issue over which there really may be no compromise--this is life we're arguing over. Life! What could be more fundamental than that?

I could go on.

And Democrats, just among themselves, are already arguing over why Tuesday night's election turned out the way it did. How I loathe this part, all the gladiatorial intraparty bedlam: Racism was the main cause. Misogyny was the main cause. The intense estrangement and demoralization of the white working class, that's what did in the Democrats--not only did workers see their jobs slip away, but they were told that they were bad people when the words white supremacy entered the liberal lexicon, the mainstream media, and the vocabulary of many progressive politicians. All the talk about trans rights did in the Democrats--why do they talk about gender-affirming care (and use that phrase) when parents have legitimate anxieties about their 18-year-olds who want top surgery? "Defund the police" did in the Democrats--don't many people in dodgy or dangerous neighborhoods want cops? Elon Musk and Joe Rogan were the problem. The cultural conservatism of Hispanics was the problem. The failure to recognize illegal immigration and inflation and crime was the problem. Joe Biden's mental decline was the problem; his not coming clean about it was the problem. The result was inevitable, because center-left parties are folding around the globe like beach chairs. Ad infinitum, ad nauseam.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

So the question becomes: How do we move forward without venom, without looking at strangers--and people within our own party--as potential enemies? As people who, if given their druthers, would undo the American project and destroy its values and make this country profoundly unsafe? (Which is something, by the way, that both sides believe.)

My answer would be something pretty basic but at least achievable--a step the media can least try to take, that local leaders can partially achieve, but that we, as citizens, can most easily do ourselves: We can focus on our vulnerabilities. We can choose to talk about and pass bills to address and continually emphasize the human hardships that bind us together. We all experience grief. We all have disabled relatives in our family whom we worry about. We all need friendship and mourn the relationships that have faded away. We all get cancer or some other disease that makes us reckon with our own mortality. We get chronic illnesses; our bodies fail.

These five subjects are exactly what I've written about since joining The Atlantic in 2021. Suddenly, in my 50s, I found myself unconsciously drifting toward existential matters, because they started looming like smoke. What gives life meaning--this is what matters to me now. If not now, in life's final innings, then when?

And we share so many other common struggles. Worries about our kids, if we have them. The trials of eldercare. The comforts of religion, if you're religious, or the values and belief systems and structures that guide you if you're not. We all want love. We all want fulfillment. Married people all know how hard marriage is, if they're in one, and divorced people know how hard divorce is, if they're in the midst of that.

Most people instinctively lean into these topics.

Last year, I wrote about my intellectually disabled aunt, who had the catastrophic misfortune of being institutionalized in 1953, when she wasn't yet 2. Along the way, I met a woman, Grace Feist, whose child had the same condition but the good fortune to be born 60-plus years later and therefore lead a far better life, a good life. The times had changed, sure, but her mother was a roaring outboard motor of determination when it came to supporting her girl, learning sign language and building what amounted to a Montessori school in her own home.

She was a devoted Christian who told me repeatedly how much she loved God; I think of the universe as a big-bang-size, multidimensional expanse of indifference. Yet I am psychotically attached to her. In fact, I fell instantly in love--she is warm and generous and funny and partial to silver flip-flops even when it's 20 degrees out, because she's used to the cold, having spent years freezing her ass off working security at an oil field in North Dakota, where she got to see the northern lights.

When we came around to discussing politics, she mentioned that she'd voted for Trump in 2020. I had not. But her reaction, almost immediately, was to tell me that she thought Republicans had lost their heads about masks--Was it that big a deal to wear one? Really?--and that she herself always wore one, because her youngest child had immunological issues. And I responded by telling her that I thought the Democratic policy positions on trans issues were excessive and ignored the legitimate concerns of parents, who didn't want their adolescents making precipitous and irreversible decisions about their body when other factors could so often be at play. (To my fellow Democrats: Yes, there are kids who absolutely know they're trans--I think of Jan Morris, who realized this at 3 or 4 while sitting under a piano--but I worry about the teenagers who suddenly come to this same conclusion when they hadn't previously felt this way.)

Read: How Trump neutralized his abortion problem

Our impulse was to find consensus. Most people's ideas about politics are pretty nuanced.

And that assumes they're thinking about politics in the first place. Many people--27 percent, according to a 2023 Gallup poll--just don't give that much of a shit. (And 41 percent follow national political news only "somewhat closely.") It's not part of their thinking in their everyday life. Grace and her husband, a lovely and quiet guy named Jerry, are far more preoccupied with other matters. I told them I'd just written a story about Steve Bannon, the one and only substantial feature I've written about planet Trump; neither had heard of the guy.

Grace and I were tied for life, in spite of our differences. Her child, my aunt, our love and pained concern for them both--these were far deeper connections. And yes, I know: how hokey and Pollyannaish. Liberals will likely say: We have work to do. Trump is dangerous. We're faltering on the precipice of catastrophe, if we haven't already backwards-tumbled into the brink. And yes, I agree. We do have work to do; we should be terrified; we should be mourning the country that was. But more than half the nation doesn't feel that way. And focusing on the shared things, the so-very-basic things, is the one thing within our control. They're real. They matter. They're the stuff of life.
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Triumph of the Cynics

Is it possible to resensitize an electorate to scandal and cruelty?

by McKay Coppins




In the final weeks of the 2024 campaign, Donald Trump did the following things: falsely accused Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of eating their neighbors' pets; invited a comedian onstage at a rally to call Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage"; said he wouldn't mind if someone shot the reporters who cover his rallies; fantasized about former Representative Liz Cheney having guns "trained on her face"; called America a "garbage can for the world"; and pretended to fellate a microphone in public. Then, on Tuesday night, he decisively won the presidential election, sweeping every battleground state in the country.

That Trump routinely gets away with saying things that would have ended any other politician's career is hardly a novel observation. People have been making this point since he launched his first campaign nine years ago. Theories abound to explain the phenomenon, and we'll get to those in a moment. But, first, do me a favor and reread that paragraph above. Clock your reflexive reaction. Do you find yourself indifferently skimming, or notice that your attention has begun to drift? Do you roll your eyes at what looks like yet another scoldy catalog of Trump's alleged misdeeds, or mentally quibble with my characterizations? (He was obviously joking about Cheney.) Perhaps you're thinking that you missed one of these moments--or maybe you're not quite sure. Hasn't he said something about shooting reporters before? Who can remember--all of this stuff blends together.

What you're experiencing is the product of Trump's clearest political accomplishment, and perhaps his most enduring legacy: In his near decade as America's main character, he has thoroughly desensitized voters to behavior that, in another era, they would have deemed disqualifying in a president. The national bar for outrage keeps rising; the ability to be shocked has dwindled.

Trump is not the first modern president to contribute to this national numbing effect. Richard Nixon's abuses of power shattered the idyllic image many Americans had of the presidency, seeding a skepticism that would eventually blossom into generational cynicism. And Bill Clinton's affair with the White House intern Monica Lewinsky--complete with the airing of every graphic detail by opponents, and the rush to excuse his indiscretions by allies--helped normalize the idea that presidents don't need to be moral exemplars.

But when it comes to lowering our collective expectations of presidential behavior, Trump is a singular figure. The lines he has enterprisingly crossed--legal, ethical, constitutional, moral--are too numerous to list. (Plus, chances are, you'd get bored and abandon this article if I tried.) But it seems worth noting here just a few of Trump's firsts. He is the first president to try to stay in power after losing an election. He is the first president to be impeached twice (for attempting to trade military aid for political favors from the Ukrainian president, and for sending a violent mob to storm the Capitol). He is the first to be convicted of a felony (for crimes connected with hush-money payments to an adult-film star with whom he had an affair), and the first to be found liable for sexual abuse (for assaulting E. Jean Carroll in a department-store dressing room). He demonstrates no contrition for these acts. In fact, he's always denied all wrongdoing--even as he's boasted that he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue without losing the support of his base.

Trump's apologists might argue that his success is a symptom, not the cause, of the country's coarsened character. Alternatively, something about his public persona, forged in the New York tabloids and on reality TV, may make people uniquely tolerant of his sins. After all, the same voters in North Carolina who delivered him the state's 16 Electoral College votes this week also rejected a Trump-aligned candidate for governor who'd been discovered making vile anti-Semitic and racist comments on a porn site. Trump has also no doubt been aided by Republican politicians who cravenly defend everything he does, blundering Democrats who have struggled to provide a compelling alternative, and a press corps still constrained by its "bias toward coherence."

In any case, the fact remains that Trump's brazenness damages the political culture. Every time he crosses a new line, he makes it that much easier for the next guy to do so. Nearly a decade into the Trump era, too many Americans have internalized the idea that expecting our political leaders to be good people is quaint and foolish. But this savvier-than-thou attitude only empowers Trump and his mimics to act with impunity.

Is it possible to resensitize an electorate to scandal and cruelty? I don't know. Maybe we start by trying to remember how we felt when all of this was still new.

In recent weeks, Gen Z voters have been sharing videos of themselves on TikTok listening--for what they say is the first time--to Trump's infamous Access Hollywood tape. I found watching these videos, and reading some of the young people's interviews in The Washington Post, at once heartbreaking and hopeful. Brigid Quinn, a 15-year-old in Georgia who had never actually heard the once and future president say "grab them by the pussy," told the paper she "didn't understand how people thought this was normal." Kate Sullivan, a 21-year-old student in Ohio, was similarly shocked when she heard it for the first time. "I just recently got into politics," she said. "The fact that people knew about this, and he still won, is pretty wild to me."

A less cynical age may dawn again.
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America Got the Father It Wanted

The appeal of Trump's paternalism

by Gal Beckerman




The last weeks of Donald Trump's successful campaign for president were a festival of crudeness. In light of this, Tucker Carlson's warm-up act at a Georgia rally late last month was, if notably creepy, still typical of the sunken depths of rhetoric. Carlson offered an extended metaphor in which Trump was an angry "dad" with a household of misbehaving children (a 2-year-old who has smeared "the contents of his diapers on the wall," "a hormone-addled" 15-year-old girl who has decided to "slam the door of her bedroom and give you the finger"). The children in this metaphor, if it wasn't clear, are the citizens of this country.

"Dad comes home, and he's pissed," Carlson said to wild cheers. "He's not vengeful; he loves his children. Disobedient as they may be, he loves them, because they're his children. They live in his house. But he's very disappointed in their behavior, and he's going to have to let them know." Then came the grossest part: Carlson's fantasy of Trump spanking "a bad little girl" as punishment.

What America did on Tuesday was elect that dad--vengeful, disappointed, erratic, and in the minds of his followers, benevolent.

A majority of voters preferred Trump, and likely for a variety of reasons; it may have been "the inflation, stupid" after all. But psychological forces also lie behind Trump's appeal. Largely unexamined among these is the aura of paternalism exuded by the president-elect. Carlson, in his reptilian way, was getting at this idea in its most vulgar iteration. Trump wanted to be seen as a father figure for a nation he insisted needed discipline and defending. This felt like a role reversal from his 2016 persona: the class clown sitting in the back, lobbing spitballs at the establishment. If during his first administration he was a child dependent on "adults in the room" to make sure he didn't fiddle with the nuclear code, this year he gave off the more assured air of an imposing patriarch in an overcoat; he's been in the White House already and doesn't need any help. This infused the slogan from his 2016 Republican National Convention, "I alone can fix it," with new resonance eight years later.

Read: Trump won. Now what?

When Trump started using this line again, I immediately understood its efficacy. I have a fairly egalitarian marriage, yet a common refrain in my house, whenever something breaks, is "Aba will fix it" (my kids call me "Aba," Hebrew for "dad"). My wife even laughs at how quickly our determination to avoid traditional gender roles breaks down if there is a dead bird in the backyard that needs to be disposed of or an IKEA shelf that has to be built. The notion of a dad who can--or at least will try to--"fix it" is deeply embedded in our cultural psyche, and not just among Americans who consider themselves conservative. Even for people who didn't grow up with a father--maybe especially for those who didn't--the longing for a mythical male protector can run deep. Just think of J. D. Vance, the vice-president-elect, who has written that the "revolving door of father figures" his mother would bring into his life was the worst part of his childhood. He longed for stability and firmness, and he has allied himself with a right-wing movement that aims to restore a "father knows best" nation of single-earner households tended to by stay-at-home moms.

Consciously or not, Trump exploited this desire, and he did so at a moment of deep economic and social flux in the country. He painted an exaggerated (and often fictional) portrait of a nation of vulnerable children menaced by murderous immigrants, one that requires a paterfamilias to provide a defense--and to guard their reproductive rights (he is, of course, the self-styled "father of IVF"). At a Wisconsin rally late last month, Trump described a conversation with his advisers in which he told them he wanted to use this sort of paternalistic language on the stump. They disagreed, according to his story, and told him it would be "very inappropriate" for him to say, for example, "I want to protect the women of our country." To this, he responded: "Well, I'm going to do it--whether the women like it or not, I'm going to protect them."

Authoritarian leaders thrive on this kind of familial imagery. One of the most memorable photos of the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin is from 1936: He smiles as an apple-cheeked little girl named Engelsina Markizova sits on his lap and throws her arms around his neck. (The year after the photo was taken, Markizova later said, her actual father was disappeared one night; he was executed in 1938 as part of Stalin's purge.) During Benito Mussolini's 1925 "Battle for Grain" propaganda campaign to boost Italy's wheat production, the leader himself went out, sickle in hand, to thresh, as cameras captured the image of a man vigorously pretending to provide for his family. And, of course, "father" is a title borne by generations of dictators, including Muammar Qaddafi, who often went by "Father of the Nation," and Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (who gave himself a surname meaning "father of the Turks").


Joseph Stalin, in 1936, in a fatherly photo op with Engelsina Markizova, whose real father would be executed under his regime two years later.
 (Russian State Film and Photo Archive / Alamy)



Trump might be too undisciplined (or unfamiliar with history) to follow this script exactly--though even some of his flights of fancy might be generously described as dad humor of a sort--but his projection of paternalism does fit a recognizable mold. In the 1960s, the clinical psychologist Diana Baumrind identified three distinct parenting styles: authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive. A good example of the "permissive" dad might be Tim Walz, a hugger and an emoter who is always up for a chat. As for Trump, all you needed to do was spend a few minutes at one of his rallies to see that he comes off as a classic "authoritarian" father: withholding, demanding, not open to negotiation over, say, curfew time.

Adam Serwer: There is no constitutional mandate for fascism.

The upside of the authoritarian style of parenting, according to Baumrind, is that it results in well-behaved, orderly children, and this is the society that Trump is promising: one without the flung diapers and slammed doors. But there is a clear downside to having a father like this.

According to the National Institutes of Health, children of authoritarian parents can have "higher levels of aggression" and exhibit "shyness, social ineptitude, and difficulty making their own decisions." They may have low self-esteem and difficulty controlling their anger. I'm not seeing a recipe here for good citizens--just loyal subjects.

Is this who we might become? Trump's paternalism, his projection of power and control, may have held appeal for his voters. It allowed them to project onto him all the things people project onto dads: that they are brave and indestructible and always there to kill an insect for us. Trump might have won his supporters' love by fashioning himself as America's father. But a democracy doesn't need scared and obedient children. It needs grown-ups--vigilant, conscientious ones. And the president exists to serve them, not the other way around.
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How Trump Neutralized His Abortion Problem

Voters seemed willing to back both state referenda enshrining reproductive rights and the candidate whose Supreme Court appointees overturned <em>Roe</em>.

by Elaine Godfrey


A home displays a pro-abortion-rights sign on October 26, 2024. (Arin Yoon / The Washington Post / Getty)



The morning after the election, a second result emerged beside the blindingly obvious one that Donald Trump will once again be president of the United States: In some places, abortion rights remained a winning issue.

Ballot measures to expand abortion access passed in seven states, including Missouri, Arizona, and Montana, three places that Trump won. Previous polling and election outcomes had shown that most Americans support abortion rights. Less clear was how they'd behave with Trump on the ballot. The issue of abortion may have shed its partisan salience--just not in a way that helped Kamala Harris and other Democrats. Abortion access "is becoming less partisan, ironically, in the sense that Republicans and independents are more likely to support abortion rights," Mary Ziegler, a law professor at UC Davis and an Atlantic contributor, told me, "while not translating that into support for Democratic candidates."

For Democrats and abortion-rights activists, last night's referenda were glittering pinpricks of light in an otherwise long, dark night of defeats. The White House--gone; control of the Senate--gone; the House of Representatives--clearly leaning Republican. Missouri, which went for Trump by 18 percent and had one of the strictest abortion bans in America, voted 52 to 48 percent to establish a constitutional guarantee to the "fundamental right to reproductive freedom." Similar measures passed in Arizona and Montana, by 23 and 15 points so far, respectively. Four other states--Nevada, Maryland, New York, and Colorado--passed their own abortion measures, though these were less politically revealing, given the existing abortion-rights protections there.

Not all the news was rosy for abortion-rights activists. Ballot measures failed in Nebraska by 2.6 points and in South Dakota by 17. Different reasons might account for those losses, Ziegler said. Nebraska had two abortion referenda on the ballot, each proposing contrary changes to state law, which could easily have confused voters. In Florida, a large majority of voters did support an effort to overturn the state's six-week abortion ban--but it fell a few points short of the 60 percent needed to pass.

Those three state results were the biggest wins the anti-abortion movement has achieved since the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022. Expect to hear this example touted more widely, Ziegler said. "Activists will take that to Republicans and say, 'Hey, you don't need to be afraid of being pro-life. You can take aggressive positions,'" she told me. "This should be a huge encouragement to the pro-life movement," the conservative political commentator Matt Walsh wrote on X yesterday afternoon. "We have a lot of work to do. But the people are on our side."

That would be an overstatement, based on last night's results. Harris had worked to make abortion rights a strong campaign issue--though not enough, evidently, to carry her party to victory. But abortion-rights groups achieved victories in spite of the Democrats' failed presidential efforts. Several factors are involved: Abortion access is popular. And Trump, through his chaotic and confusing abortion tightrope walk, may have successfully neutralized the issue for now, for his voters: assuring enough pro-choice voters that he would protect their reproductive rights, while hanging on to pro-life base voters who want him to further restrict abortion access. "Trump created this possibility of being all things to all people," Ziegler told me.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

But when you're president, you have to pick. A near future in which Trump continues to downplay any talk of restricting abortion and focuses instead on issues that do not divide his voter coalition, such as immigration, is easy to imagine. "And then there's a scenario where he doesn't, and the partisan divide springs back as ever," Ziegler said. If that happens, then what the anti-abortion movement will be demanding from a second Trump administration is immediate executive action to restrict abortion. That could mean appointments of committed anti-abortion officials to important Cabinet positions--former Texas solicitor general Jonathan Mitchell for attorney general, say, or Heritage Foundation adviser Roger Severino as the head of the Department of Health and Human Services. It could also involve a reinterpretation of the Comstock Act, which could see abortion banned across the country de facto, without any congressional legislative action at all.

The anti-abortion movement may not be successful in these maneuvers. Little suggests, right now, that Trump is interested in cementing his legacy as the most pro-life president in history. But the one thing Americans can almost certainly count on is a slew of new anti-abortion judges appointed to the federal courts. Conservative groups are already floating favored names--such as the Fifth Circuit's James Ho and Kristen Waggoner, the chief executive of the pro-life group Alliance Defending Freedom--for the Supreme Court. With a Republican Senate, these could be easy appointments. "That may be how Trump has his cake and eats it too," Ziegler said. "Put conservatives on the courts, and their decisions may not happen until years after he's no longer in office."

After last night, abortion-rights activists can take a measure of comfort in the confirmation that their position is still popular. But cutting against that is the fact that abortion rights are no cure-all for Democrats--especially when the leader of the Republican Party has apparently managed to detoxify the issue.
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How to Deal With Disappointment

Not getting what you want is an unavoidable part of life. The way you choose to handle it is what you can control.

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.

"If [X candidate I hate] wins this election, I will leave the country" is a sentiment we've heard from a few politically outspoken celebrities in recent presidential-election cycles. They never seem to follow through on the promise, though. That's because it probably isn't really a promise, but rather a defense against an emotion that humans truly hate: disappointment. They are soothing themselves with a strategy to neutralize anticipated feelings of impotence and frustration if the dreaded event comes to pass.

So if your preferred candidate lost on Tuesday night, you might be enduring that terrible emotion. Some people suffer from the malady so badly that they may be diagnosed with a condition popularly known as "post-election stress disorder."

Even if all of this seems exaggerated, you probably do dread some source of disappointment in your life. Perhaps it involves your career, your education, or your romantic relationship. If so, you are very likely acting in a way that protects you from this deep and painful emotion; some research has found that disappointment can be associated with post-traumatic stress disorder. Understanding this phenomenon can help lower the fear of your own emotions, however, and help you make decisions leading to better outcomes. That may even help you avoid making a silly public promise to leave America.

Read: What to watch if you need a distraction this week

As two scholars described it recently in the Annual Review of Anthropology, disappointment is "the messy, friction-filled, and unsatisfying gap between lived experiences and expectations that have not come to pass." The feeling is similar to regret, in that it involves a past event that didn't turn out the way you had hoped. But whereas regret involves wishing you had done something differently, disappointment does not necessarily involve your decision-making agency. Because of this distinction, psychologists writing in the journal Cognition and Emotion find that regret more often leads to self-reproach, in contrast with the usual unhappiness associated with disappointment, which comes from a sense of powerlessness.

For example, you might vote for a candidate and regret it (that is, reproach yourself for doing so). But if the candidate for whom you voted loses, that can also give you a sense that you have no say over how you are governed--that's where the powerlessness comes in.

The above research casts additional light on the psychological dimension of this difference between regret and disappointment. If a person disappoints you, that typically results in your feeling anger. But if an outcome is the disappointment, that is usually accompanied more by sadness.

Such findings tend to focus on what psychologists call "disconfirmed expectancies," meaning a difference between what you think will or should happen and what actually happens. This involves the neuromodulator dopamine, which governs both rewards and the anticipation of rewards in our brains.

How this works: Imagine that at about 11 a.m., your stomach growls and you think about lunch. Your mind goes to a turkey sandwich you enjoyed last week from a local deli, which gives you a response from dopamine neurons to elicit anticipation and make you form a plan to go there at noon. If, when you arrive and get the sandwich, it is just what you expected, you get no additional dopamine response. But if the sandwich is even more delicious than you remembered, you will get an extra neurochemical spritz, which teaches you to come back again. But if the deli is closed, God forbid, your dopamine response will drop, making you feel mildly depressed--or, in a word, disappointed.

The mechanism no doubt evolved to teach us the most efficient way to accumulate rewards such as food and mates, and avoid wasting time and energy on fruitless activities. In ancient times, this reward system would keep you coming back again and again to a water hole where prey was easy to find. But if those animals caught on and stopped showing up, you would have a couple of disappointments and lose interest.

The most psychologically painful disappointments are those in which the hope of reward contrasts most sharply with the actual outcome. The closed deli involves a minor dopamine dip from which you'll probably recover in minutes. But if, say, you truly expect your beloved to propose marriage and instead they skip town on you, the dopamine deficit will be a lot more severe and harder to endure--perhaps leading to a period of anhedonia, the inability to feel pleasure that is characteristic of dysregulated dopamine levels and clinical depression.

Disappointment is especially severe for optimists: They predict outcomes that are above average, and much better than any negative occurrence. This means that they tend to have bigger "disconfirmed expectancies" than non-optimists. Writing in the journal Emotion in 2010, two psychologists studied how students felt before and after receiving exam results. They found that people with more optimistic expectations did not feel better than their peers beforehand, but did on average feel worse after learning their scores, because the optimists tended to be further from reality.

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

Our lives are filled with uncertain outcomes, often involving the things we care about most deeply. To have any positive expectations means that disappointment is part of life. This has led some thinkers to conclude that the only answer is pessimism. The 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer famously made this case when he argued that "we generally find pleasure to be not nearly so pleasant as we expected, and pain very much more painful." One conclusion from that: Expect nothing good ever, or even expect the worst, and you will never be disappointed.

Then again, Schopenhauer was well known for being a miserable person, so that may not be the best strategy. Better, I believe, to maintain hope amid life's uncertainties--but to distinguish hope from optimism. Many people use the terms almost interchangeably, but they are different. Optimism involves an element of prediction--as we just saw, expecting a good outcome in a way that may be borderline delusional. Hope involves a belief that even if a disappointing result to a situation occurs, you can do something to improve that outcome--in the words of one team of researchers on the subject, "having the will and finding the way." Because of this, as I have written, hope is far superior to optimism where happiness is concerned.

Hope does not require that you make any prediction at all about what might happen. It simply asks that you believe that whatever happens, you will have the ability to make circumstances better and you can give some thought to what that action might be.

In an odd way, this is halfway what people are doing when they announce a plan to leave America if the wrong candidate wins the election. But the contemplated action--leaving home and going into exile--is foolish and extreme; much better would be to say, "If the bad guy wins, I will be disappointed, but regardless of the disappointment, I will work as much as I can to make things around me better." The same is true for other letdowns in life. If you're yearning for a big promotion, don't predict whether you will or won't get it. Just be honest with yourself that you hope for the reward, and think logically about what constructive action you can take if, in fact, you are passed over.

In addition, because disappointment is part of the useful neurobiological learning process that you've inherited for your evolutionary fitness, look for the valuable lessons of a setback. The psychiatrist Carl Jung believed that when we are disappointed, we can actually choose between bitterness and wisdom--the latter being "the comforter in all psychic suffering."

The problem with the leave-the-country approach is that it succumbs to bitterness instead of looking to learn. The same goes for a disappointment such as a bad breakup. The bitter response is "I'll never date again." A wise response is to figure out how to avoid getting entangled in future with a person who shares your ex's problematic traits (that jerk).

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

I wrote this column to soothe anyone who might be suffering from postelection disappointment, and to provide a better way to cope. But perhaps you aren't disappointed: Maybe your candidate won, and you're elated right now. That can also be an opportunity for wisdom--if you choose to take it.

Today you taste victory, but remember: Defeat is just around the corner, because that's how life works. Reflect on this truth, and take the opportunity to show some grace to the neighbors and family members whose candidate lost and who are disappointed--because they're feeling today the way you will surely feel tomorrow. Think of this as a chance to time travel, and bring a bit of kindness to comfort your future disappointed self.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/11/dealing-with-disappointment/680520/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Are We Living in a Different America?

A postelection conversation with staff writers Anne Applebaum and McKay Coppins
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How do you know when a democracy slips into autocracy or fascism or some other less-free and less-savory form of society? Do they hang out a sign? Post it on X? Announce it on the newly state-controlled news channel? In the run-up to Donald Trump's election, and even all the way back to his first administration, people who study autocracies in other countries have shown us how to spot the clues. One reliable teacher has been Atlantic staff writer Anne Applebaum, author of Autocracy, Inc. and co-host of the podcast series Autocracy in America. Over the years, Applebaum has situated Trump's musings in a broader historical context. She's pointed out, for example, that when Trump fired government watchdogs in his last administration or talked about deploying troops against protesters, those are actions that other dictators have taken.

In the last few months of his campaign, Trump was free and open with his dictatorial impulses as he talked about punishing "enemies from within." Now that he's won, have we crossed the line into a different kind of country? In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Applebaum joins political writer McKay Coppins to help us know how to find the line. Does this resounding win mean the electorate gave Trump a mandate to act on all his impulses? Does he mean what he says? And how will we know?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. So Donald Trump won. It's looking like he won every swing state and, also, like there was a rightward shift even in the states he lost. He won even though, in the last months of his campaign, he was at his darkest and most crude. None of that mattered, apparently.

So here to help us understand what happened are two Atlantic staff writers: Anne Applebaum, who covers threats to democracy--hi, Anne--

Anne Applebaum: Hello.

Rosin: --and political reporter McKay Coppins. Hi, McKay.

McKay Coppins: Hey.

Rosin: So, McKay, what do we know about how he won? The particular coalition, the demographics--what do we know so far?

Coppins: Well, you just got at it. I think that the most surprising thing is not that he won--because the polls were so tight, and everyone was warning us to be prepared for either candidate coming out victorious--but the fact that he won so decisively, making gains in almost every state and almost every demographic group is something that I think most people were not prepared for.

Just to run through a few of the highlights: He made major gains with Latino voters, according to exit polls. It depends on which exit poll you're looking at, but Harris won Latinos by between eight and 15 points. That is a lot less than Biden's roughly 30-point win among Latino voters four years ago.

He made some more modest gains with Black voters, especially young Black men. A lot of Trump's gains were concentrated with men. One exit poll showed him narrowly winning Latino men; the other one showed him narrowly losing them. But in either case, that is dramatically outperforming his performance in 2020.

And so, you know, you take all this together, and what you see is that there is a rightward shift at almost every section of the electorate. And, you know, that includes parts of the Democratic coalition that Kamala Harris and her campaign thought they could take for granted coming into this race.

Rosin: And is it just men? Like, everyone you mentioned were men. It's like, Latino men, young Black men--

Coppins: It definitely was. He definitely did better--

Rosin: (Laughs.) Sorry, McKay.

Coppins: (Laughs.) Not to speak for my entire gender here, but he did seem to do much better among men. Though, I will note that, coming into the campaign, a lot of Democrats had pinned their hopes on the idea that Dobbs would motivate a surge of women to support Harris.

And we're so early now that it's still hard to tell from the exit-poll data how much that happened, but it is worth noting that Trump won white women in this election. He won them narrowly, but there was some hope among Democrats that Dobbs would push independent and even former Republican white women to the Harris camp. That does not seem to have happened in the numbers that they were planning for.

Rosin: So all of that is somewhat surprising and things we have to reckon with over the next many months and years.

Anne, you have been helping us understand, over many years, what it looks like when a country or democracy drifts towards autocracy. How do you read this moment?

Applebaum: So I read this moment not so much as something new but as a continuation of things that we've seen in the past. I felt that, during the campaign, it would be useful for me to record some of the things the president was saying, to say how they echoed in history, to comment on how those things compared to what has happened in other countries.

I did a podcast about this with The Atlantic. It's called Autocracy in America. When he was last in the White House, Trump ignored ethics and security guidelines. He fired inspectors general and other watchdogs. He leaked classified information. You know, he used the Department of Homeland Security in the summer of 2020 as if it were the interior ministry of an authoritarian state, kind of deploying troops in American cities.

Obviously, he encouraged the insurrection at the Capitol on January 6. When he left the White House, he took classified documents with him, and then he hid them from the FBI. I mean, all those things are indicative of somebody who is in defiance of the rule of law, who thinks he's above the rule of law, who's seeking to avoid normal rules of transparency and accountability, who wants to help his staff get around, as I said, things like security, clearance, guidelines, and so on.

And those things do represent a break with all previous presidents in modern history: Republican, Democrat, left wing, right wing--all of them. We didn't have a president before who defied those kinds of rules and norms and laws and respect for some basic principles of the Constitution before.

The fact is that people either liked it that he was doing that--they found the transgressiveness attractive, along with the language that he used about his enemies, you know, calling them "vermin" and the "enemy within" and so on. Either that was appealing--and, of course, that kind of language historically has been appealing; it does appeal to people--or they didn't care.

But that means that there has been a shift in how Americans see their government, what they understand the Constitution is for. And that shift clearly precedes Trump. I mean, probably he helped shape it during his first term. He helped shape it during the four years he was out of power. But we now have a country that is prepared to accept things from their leader that would have tanked the career of anybody else eight years ago.

Rosin: So did you wake up on Wednesday morning and think, I live in a different country than I thought I did?

Applebaum: No. I mean, I thought from the beginning of this election campaign--I thought it was possible that he would win. I mean, I suppose, particularly the last couple weeks of his campaign, when he became darker and darker and more and more vitriolic, you know, I wondered whether some of that would bother people.

You know, the imagining guns trained at Liz Cheney, you know, talking about his enemies as the enemy within, talking about using the expression vermin or poison blood--these are terms that are directly taken from the 1930s and haven't been used in American politics before. So I wondered whether people would be bothered by that.

But am I entirely surprised that they weren't? No, I'm not. I think the population is now immune to that kind of language, or maybe they like it.

Coppins: Yeah, I would just say: I think that is one of the legacies of the Trump era, is how much he has successfully desensitized the country to this kind of rhetoric and behavior that, in an era not that long ago, voters would have deemed disqualifying.

He has managed to convince enough Americans that this kind of behavior, this kind of rhetoric is okay or, at least, that it doesn't matter that much. And looking forward, I do think that's going to be something we live with in our politics long after Trump is gone.

Rosin: I mean, there's one way of looking at what you both are saying, which is: We woke up today; we have confirmation that we live in a failing democracy. But we actually don't. All we have confirmation of is that people either don't care that he talks like an autocratic ruler, they don't notice, they like it, or they don't put it in a broader historical context, which is that these are actual signs of actual autocracies, which happen all the time in history and across the world. Right? That's all we know so far.

Applebaum: Yeah, that's all we know. That's all we know. We also don't know whether Trump will do some of the things that he said he would do. I mean, he talked about mass firings of civil servants. He talked about having people around him who were loyalists. That's what political scientists would describe as "capturing the state"--so taking over government departments, government institutions, putting them not in the service of the nation and of everybody but making part of your political machine, using them for your political purposes.

He talked about doing that. Will he try it again? Maybe, if he has a House and a Senate that will support him. As we're speaking, we don't know about the House, so we'll see. They might make it easy. Will the judiciary support him? Some of it will. So will he do it? I don't know.

General John Kelly, who was his former chief of staff, has said that last time Trump was president, he talked about: We should investigate or get the IRS on--at that time he was talking about the former FBI director, James Comey, or his deputy, Andrew McCabe. Maybe now he's talked about punishing Adam Schiff--who's a congressman, now a senator, who he doesn't like--or Nancy Pelosi.

Will he do it? Will he use the IRS to go after people? I mean, that's another thing that happens in failing democracies. And it's also something that has happened in U.S. history before, so it's not unimaginable.

So I don't know whether he'll do these things, but it's now on the record that he has said he would, or he said he wants to. In some of the documents written by people around him, there have been plans to do that. That's what Project 2025 was, in part. And none of it bothered people, and so we have to assume that it's a possibility.

Coppins: I do think, to answer your earlier question, that it's worth noting that, while a lot of voters went into the ballot box thinking about democracy--and in fact, according to one exit poll, around a third of voters said democracy was their top issue--a lot of voters were not thinking about these things, and they were not voting based on hoping that Donald Trump would weaponize the IRS against his political enemies. For example, a third of voters said the economy was their top concern. And I think when we talk about the shifts among those demographic groups, we have to acknowledge that a lot of it was a very simple response to groceries costing more, inflation being up, feeling like the economy was on the wrong track, and responding to a deeply unpopular incumbent president.

And while we can sit back and look at the broad scope of history, it is clear that not all voters who went in to vote in these last few weeks were thinking about democracy. But I think it's also good to point that out because Donald Trump is going to claim a mandate, coming out of this election, and say: I swept the swing states. The voters want me to have all this power. He'll implicitly say, They want me to abuse my power. They've given me permission to do whatever I want. And I think that it's worth noting that for a whole lot of people who voted for him, they just wanted him to make groceries cost less.

Applebaum: Yeah, but that's not really an excuse. I mean, you are, as a voter, obligated to know what the person you're voting for stands for. And the responsibility of the president of the United States is not merely to control inflation. The president also has a lot of power over the U.S. government, over U.S. institutions, over American foreign policy, and by deciding you don't care about those things, you do give him that mandate.

Coppins: But my concern is that there's a risk of a kind of democratic fatalism coming out of this election, where we will decide that: Look--Americans voted for this aspiring autocrat, therefore he will be an autocrat, and democracy has failed. 

And I think that it's worth parsing this electoral data a little bit and acknowledging that a majority of Americans did not necessarily give him an autocratic mandate. Whether they were thinking about the things that they should have been thinking about, weighing the priorities the way that we think they should have been, I don't think we should let--it becomes almost a self-fulfilling prophecy if we let Trump and his allies claim that, because he's said and done all these things and he won the election, he now has permission to do whatever he wants.

Rosin: Yeah. One way of seeing the vote is that it wasn't at all a referendum on Trump. It was people saying: My life was better in 2019, so I'm going with Trump. And I think why what you're saying is important, McKay, is because people who didn't vote for Trump can get discouraged and overwhelmed and tell themselves, People who voted for him voted for everything he stands for. And what follows from that is a sense of alienation. Like, This is not my country, and I don't understand what's going on.

Anyway, Anne, you mentioned that Trump ran an explicitly vengeful campaign, that he would come after "enemies from within," whether they were immigrants, Democrats, or us, the journalists. And you have taught us to take leaders' words seriously. And yet a lot of people, not just voters, have said, Oh, this is hyperbole. Stop taking it so seriously. So how do we know the difference?

Applebaum: We'll know by his actions. Maybe it's true that by saying those things and by acting out vengeance, maybe that was appealing to people who want some kind of vengeance, who are angry at whatever--the economy or the system or the establishment or the media or Hollywood or the culture--whatever it is that they're angry at or feel deprived by, that he acted that out for them, and that was appealing to them. I'm sure that's a piece of the explanation.

And then another piece of the explanation is that there were people, like The Wall Street Journal editorial board or the writer Niall Ferguson, who said, Oh, these things just don't matter. It's just hyperbole. You know, That's just how he talks. So we'll see, and we'll wait for it.



Rosin: McKay, Project 2025, which came up a lot in the campaign and has been described as a blueprint for the next administration, includes transformative ideas about everything from abortion to tax policy. How much do you think that's a realistic roadmap for what the administration might do?

Coppins: I would take it seriously. I think that there is a risk that--because Donald Trump, realizing it was a political albatross around his neck, decided to distance himself in the final months of the campaign--that we collectively take him at his word, and I don't think we should.

I think that what he ends up doing in his next term will rely a lot upon who he appoints to his administration. I reported, back in December, that, in talking to people in Trump world about future appointees, the watchword was obedience. They talked about how Trump felt burned in his first term by appointees, people in his cabinet who saw themselves as adults in the room, who believed that their role was to constrain him, to keep the train on the tracks. And he doesn't want people like that in his next administration. He doesn't want adults in the room. He doesn't want James Mattises or Mark Milleys or John Kellys. He wants absolute loyalists, either people who share his ideological worldview or, out of a sense of ambition or cravenness, are willing to do exactly what he says without questioning it.

And so when you look at Project 2025 and the part of the plan, for example, that has to do with politicizing the civil service, taking 50,000 jobs in the federal bureaucracy and making them political appointees subject to the whims of the president, it will matter a lot whether he follows through on that and who those people are.

A big part of Project 2025 was identifying loyalists, partisans, conservatives who could fill those roles. And so I think, when we talk through his next administration, what his agenda will look like, a lot of it comes down to this kind of truism of Washington that personnel is policy. So does Stephen Miller return to his administration in some kind of role where he gets to oversee immigration enforcement? It's entirely possible, but that will make a big difference in terms of how much he follows through on his threats of mass deportation.

Who does he appoint as attorney general? That was one role that everybody I talked to in Trump world told me he was very committed to getting right because he felt the two men who served in that role in his first term betrayed him. So is it somebody like Josh Hawley or Mike Lee or Ted Cruz? These are the questions that we're going to have to be answering, and we'll get a lot more clarity in the coming weeks and months as we see those appointees and those short lists emerge.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we're going to get into what mass deportations under Trump could look like.

[Break]

Rosin: Something else I've been thinking about a lot that Trump has threatened is mass deportations. They are expensive. They're actually quite difficult to carry out. They require a lot of manpower, local and national. Is that bombast? Is that a realistic threat? How will we know the difference?

Coppins: Yeah. Again, this is where I think personnel will matter a lot, who is head of the Department of Homeland Security, for example. But just to go through what Trump promised on the campaign trail: He said that he would build massive detention camps, implement mass deportations at a scale never before seen in this country, hire thousands of additional border agents, use military spending on border security.

He even said he would invoke the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 to expel people who were suspected of being in drug cartels or gangs, without a court hearing.

He said he would end "catch and release," reinstate the "Remain in Mexico" policy. And I think it's notable that he did not directly answer whether he would reinstate family separation, which was the most controversial aspect of his immigration policy in the first term.

Take all these together--I think there are some of these things he could do pretty easily on his own with executive orders, and there's not a lot of evidence that he could be constrained by the courts or by Congress. There are some things, like building massive detention centers, that would require a lot of money. Hiring thousands of more border agents would require a lot of money. So this is where control of Congress is going to matter a lot.

Rosin: Are there others on his list that are top of mind for either of you? Aid to Ukraine is one that I'm thinking of. Are there others where you're going to be vigilantly watching: Okay, he said X. Is he going to do X? 

Applebaum: Aid to Ukraine is in a slightly different category. It's not about American autocracy and democracy. It's a question of our position in the world. Are we going to remain the leader of a democratic camp, which is opposing the growing and increasingly networked autocratic camp? Will we oppose Russia, which is now in alliance with Iran and North Korea and China? Or will we not?

And this, again, from Trump world, I know a lot of people who spent a lot of time in the run-up to the election trying to find out what Trump meant when he said, I'll end the war in one day, which has been his standard response when asked about it. And you can literally find almost as many interpretations of that expression as there are people in Trump's orbit.

I mean, it ranges from, We're just going to cut off all the funding, to, We're going to give Ukraine to the Russians, to something quite different. There are people who said: No. We're going to threaten the Russians. We're going to tell them we're bringing in a thousand tanks and a thousand airplanes unless you pull back. And so that's another version that I've heard. There are versions that suggest offering something to Russia--you know, some deal. But honestly, I don't know.

Rosin: But those are legitimate foreign-policy debates. You can be an isolationist democracy. Those are not fundamental threats in your mind to the nature of this country and what it should be?

Applebaum: No, although there are connections and have always been--we haven't always acknowledged them--between America's alliances and America's democracy. So the fact that we have been aligned in the past with a camp of other democracies, that we put democracy at the center of our foreign policy for such a long time during the Cold War, was one of the reasons why our democracy was strengthened.

It's well known that during the Cold War, one of the reasons why there was an establishment shift towards favoring civil rights and the civil-rights movement was the feeling that: Here's this thing we stand for. We stand for democracy. We stand for the rule of law, and yet we don't have it in our own country. And there were a lot of people who felt that very strongly. And it's not a bad reason why that happened, but it's part of the explanation.

You know, Who are your allies? Who are your friends? This affects, also, what kind of country you are and your own behavior. Who are your relationships? You know, if our primary political and diplomatic and economic relationship is with Russia and North Korea, then we're a different kind of country than if our primary relationship is with Britain and France.

Coppins: The only other kind of policy area that I'll be keeping an eye on is tariffs. He has said that he would impose between 10 and 20 percent across-the-board tariffs on all U.S. imports and a 60 percent tariff on all Chinese goods.

A lot of economic experts pointed out that this would very likely cause massive inflation. And given that he was just elected, in large part, on voter frustration with inflation, it's an open question whether he'll follow through on this. He clearly does not believe--and this is one of the few issues that he's been pretty consistent on his entire life--he does not believe it would cause inflation. Almost every economics expert disagrees with him.

And in his first term, there were people in the White House who blocked him from imposing more tariffs than he actually did, in fact to the point where we saw reporting from Bob Woodward that his staff secretary was literally taking executive orders off his desk before he could sign them and kind of losing them in the bureaucracy of paperwork. Will there be somebody like that this time? Will there be somebody who can get his ear and convince him not to go through with this? That is something that I think a lot of people will be looking at because the economic implications for this country and globally could be pretty profound.

Rosin: And what are the bigger implications of tariffs? Like, that could just be a legitimate economic debate. Some people believe in tariffs. Some people don't believe in tariffs. And it's an experiment and, you know, economic protectionism.

Coppins: I would not say that this is one of those kind of core democratic issues, that certainly, to various degrees, there have been protectionist policy makers and politicians in both parties over the last several decades. It could cause a trade war. It could interfere with our diplomatic relations with the countries that we're imposing tariffs on. There are a lot of trickle-down implications.

But yes, I do think it's important. And I like that what you're doing here is separating the issues that are kind of more typical policy disagreements from those things that Anne has been talking about, which are fundamental to American democracy. I don't think tariffs are, but they could have an effect on a lot of Americans, and so that's why I think it's worth keeping an eye on.

Rosin: Okay. There's obviously going to be some resistance to Trump. Let's start simple: McKay, who is going to be the leader of the Democratic Party?

Coppins: So, obviously, if Democrats take control of the House, Hakeem Jeffries, the next speaker, would, I think by default, become the kind of leader of the Democratic opposition to Trump, at least for a while.

If Democrats don't take control of the House, I think it's a very open question and, frankly, it's one that Democrats probably should have been trying to answer two years ago. Joe Biden deciding to stay in the race after the 2022 midterms will probably go down as one of the most consequential political decisions in this era. The fact that he stayed in for so long, only to drop out in the final months of the election, meant that Democrats didn't really have time to have the big intraparty debate about what they should stand for, who their standard-bearer should be.

That debate will be happening now. And it's going to be contentious and noisy and unsettling to a lot of left-leaning voters. I also think it's healthy to have these conversations. And I think Democrats, in some ways, are kind of innately averse to that kind of contention. And I think that they might need to kind of get comfortable with it, because one way to look at the two elections that Donald Trump has won is that he really benefited from the fact that Democrats cleared the field for the two nominees he ended up beating: Hillary Clinton in 2016, Kamala Harris in 2024.

One takeaway that I think a lot of Democrats will have is that Democrats need to decide that they're okay with a little messiness in letting their voters decide who their nominee will be.

Rosin: Anne, when other countries have faced a moment like this--a moment when you have to be vigilant, things are in the balance, the opposition feels alienated, it's unclear who the opposition leaders are at the moment--how do you move through a moment like that? Like, how have other countries successfully moved to a healthier place?

Applebaum: I mean, it almost entirely involves building broad coalitions. The only real example I can give: I live part of the time in Poland. We had an autocratic, populist government takeover in 2015. They did try to capture the state.

They did it pretty successfully. They took over state media, which is a big deal in Poland, and they made it into a kind of propaganda tube. Poland has some state companies, and they took over the companies and began using the money to fund themselves and their party and so on. They enriched themselves, and they tried to create a system whereby they would never lose again.

Remember that another sign of autocracy and a very, very important thing to watch for is corruption. Because when you remove guardrails and when you remove inspectors general and when you weaken the media, then it becomes much easier for people to be corrupt. And we've already got that problem in our system, and it's going to get a lot worse.

Essentially, what happened was the building of a coalition that went, in their case, from the center-left to the center-right--kind of center-left liberal, center-right--of people who wanted something. It was, in part, an anti-corruption coalition, so it wasn't so much built around fighting for democracy, although that was a piece of it.

The coalition was also seeking to fight against corruption and for good government. But it took eight years. It was a long process. And along the way, a lot of money was stolen. And the institutions declined, and the country is worse governed, and there are a lot of problems that are not going to be easy to solve.

But there's a look for coalitions. There was some internal soul-searching about what it was we did that--Why did we lose? But I'm not sure even how useful all of that was. I mean, what mattered, in the end, was the reconstruction of an opposition that had a clear message, that had a clear critique, and offered a vision of a different kind of future that was led by somebody who was charismatic.

Rosin: Yeah. That is actually really useful, even to know that the coalitions don't have to be for the restoration of democracy. They can be against mass deportation, against tariffs. Like, you can form coalitions, if you tell yourself, No, the voters did not give a mandate to Donald Trump to do whatever he wants and carry out all of his policies. That is not what happened in the last election, coalitions can form--popular coalitions--around all kinds of issues.

Applebaum: Yeah. I mean, you could have a coalition that really cares about women's issues and women's rights and abortion rights. And you can have another one that really cares about the environment. And you can have another one that really cares about corruption. And you link them together, and then you have a movement.

Rosin: Right.

Applebaum: And that's sometimes more effective. I mean, democracy is an abstract word that doesn't necessarily mean things to people. It has to be made real through something that people experience. And maybe that's how we have to look at it too.

Rosin: Yeah. I think the thing that catches me in this election, which we haven't quite touched on, is the truth-and-lies problem. I find that so overwhelming, like, the idea that people believe an untrue thing about what happened on January 6 and an untrue thing about what happened at Springfield, Ohio. And, as a journalist, I always find that an impossible barrier to cross. But maybe you're suggesting ways to cross that barrier is: Well, people believe smaller truths.

Applebaum: It's one of the ways. We now have an information system that enables the creation of alternate realities. For me, one of the really striking things about the election campaign wasn't so much Trump. It was Musk. Elon Musk, who owns a big and important social-media platform, was saying things that he must have known not to be true: falsehoods about immigration, about the election.

He was allowing the platform to deliberately promote them. And he seemed to be doing that as a way of demonstrating his power. He was showing us that he can decide what people think. And he was working hard to create this alternate world in which things that aren't true seem true. And that--I'm afraid it was really successful.

Rosin: Right.

Coppins: And the other thing that I think we've seen is that a big purpose of propaganda and disinformation is not even just to convince people that a certain thing is true but to almost exhaust their ability to tell the difference between what's true and what's not, and make them cynical and fatigued and disinclined to even try.

I remember in 2020, I spent a lot of time covering disinformation in the campaign. And that was the thing that I would encounter when I talked to Trump voters. It wasn't so much that they believed everything he said. Some would even acknowledge that he would lie or exaggerate. But they would throw their hands up and say: Yeah, they all lie, right? Who even knows what's true? And that, I think, is the thing that we need to guard against over these next few years.

Applebaum: That is the essence of Putinist propaganda. It's not so much that you're expected to believe everything he says about whatever, the greatness of Russia or the horror of Western civilization. But you're expected to become so confused by the multitude and number of lies that you've been told that you throw your hands up in the air, and you go home, and you say, I don't know anything. I can't be involved in this. I don't want anything to do with politics. I'm just going to live my life.

And that turns out to be a really, really successful form of propaganda, probably more successful than the old-fashioned Soviet thing of telling everybody that everything is great, which you can disprove pretty easily.

Rosin: Well, Anne and McKay, with your idea of coalitions, I had almost succeeded in finding us a practical path of thinking about a future. But now we're back at this big veil of disinformation, which is not the place I want to end. Is there some way to turn that ship?

I'll ask you again, Anne: How have people turned that ship when you find a culture, a populace that's just become cynical and overwhelmed by lies? How have other countries successfully crawled out of that disinformation?

Applebaum: You build relationships of trust around other things. I mean, almost as we were just talking about, you find alternative forms of communication, all different ways of reaching people. That's the only way.

Rosin: All right. Well, Anne, McKay, we will have many more such conversations, but thank you for helping us be more discerning.

Coppins: Thank you.

Applebaum: Thanks.

[Music]

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/11/are-we-living-in-a-different-america/680565/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Biden's Team Thinks Harris Lost

Embedded in their autopsies was their own unstated faith that they could have done better.

by Franklin Foer




Earlier this fall, one of Joe Biden's closest aides felt compelled to tell the president a hard truth about Kamala Harris's run for the presidency: "You have more to lose than she does." And now he's lost it. Joe Biden cannot escape the fact that his four years in office paved the way for the return of Donald Trump. This is his legacy. Everything else is an asterisk.

In the hours after Harris's defeat, I called and texted members of Biden's inner circle to hear their postmortems of the campaign. They sounded as deflated as the rest of the Democratic elite. They also had a worry of their own: Members of Biden's clan continue to stoke the delusion that its paterfamilias would have won the election, and some of his advisers feared that he might publicly voice that deeply misguided view.

Although the Biden advisers I spoke with were reluctant to say anything negative about Harris as a candidate, they did level critiques of her campaign, based on the months they'd spent strategizing in anticipation of the election. Embedded in their autopsies was their own unstated faith that they could have done better.

One critique holds that Harris lost because she abandoned her most potent attack. Harris began the campaign portraying Trump as a stooge of corporate interests--and touted herself as a relentless scourge of Big Business. During the Democratic National Convention, speaker after speaker inveighed against Trump's oligarchical allegiances. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York bellowed, "We have to help her win, because we know that Donald Trump would sell this country for a dollar if it meant lining his own pockets and greasing the palms of his Wall Street friends."

David A. Graham: What Trump understood, and Harris did not

While Harris was stuck defending the Biden economy, and hobbled by lingering anger over inflation, attacking Big Business allowed her to go on the offense. Then, quite suddenly, this strain of populism disappeared. One Biden aide told me that Harris steered away from such hard-edged messaging at the urging of her brother-in-law, Tony West, Uber's chief legal officer. (West did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) To win the support of CEOs, Harris jettisoned a strong argument that deflected attention from one of her weakest issues. Instead, the campaign elevated Mark Cuban as one of its chief surrogates, the very sort of rich guy she had recently attacked.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

Another Bidenland critique takes Harris to task for failing to navigate the backlash against identity politics. Not that Harris ran a "woke" campaign. To the contrary, she bathed herself in patriotism. She presented herself as a prosecutor, a friend of law enforcement, and a proud gun owner. But she failed to respond to the ubiquitous ads the Trump campaign ran claiming that Harris supports sex-change operations for prisoners. She allowed Trump to create the impression that she favored the most radical version of transgender rights.

Biden, allies say, never would have let such attacks stand. He would have clearly rejected the idea of trans women competing in women's sports. Of course, he never staked out that position in his presidency. But it's true that Harris avoided the issue, rather than rebutting it, despite the millions of dollars poured into those attack ads. And in the end, those ads very likely implanted the notion that Harris wasn't the cultural centrist she appeared to be.

A sour irony haunts Biden aides. In the coming months, Trump will use executive power and unified control of Washington to wreck many of the administration's proudest accomplishments. But the ones he doesn't wreck, he will claim as his own. Biden helped build the foundations for economic growth, with the Inflation Reduction Act, the CHIPS Act, and the infrastructure bill. Because the investments enabled by all three of those bills will take years to bear fruit, Biden never had the chance to reap the harvest. Despite Trump's opposition to those pieces of legislation, the benefits of those bills could bolster his presidency. Biden will have passed along his most substantive legacy as a gift to his successor.
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Trump Voters Got What They Wanted

Those who expect that Donald Trump will hurt others, and not them, are likely to be unpleasantly surprised.

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.


Democrats and liberal pundits are already trying to figure out how the Trump campaign not only bested Kamala Harris in the "Blue Wall" states of the Midwest and the Rust Belt, but gained on her even in areas that should have been safe for a Democrat. Almost everywhere, Donald Trump expanded his coalition, and this time, unlike in 2016, he didn't have to thread the needle of the Electoral College to win: He can claim the legitimacy of winning the popular vote.

Trump's opponents are now muttering about the choice of Tim Walz, the influence of the Russians, the role of the right-wing media, and whether President Joe Biden should not have stepped aside in favor of Harris. Even the old saw about "economic anxiety" is making a comeback.

These explanations all have some merit, but mostly, they miss the point. Yes, some voters still stubbornly believe that presidents magically control the price of basic goods. Others have genuine concerns about immigration and gave in to Trump's booming call of fascism and nativism. And some of them were just never going to vote for a woman, much less a Black woman.

But in the end, a majority of American voters chose Trump because they wanted what he was selling: a nonstop reality show of rage and resentment. Some Democrats, still gripped by the lure of wonkery, continue to scratch their heads over which policy proposals might have unlocked more votes, but that was always a mug's game. Trump voters never cared about policies, and he rarely gave them any. (Choosing to be eaten by a shark rather than electrocuted might be a personal preference, but it's not a policy.) His rallies involved long rants about the way he's been treated, like a giant therapy session or a huge family gathering around a bellowing, impaired grandpa.

Back in 2021, I wrote a book about the rise of "illiberal populism," the self-destructive tendency in some nations that leads people to participate in democratic institutions such as voting while being hostile to democracy itself, casting ballots primarily to punish other people and to curtail everyone's rights--even their own. These movements are sometimes led by fantastically wealthy faux populists who hoodwink gullible voters by promising to solve a litany of problems that always seem to involve money, immigrants, and minorities. The appeals from these charlatans resonate most not among the very poor, but among a bored, relatively well-off middle class, usually those who are deeply uncomfortable with racial and demographic changes in their own countries.

And so it came to pass: Last night, a gaggle of millionaires and billionaires grinned and applauded for Trump. They were part of an alliance with the very people another Trump term would hurt--the young, minorities, and working families among them.

Trump, as he has shown repeatedly over the years, couldn't care less about any of these groups. He ran for office to seize control of the apparatus of government and to evade judicial accountability for his previous actions as president. Once he is safe, he will embark on the other project he seems to truly care about: the destruction of the rule of law and any other impediments to enlarging his power.

Americans who wish to stop Trump in this assault on the American constitutional order, then, should get it out of their heads that this election could have been won if only a better candidate had made a better pitch to a few thousand people in Pennsylvania. Biden, too old and tired to mount a proper campaign, likely would have lost worse than Harris; more to the point, there was nothing even a more invigorated Biden or a less, you know, female alternative could have offered. Racial grievances, dissatisfaction with life's travails (including substance addiction and lack of education), and resentment toward the villainous elites in faraway cities cannot be placated by housing policy or interest-rate cuts.

No candidate can reason about facts and policies with voters who have no real interest in such things. They like the promises of social revenge that flow from Trump, the tough-guy rhetoric, the simplistic "I will fix it" solutions. And he's interesting to them, because he supports and encourages their conspiracist beliefs. (I knew Harris was in trouble when I was in Pennsylvania last week for an event and a fairly well-off business owner, who was an ardent Trump supporter, told me that Michelle Obama had conspired with the Canadians to change the state's vote tally in 2020. And that wasn't even the weirdest part of the conversation.)

As Jonathan Last, editor of The Bulwark, put it in a social-media post last night: The election went the way it did "because America wanted Trump. That's it. People reaching to construct [policy] alibis for the public because they don't want to grapple with this are whistling past the graveyard." Last worries that we might now be in a transition to authoritarianism of the kind Russia went through in the 1990s, but I visited Russia often in those days, and much of the Russian democratic implosion was driven by genuinely brutal economic conditions and the rapid collapse of basic public services. Americans have done this to themselves during a time of peace, prosperity, and astonishingly high living standards. An affluent society that thinks it is living in a hellscape is ripe for gulling by dictators who are willing to play along with such delusions.

The bright spot in all this is that Trump and his coterie must now govern. The last time around, Trump was surrounded by a small group of moderately competent people, and these adults basically put baby bumpers and pool noodles on all the sharp edges of government. This time, Trump will rule with greater power but fewer excuses, and he--and his voters--will have to own the messes and outrages he is already planning to create.

Those voters expect that Trump will hurt others and not them. They will likely be unpleasantly surprised, much as they were in Trump's first term. (He was, after all, voted out of office for a reason.) For the moment, some number of them have memory-holed that experience and are pretending that his vicious attacks on other Americans are just so much hot air.

Trump, unfortunately, means most of what he says. In this election, he has triggered the unfocused ire and unfounded grievances of millions of voters. Soon we will learn whether he can still trigger their decency--if there is any to be found.
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The Night They Hadn't Prepared For

By Elaine Godfrey

The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.
 For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brilliant-blue robes, performed a gorgeous rendition of "Oh Happy Day," and people sang along in a way that made you feel as if the university's alumna of the hour, Kamala Harris, had already won.
 But Harris had not won--a fact that, by 10:30, had become very noticeable.


Read the full article.
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Watching It All Fall Apart in Pennsylvania

So much for the "Blue Wall."

by John Hendrickson




Maybe the tell was when the mayor of Philadelphia didn't say Kamala Harris's name. Cherelle Parker looked out at her fellow Democrats inside a private club just northeast of Center City last night. Onstage, she beamed with pride about how, despite Donald Trump's fraudulent claims on social media, Election Day had unfolded freely and fairly across her city. But Parker did not--could not--telegraph victory for her party. "You've heard us say from the very beginning that we knew that the path to the White House had to come through our keystone state. And to get through the keystone state, you had to contend with our city of Philadelphia. And I want to thank each and every Philadelphian who participated in democracy in action," she said. Her remarks were bland, vague, safe. Soon, the mayor slipped out of the venue.

The watch party trudged along. Four ceiling fans blew hot air. Stacks of grease-stained Del Rossi's pizza boxes filled a rear table. Anxious Philadelphians sipped $5 bottles of Yuengling from the cash bar. But no single word or phrase could encompass the swirl of emotion: anticipation, dread, denial, despair. Across two floors of what might technically be considered "partying," attendees peered up at projection screens that showed MSNBC's Steve Kornacki pacing and pointing. His big map was glowing red. The revelers were blue.

Early on, many partygoers were still clinging to fleeting moments of zen. Around 9 p.m., after Rachel Maddow declared Michigan "too early to call," the venue erupted in earnest applause. The hooting grew even louder when, shortly thereafter, Maddow announced that Pennsylvania, the place that most of these voters called home, was also in toss-up territory. But by 9:30, when Kornacki showed Trump comfortably up in Waukesha County, Wisconsin, enough people could grasp that the "Blue Wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania--which Harris had been counting on to win the White House--was now crumbling, brick by brick, county by county.

Read: This was the second COVID election

I saw genuine fear in people's eyes when, just after 9:50, zooming in on the Pennsylvania map, Kornacki mentioned Trump and Lackawanna County. A union leader named Sam Williamson told me about all the door-knocking he'd done. He had been "really confident" Harris would win Pennsylvania. But by 10:30 or so, even the formerly blue Centre County, where Penn State University is located, had flipped red. Was this actually happening? Hardly anyone even murmured when Kornacki spoke of Harris's success right there in Philadelphia. People were pissed. Demoralized. Many began to filter out. Democrats had spent this twisty, complex presidential campaign with a narrow path to victory, and now that path was narrowing to a close.


People gather for an election night watch party at the Ruba Club in Philadelphia, PA (Ross Mantle for The Atlantic)



Each voter I spoke with processed the night a little differently. A 38-year-old nurse named Abena Bempah conceded, somewhat sheepishly, that she had tuned out this election until late June, when President Joe Biden had his disastrous debate against former (and future) President Donald Trump. After that night, Bempah had an awakening: "It actually reminded me that I need to be an engaged citizen throughout a candidate's entire term." So she spent the summer and fall volunteering with the Philadelphia Democrats. She told me that to preserve democracy, people need to do so much more than vote--they need to voice their concerns to elected officials. "I think that Republicans are planning on Democrats to rest on our laurels and not be as active," she said.

Near a billiards table, I met a father and son, Shamai and Liv Leibowitz, who live in Silver Spring, Maryland, and had driven up to Pennsylvania to volunteer. Liv, who is 21, is taking a year off from school, and had recently been canvassing in nearby Bucks County and Chester County. He wore a baseball hat with Representative Jamie Raskin's name on the dome. "I was here for the past two weeks," he told me with a smile. Half of the undecided voters he'd met felt that they didn't know enough about Harris and her positions. But many, he said, were staying home because of her support of Israel.

Liv's father, Shamai, told me that he had the gut feeling that Trump would win. Shamai had grown up in Israel, and he moved to the United States in the early 2000s. He believed that Harris was doomed in this election because she wouldn't substantively deviate from Biden's Middle East policy. "I'm worried right now because she didn't come out forcefully for a weapons embargo, or even hint at a weapons embargo. We met people canvassing who told us, 'We're voting Green Party'; 'We're staying home,'" he said. Shamai knew it would have been politically risky for her to criticize Israel, but, he told me, in the end, not changing course was hurting her more.


Philadelphia, PA (Ross Mantle for The Atlantic)



I also spoke with two people who might be considered interlopers. One was a 27-year-old Swede named Gabriel Gunnarsson, who had flown to Philadelphia from his home in Stockholm just to witness the U.S. election with his own eyes. As he nursed a beer, he told me that everyone he knew in Sweden had been following our election particularly closely this year. "I'm feeling bad," he told me. "I'm sort of dystopic about the future, I think, and just seeing this, it's a horrible result for the world." I asked him if he recalled one of Trump's more vile comments from his first term in office: He'd said that America was bringing in people only from "shithole countries," and he'd lamented that we don't have more immigrants from places like Norway. Gunnarsson laughed and shook his head. "He did this when he was president as well: He just randomly said, 'Look at what's happening in Sweden!'" Gunnarsson recalled. "And we were all like, 'What did happen?'"

Read: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

Finally, as the evening was winding down, I met a man named Tim Brogan, who very quietly told me he was an independent, not a Democrat. Would you care to share whom you voted for today? I asked. Brogan looked down at his feet, then off to the corner, then back at me. "I voted for the other party," he said. "I did in fact vote for Trump, yes."

He had come out to this particular event because he lives in the neighborhood and wanted to be around some friends. He told me he works in real estate, and as a lifelong Philadelphian, he was distressed to see inflation and more crime in the city. This was, in fact, Brogan's third consecutive time voting for Trump, even though he had previously voted for Barack Obama. He earnestly believed that Trump was the only person who could set America back on the right path. "There's just so many things that we missed--and we're allowing--with the Democratic Party," he said. "I think my choice was a good direction for my beliefs."

I asked him how he talks about politics with his friends, family, and neighbors.

"Simple," he said. "We don't like to get into it."
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America Did This to Itself

And now we all must suffer through it.

by George T. Conway III




This time, the nation was on notice. Back in 2016, those of us who supported Donald Trump at least had the excuse of not knowing how sociopathy can present itself, and we at least had the conceit of believing that the presidency was not just a man, but an institution greater than the man, with legal and traditional mechanisms to make sure he'd never go off the rails.

By 2020, after the chaos, the derangement, and the incompetence, we knew a lot better. And most other Americans did too, voting him out of office that fall. And when his criminal attempt to steal the election culminated in the violence of January 6, their judgment was vindicated.

So there was no excuse this year. We knew all we needed to know, even without the mendacious raging about Ohioans eating pets, the fantasizing about shooting journalists and arresting political opponents as "enemies of the people," even apart from the evidence presented in courts and the convictions in one that demonstrated his abject criminality.

We knew, and have known, for years. Every American knew, or should have known. The man elected president last night is a depraved and brazen pathological liar, a shameless con man, a sociopathic criminal, a man who has no moral or social conscience, empathy, or remorse. He has no respect for the Constitution and laws he will swear to uphold, and on top of all that, he exhibits emotional and cognitive deficiencies that seem to be intensifying, and that will only make his turpitude worse. He represents everything we should aspire not to be, and everything we should teach our children not to emulate. The only hope is that he's utterly incompetent, and even that is a double-edged sword, because his incompetence often can do as much as harm as his malevolence. His government will be filled with corrupt grifters, spiteful maniacs, and morally bankrupt sycophants, who will follow in his example and carry his directives out, because that's who they are and want to be.

Tyler Austin Harper: Blame Biden

I say all of this not in anger, but in deep and profound sorrow. For centuries, the United States has been a beacon of democracy and reasoned self-government, in part because the Framers understood the dangers of demagogues and saw fit to construct a system with safeguards to keep such men from undermining it, and because our people and their leaders, out of respect for the common good and the people of this country, adhered to its rules and norms. The system was never perfect, but it inched toward its own betterment, albeit in fits and starts. But in the end, the system the Framers set up--and indeed, all constitutional regimes, however well designed--cannot protect a free people from themselves.

My own hope and belief about what would transpire last night was sadly and profoundly wrong--like many, I have the emotional and intellectual flaw, if that's what it is, of assuming that people are wiser and more decent than they actually turn out to be. I feel chastened--distraught--about my apparently naive view of human nature.

I dare not predict the future again, particularly as it comes to elections and other forms of mass behavior. But I daresay I fear we shall see a profound degradation in the ability of this nation to govern itself rationally and fairly, with freedom and political equality under the rule of law. Because that is not actually a prediction. It's a logical deduction based on the words and deeds of the president-elect, his enablers, and his supporters--and a long and often sorry record of human history. Let us brace ourselves.
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How Donald Trump Won Everywhere

This was the second COVID election.

by Derek Thompson




In 2022, pollsters and political analysts predicted a red wave in the midterms that didn't materialize. Last night, polls anticipated a whisker-thin election, and instead we got a red wave that carried Donald Trump to victory.

The breadth of Trump's improvement over 2020 is astonishing. In the previous two elections, we saw narrow demographic shifts--for example, non-college-educated white people moved toward Trump in 2016, and high-income suburban voters raced toward Biden in 2020. But last night's election apparently featured a more uniform shift toward Trump, according to a county-by-county analysis shared with me by Thomas Wood, a political scientist at Ohio State University. The "really simple story," he said, "is that secular dissatisfaction with Biden's economic stewardship affected most demographic groups in a fairly homogeneous way."

Trump improved his margins not only in swing states but also in once comfortable Democratic strongholds. In 2020, Biden won New Jersey by 16 points. In 2024, Harris seems poised to win by just five points. Harris ran behind Biden in rural Texas border towns, where many Hispanic people live, and in rural Kentucky, where very few Hispanic people live. She ran behind Biden in high-income suburbs, such as Loudoun County, Virginia, and in counties with college towns, including Dane County (home to the University of Wisconsin) and Centre County (home to Penn State).

Perhaps most surprising, Trump improved his margins in some of America's largest metro areas. In the past two cycles, Democrats could comfort themselves by counting on urban counties to continue moving left even as rural areas shifted right. That comfort was dashed last night, at least among counties with more than 90 percent of their results reported. In the New York City metro area, New York County (Manhattan) shifted nine points right, Kings County (Brooklyn) shifted 12 points right, Queens County shifted 21 points right, and Bronx County shifted 22 points right. In Florida, Orange County (Orlando) shifted 10 points right and Miami-Dade shifted 19 points right. In Texas, Harris County (Houston) and Bexar County (San Antonio) both shifted eight points right and Dallas County shifted 10 points right. In and around the "Blue Wall" states, Pennsylvania's Philadelphia County shifted five points right, Michigan's Wayne County (Detroit) shifted nine points right, and Illinois' Cook County (Chicago) shifted 11 points right.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

Other than Atlanta, which moved left, many of the largest U.S. metros moved right even more than many rural areas. You cannot explain this shift by criticizing specific campaign decisions (If only she had named Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro her vice president...). You can't pin this shift exclusively on, say, Arab Americans in Michigan who voted for Jill Stein, or Russian trolls who called in bomb threats to Georgia.

A better, more comprehensive way to explain the outcome is to conceptualize 2024 as the second pandemic election. Trump's victory is a reverberation of trends set in motion in 2020. In politics, as in nature, the largest tsunami generated by an earthquake is often not the first wave but the next one.

The pandemic was a health emergency, followed by an economic emergency. Both trends were global. But only the former was widely seen as international and directly caused by the pandemic. Although Americans understood that millions of people were dying in Europe and Asia and South America, they did not have an equally clear sense that supply-chain disruptions, combined with an increase in spending, sent prices surging around the world. As I reported earlier this year, inflation at its peak exceeded 6 percent in France, 7 percent in Canada, 8 percent in Germany, 9 percent in the United Kingdom, 10 percent in Italy, and 20 percent in Argentina, Turkey, and Ethiopia.

Inflation proved as contagious as a coronavirus. Many voters didn't directly blame their leaders for a biological nemesis that seemed like an act of god, but they did blame their leaders for an economic nemesis that seemed all too human in its origin. And the global rise in prices has created a nightmare for incumbent parties around the world. The ruling parties of several major countries, including the U.K., Germany, and South Africa, suffered historic defeats this year. Even strongmen, such as Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, lost ground in an election that many experts assumed would be a rousing coronation.

This has been a year of global anti-incumbency within a century of American anti-incumbency. Since 2000, every midterm and presidential election has seen a change in control of the House, Senate, or White House except for 2004 (when George W. Bush eked out a win) and 2012 (when Barack Obama won reelection while Republicans held the House). The U.S. appears to be in an age of unusually close elections that swing back and forth, in which every sitting president spends the majority of his term with an underwater approval rating.

There will be a rush to blame Kamala Harris--the candidate, her campaign, and her messaging. But there is no escaping the circumstances that Harris herself could never outrun. She is the vice president of a profoundly unpopular president, whose approval was laid low by the same factors--such as inflation and anti-incumbency bias--that have waylaid ruling parties everywhere. An analysis by the political scientist John Sides predicted that a sitting president with Biden's approval rating should be expected to win no more than 48 percent of the two-party vote. As of Wednesday afternoon, Kamala Harris is currently projected to win about 47.5 percent of the popular vote. Her result does not scream underperformance. In context, it seems more like a normal performance.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

A national wave of this magnitude should, and likely will, inspire some soul searching among Democrats. Preliminary CNN exit polls show that Trump is poised to be the first GOP candidate to win Hispanic men in at least 50 years; other recent surveys have pointed to a dramatic shift right among young and nonwhite men. One interpretation of this shift is that progressives need to find a cultural message that connects with young men. Perhaps. Another possibility is that Democrats need a fresh way to talk about economic issues that make all Americans, including young men, believe that they are more concerned about a growth agenda that increases prosperity for all.

If there is cold comfort for Democrats, it is this: We are in an age of politics when every victory is Pyrrhic, because to gain office is to become the very thing--the establishment, the incumbent--that a part of your citizenry will inevitably want to replace. Democrats have been temporarily banished to the wilderness by a counterrevolution, but if the trends of the 21st century hold, then the very anti-incumbent mechanisms that brought them defeat this year will eventually bring them back to power.
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Voters Wanted Lower Prices at Any Cost

Kamala Harris couldn't outrun inflation.

by Annie Lowrey






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

Donald Trump is heading back to the White House. He has inflation to thank.

In poll after poll, focus group after focus group, Americans said the economy was bad--and the economy was bad because prices were too high. This was always going to be a problem for Kamala Harris. "Excess" inflation--defined as the cumulative growth of prices in one presidential term compared with the term preceding it--is highly predictive of electoral outcomes, according to the Northwestern economist Robert Gordon. It is a crucial part of how voters decide whether they are better off and want to stick with the incumbent. The measure strongly pointed to a Trump victory. Indeed, since the global post-pandemic inflation spike began, ruling parties around the world, on the left and the right, have been toppled.

Still, before this week, Democrats had good reasons to believe that they might be spared the inflation backlash. Households' spending power improved more and faster in the United States than in other countries. On paper, families were doing better than they were before the pandemic, particularly at the low end of the income spectrum. Real wages--meaning wages adjusted for prices--jumped 13.2 percent for the lowest-income workers from 2019 to 2023; real wages for the highest-income workers climbed 4.4 percent.

From the April 2024 issue: What would it take to convince Americans that the economy is fine?

But voters do not make their decisions at the polls on the basis of price-adjusted time series. Nor do they seem to appreciate pundits and politicians telling them that their lived experience is somehow incorrect--that they are truly doing great; they just don't know it.

Prices spiked more during the Biden administration than at any point since the early 1980s. In some categories, they remain unsustainably high. Home prices have jumped an astonishing 47 percent since early 2020. This has made homeowners wealthier on paper, but has priced millions of people out of the housing market. The situation with rented homes is no better. Costs are up more than 20 percent since COVID hit, and have doubled in some places. The number of cost-burdened renters is at an all-time high.

In response to inflation, the Federal Reserve raised interest rates. Inflation statistics do not include the cost of borrowing, but many Americans experienced higher rates--the supposed cure for higher prices--as making costs worse. Mortgage rates more than doubled from their pandemic-era level, adding insult to home-buying injury. The interest payment on a new-car loan has grown nearly as much. Credit-card APRs climbed to all-time highs, making many families' buffer against month-to-month earnings and spending changes a costly one. If you include the cost of borrowing, inflation peaked at 18 percent, not 9 percent.

When asked over the past few years about their personal financial stressors, however, voters mostly haven't focused on housing or auto loans. They overwhelmingly brought up everyday purchases, above all the price of groceries and fast food. Food inflation outpaced the overall rate for much of the Biden administration; in 2022, when inflation was 6.5 percent, the price of groceries grew by 11.8 percent. The price hikes cooled off in 2023, but prices themselves remained far higher than Americans were used to: Margarine, eggs, peanut butter, crackers, and bread all cost more than 40 percent more than they did just a few years ago. That everyday indignity seems to be what made inflation so salient for voters. The mental math families were tasked with felt excruciating. The sticker shock remained shocking.

Annie Lowrey: The worst best economy ever

The optimistic story for the Harris campaign was that, after a year of subdued price growth, the American people would have gotten used to higher bills and appreciated the earning power they gained from the tight labor market. Instead, anger at inflation lingered, even among tens of millions of working-class Americans who had gotten wealthier. This is not a purely economic story; it's a psychological one too. People interpret wage gains as a product of their own effort and high costs as a policy problem that the president is supposed to solve. Going to the polls, voters still ranked the economy as their No. 1 issue, inflation as the No. 1 economic problem, and Trump as their preferred candidate to deal with it. In interviews, many voters told me they felt as if Democrats were gaslighting them by insisting that they were thriving.

Voters who expect Trump's victory to herald a return to 2019 prices or relief from the cost-of-living crisis might be due for disappointment, though. Trump's signature economic proposal of huge global tariffs would immediately raise the cost of household goods. And his promise to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants could create a labor shortage that would raise the cost of food, construction, home health care, and child care. He has offered no serious plan to address the deep, tangled problems that have made a middle-class life so unobtainable for so many Americans. Those problems preceded the Biden administration, and they will outlast the second Trump administration too.
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Blame Biden

Harris was probably doomed from the jump.

by Tyler Austin Harper




The political scientist Wilson Carey McWilliams once observed that alienation is not the loss of an old homeland, but the discovery of a new homeland that casts the former in a more dismal light. Today, the country indeed looks alien. The America many of us believed we knew now appears stranger in retrospect: The anger and resentment we may have thought was pitched at a simmer turned out to be at a rollicking boil. And one of liberals' most cherished shibboleths from 2016--that Trumpism is a movement for aggrieved white men--unraveled in the face of a realignment that saw the GOP appear to give birth to a multiracial working-class movement. A second Trump presidency is the result of this misjudgment.

There is plenty of blame to go around, and much of it will be directed at Kamala Harris. Rightly so. Her campaign strategy was often confounding. Harris gambled on suburban-Republican support, which she tried to juice by touring with Liz Cheney and moving right on the border, a strategy that many warned was questionable. Meanwhile, in her quest to bring these new conservative voters into the Democratic fold, Harris neglected many of the voters the party has long relied on. She took far too long to reach out to Black men--despite a year's worth of polling that said she was losing their support--and when she finally did, she had little to offer them but slapdash policies and half-baked promises. It was the same story for Hispanic men. Despite polling showing Donald Trump increasing his Hispanic support, Harris largely ignored the problem until a month before Election Day, when she stitched together a condescending last-minute "Hombres con Harris" push. As for Arab American voters, she and her surrogates couldn't be bothered to do much more than lecture them.

David A. Graham: What Trump understood, and Harris did not

The results speak for themselves: Trump won a stunning victory in a heavily Black county in North Carolina and carried the largest Arab-majority city, Dearborn, Michigan. Early exit polls suggest that he doubled his Black support in Wisconsin and won Hispanic men by 10 points. Meanwhile, Harris's scheme to run up the score in the suburbs plainly failed to bear fruit: She underperformed Biden's numbers with these voters. Simply put, almost nothing about the Harris game plan worked. But as easy as it is to play Monday-morning (or rather, Wednesday-morning) quarterback--and her dubious campaigning provides plenty of material to work with--the reality is that Harris was probably doomed from the jump.

The reason is that she had an 81-year-old albatross hanging around her neck: Joe Biden. When Biden got into the 2020 presidential race, he said he was motivated to defeat the man who blamed "both sides" for a neo-Nazi rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. Five years later, Biden's inability to see his own limitations handed that same man the White House once more. Nobody bears more responsibility for Trump's reascension to the presidency than the current president. This failure lies at his feet.

Biden was supposed to be a one-term candidate. During his 2019 campaign, he heavily signaled that he would not run again if he won. "He is going to be 82 years old in four years and he won't be running for reelection," one of his advisers declared. Biden himself promised to be a "transition" candidate, holding off Trump for four years while making room for a fresh Democratic challenger in 2024. "Look, I view myself as a bridge, not anything else," he said at a Michigan campaign event with Governor Gretchen Whitmer, one of those promising younger Democrats Biden was ostensibly making room for.

Of course, that's not what happened. Scranton Joe, supposed paragon of aw-shucks decency, ultimately wouldn't relinquish his power. He decided in the spring of 2023 to run for reelection despite no shortage of warning signs, including a basement-level approval rating, flashing bright red. He also ignored the will of the voters. As early as 2022, an overwhelming percentage of Democratic voters said they preferred a candidate other than Biden, and support for an alternative candidate persisted even as the president threw his hat back in the ring. This past February, one poll found that 86 percent of Americans and 73 percent of Democrats believed Biden was too old to serve another term, and another revealed that only a third of Americans believed that he was mentally fit for four more years.

The idea that Americans would vote for a man who they overwhelmingly thought was too old and cognitively infirm stretched reason to its breaking point. And yet Biden and his enablers in the Democratic Party doubled down on magical thinking. This was a species of madness worthy of King Lear shaking his fist before the encroaching storm. And like Lear, what the current president ultimately raged against was nature itself--that final frailty, aging and decline--as he stubbornly clung to the delusion that he could outrun human biology.

Adam Serwer: There is no constitutional mandate for fascism

Nature won, as it always does. After flouting the will of his own voters, after his party did everything in its power to clear the runway for his reelection bid, and after benefiting from an army of commentators and superfans who insisted that mounting video evidence of his mental slips were "cheap fakes," Biden crashed and burned at the debate in June. He hung on for another month, fueling the flames of scandal and intraparty revolt and robbing his successor of badly needed time to begin campaigning. And yet when he finally did stand down, Biden World immediately spun up the just-so story that the president is an honorable man who stepped aside for the good of the country.

He did not stand down soon enough. The cake was baked. The powers that be decided the hour was too late for a primary or contested convention, so an unpopular president was replaced with an unpopular vice president, who wasted no time in reminding America why her own presidential bid failed just a few years before. The limitations of Harris's campaign are now laid bare for all to see, but her grave was dug before she ever took the podium at the Democratic National Convention.

Harris could not distance herself from Biden's unpopular record on inflation and the southern border. She could not distance herself from his unpopular foreign policy in the Middle East. She could not break from him while she simultaneously served as his deputy. And she could not tell an obvious truth--that the sitting U.S. president is not fit for office--when asked by reporters, and so she was forced into Orwellian contortions. If the worst comes to pass, if the next four years are as bad as Biden warned, if the country--teetering before the abyss--stumbles toward that last precipice, it will have been American democracy's self-styled savior who helped push it, tumbling end over end, into the dark.
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There Is No Constitutional Mandate for Fascism

No matter what the Supreme Court says, the president is not a king.

by Adam Serwer




Former President Donald Trump won a sweeping victory in the Electoral College, four years after executing multiple schemes to overthrow an election he lost and seize power by force, and months after being convicted of state crimes in New York. He ran a race of slander and lies against immigrants and his political opponents, vowing to seize dictatorial powers in a campaign of vengeance.

But he won. When all the votes are counted, he may not have won the popular vote, but he will have won a decisive victory in the Electoral College nonetheless. Behind him are Republican Party apparatchiks who see the devotion of Trump's followers as a vehicle for their most extreme ideological schemes, including national bans on abortion, a mass deportation that could wreck the economy and subject Americans of any immigration status to invasive state scrutiny and force, and an immense distribution of income upward. The Democrats' reward for steering the economy out of the post-pandemic economic crisis will be watching their opponent claim credit for the prosperity that their work created--an economy unencumbered by inflation and the high interest rates once needed to tame it. If Trump seems popular now, he will likely be much more popular in a year.

Trump will claim a popular mandate for everything he does. He did that when he eked out a narrow Electoral College victory in 2016, and he will do it now. But there is no constitutional mandate for authoritarianism. No matter what the Roberts Supreme Court says, the president is not a king, and he is not entitled to ignore the law in order to do whatever he pleases.

Americans cannot vote themselves into a dictatorship any more than you as an individual can sell yourself into slavery. The restraints of the Constitution protect the American people from the unscrupulous designs of whatever lawless people might take the reins of their government, and that does not change simply because Trump believes that those restraints need not be respected by him. The Constitution does not allow a president to be a "dictator on day one," or on any other day. The presidency will give Trump and his cronies the power to do many awful things. But that power does not make them moral or correct.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

The Trump administration's record of union busting, repealing workplace regulations, and cutting the welfare state to enrich the already wealthy will have few obstacles. The coterie of extremists that surrounds Trump has a radical conception of what America should be that includes suppressing the speech and expression of their political opponents; a racial hierarchy entitled to legal protection and enforcement; a society in which women's bodies are treated as state property and LGBTQ people have few rights that others need respect. They will have a willing partner in an already extreme-right Supreme Court, which will be emboldened to enable this agenda of discrimination, deportation, and domination, using a fictionalized historical jurisprudence to justify it.

The Biden administration sought to bring down the temperature of the Trump era by offering aid to families, revitalizing American manufacturing, and easing inflation without increasing unemployment. That politics brought them few rewards, and the Democrats are unlikely to pursue such an agenda again, if they ever return to power. Trump has expressed admiration for nationalist strongmen such as Hungary's Viktor Orban, who holds power in a country that still has elections but where there is little chance of the opposition succeeding, because both the state and social levers of power are under the purview of one man. The Trump entourage will return with more detailed plans for authoritarian governance; perhaps the only guardrail they now face is that they prize loyalty over genuine expertise. But fewer people will be willing to stand up to Trump than last time.

I believe that, as in previous eras when the authoritarian strain in American politics was ascendant, the time will come when Americans will have to face the question of why democracy was so meaningless to them that they chose a man who tried to overthrow their government to lead it. They'll have to decide why someone who slandered blameless immigrants as pet-eating savages and vowed to deport them for the crime of working hard and contributing to their community, something conservatives claim they want from newcomers, should lead a nation where all are supposed to be created equal. They'll have to determine why a country conceived in liberty would hand power to the person most responsible for subjecting women to state control over their bodies, to the point of treating them as mere reproductive vessels not worth saving until they are bleeding out in an emergency room.

Millions of Americans are already asking themselves these questions this morning. All of the potential answers are disquieting. Choosing Trump in 2016, prior to everything he did as president, was frightening enough. Choosing him in full knowledge of how he would govern is worse. But there is no sunset on the right and duty of self-determination; there are no final victories in a democracy. Americans must continue to ensure that they live in one.
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What Trump Understood, and Harris Did Not

The former and future president got one big thing right.

by David A. Graham




Ironically, it may have been Donald Trump's discipline that won him a return trip to the White House.

The former and future president is infamous for his erratic approach to politics, which was on flagrant display in the past couple of weeks of the campaign. But Trump consistently offered a clear message that spoke to Americans' frustration about the economy and the state of the country, and promised to fix it.

Throughout the campaign, Trump told voters that President Joe Biden, Vice President Kamala Harris, and undocumented immigrants were responsible for inflation, and that he would fix the problem. His proposals were often incoherent and nonsensical. For example, Trump promised to both whip inflation and also institute enormous tariffs, a combination nearly all economists agree is impossible. The mass deportation that Trump has promised would also likely drive up prices, rather than soothing the economy. But in a country where roughly three-quarters of Americans feel that things are on the wrong track, a pledge to fix things was potent.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

Trump may be the most negative mainstream candidate in American history. Observers including my colleague Peter Wehner have noted the contrast between Trump's disposition and Ronald Reagan's sunny optimism. But in a strange way, Trump does offer a kind of hope. It is not a hope for women with complicated pregnancies or LGBTQ people or immigrants, even legal ones. But for those who fit under Stephen Miller's rubric that "America is for Americans and Americans only," Trump promised a way out.

"We're going to help our country heal," Trump said in remarks early this morning. "We're going to help our country heal. We have a country that needs help, and it needs help very badly. We're going to fix our borders, we're going to fix everything about our country, and we've made history for a reason tonight, and the reason is going to be just that."

You can contrast that with the message coming from Kamala Harris and the Democratic Party, which was more outwardly hopeful but suffered from a serious, perhaps unfixable, flaw.

Read: The night they hadn't prepared for

Harris won praise for her positive campaign message, especially in the immediate weeks after Joe Biden dropped out of the race and she became the nominee. Biden had spent months warning darkly about Trump's threat to democracy, but Harris offered something more forward-looking--explicitly. "We're not going back," she told voters.

Harris promised to protect things like Social Security and Medicare, and warned that Trump would ruin everything that was great about America. This was a fundamentally conservative answer, coming from a Democratic Party that, as I wrote last year, has become strikingly conservative, but it came at a time when too many voters were disgusted with the status quo.

Democrats may have been slow to take seriously the economic pain of inflation. In its first two years, the Biden administration was single-mindedly focused on revving and restructuring the economy after COVID, and treated inflation more as a transitory annoyance than a long-term danger. But also, it seems to have concluded that it lacked a good answer to inflation. The administration argued with frustration that inflation was a worldwide trend, caused by COVID, and pointed out that inflation in the U.S. had dropped faster than in peer countries, and that the American economy was running better than any other. All of this was true and also politically unhelpful. You can't argue people into feeling better with statistics.

David A. Graham: The Democrats are now America's conservative party

In theory, the mid-summer switch from Biden to Harris gave Democrats a chance to reset. But Harris struggled to create distance from Biden. When she was offered chances to do so, she demurred. In early October, the hosts of The View asked her what she'd have done differently from the president, and she replied, "There is not a thing that comes to mind in terms of--and I've been a part of most of the decisions that have had impact, the work that we have done." Republicans were delighted and made that a staple of attack ads and stump speeches.

Whether this was out of loyalty to her boss or some other impulse, it's not clear that Harris would have been able to pull off a more radical switch. She was still the Democratic nominee, and voters around the world have punished incumbent parties in recent elections. Her coalition meant she couldn't run an aggressively protectionist or anti-immigrant campaign, even if she had been so inclined. Her strategic decision to court centrist and Republican voters closed off moving very far to the left on economics, though past campaigns do not offer clear evidence that would have been a winner either. Besides, Democrats had a good empirical case that what they had done to steward the economy was very successful. They just had no political case.

In a bitter turn for Democrats, Trump will now benefit from their governing successes. If he truly attempts to, or succeeds at, speedily deporting millions of people or instituting 60 percent tariffs, he will drive inflation higher and wreck the progress of Biden's term, but Trump's own political instincts and the influence of many very wealthy people around him may temper that. Having clearly promised to fix the problem and vanquished his enemies, he'll now be able to declare a swift victory.
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The Night They Hadn't Prepared For

As the evening wore on, the news got worse--and the guest of honor never showed.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.

For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brilliant-blue robes, performed a gorgeous rendition of "Oh Happy Day," and people sang along in a way that made you feel as if the university's alumna of the hour, Kamala Harris, had already won.

But Harris had not won--a fact that, by 10:30, had become very noticeable. As the evening drew on, the clusters of giddy sorority sisters and VIP alumni stopped dancing, their focus trained on the projector screens, which were delivering a steady flow of at best mediocre and sometimes dire news for Democrats. No encouragement had yet come from those all-important blue-wall states, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Somewhere between Georgia turning red and Senator Ted Cruz demolishing Colin Allred in Texas, attendees started trickling out the back.

It was starting to feel pretty obvious, even then, that Donald Trump would be declared the winner of the 2024 presidential election. And soon after 5:30 a.m. Eastern this morning, he was, when the Associated Press called Wisconsin for him, giving him an Electoral College majority even with a number of states yet to declare. An across-the-board rightward shift, from Michigan to Manhattan, had gradually crushed the hopes of Democrats in an election that, for weeks, polling had indicated was virtually tied. But a Trump victory was a reality that nearly everyone at Harris's watch party seemed to have prepared for only theoretically.  

Before last night, Democrats felt buoyant on a closing shot of hopium. While Harris stayed on message, Trump had what seemed a disastrous final week: His closing argument was incoherent; his rally at Madison Square Garden was a parade of racism; he stumbled getting into a garbage truck and looked particularly orange in photos. Democratic insiders crowed that early-vote totals were favoring Harris, and that undecided voters in swing states were coming around. Then there was Ann Selzer's well-respected poll in Iowa, which suggested that the state might go blue for the first time since Barack Obama's presidency.


(OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



On a breezy and unseasonably warm evening in Washington, D.C., thousands of people had gathered on the grassy campus at Harris's alma mater to watch, they hoped, history being made. No one mentioned Trump when I asked them how they were feeling--only how excited they were to have voted for someone like Harris. Kerry-Ann Hamilton and Meka Simmons, both members of the Delta Sigma Theta sorority, had come together to witness the country elect the first Black woman president. "She is so well qualified--" Hamilton started to say. "Overqualified!" Simmons interjected.

Leah Johnson, who works at Howard and grew up in Washington, told me that she would probably leave the event early to watch returns with her mother and 12-year-old daughter at home. "It's an intergenerational celebratory affair," she said. "I get to say, 'Look, Mom, we already have Barack Obama; look what we're doing now!'"

Everyone I spoke with used similar words and phrases: lots of firsts and historics and references to the glass ceiling, which proved so stubbornly uncrackable in 2016. Attendees cheered in unison at the news that Harris had taken Colorado, and booed at Trump winning Mississippi. A group of women in tight dresses danced to "1, 2 Step," by Ciara and Missy Elliott. Howard's president led alumni in the crowd in a call-and-response that made the whole evening feel a little like a football game--just fun, low stakes.

Several people I talked with refused to entertain the idea that Harris wouldn't win. "I won't even let myself think about that," a woman named Sharonda, who declined to share her last name, told me. She sat with her sorority sisters in their matching pink-and-green sweatshirts. Soon, though, the crowd began to grow restless. "It was nice when they turned off the TV and played Kendrick," said one attendee who worked at the White House and didn't want to share her name. "Just being part of this is restoring my soul, even if the outcome isn't what I want it to be," Christine Slaughter, a political-science professor at Boston University, told me. She was cautious. She remembered, viscerally, she said, the moment when Trump won in 2016, and the memory was easy to conjure again now. "I know that feeling," she said. She was consoling herself: She'd been crushed before. She could handle it again.

Harris herself was expected to speak at about 11 p.m., but by midnight, she still hadn't appeared. People bit their cheeks and scrolled on their phones. There was a burst of gleeful whoops when Angela Alsobrooks beat Larry Hogan in Maryland's U.S. Senate election. But soon the trickle of exiting attendees became a steady flow. Potentially decisive results from Pennsylvania and Wisconsin were not due soon, but Michigan didn't look good. North Carolina was about to be called for Trump.

I texted some of my usual Democratic sources and received mostly radio silence in response. "How do you feel?" I asked one, who had been at the party earlier. "Left," she answered. Mike Murphy, a Republican anti-Trump consultant, texted me back at about 12:30 a.m: "Shoot me."

Donors and VIPs were streaming out the side entrance. The comedian Billy Eichner walked by, looking sad, as the Sugarhill Gang's "Apache (Jump on It)" played over the loudspeakers. A man pulled me aside: "There will be no speech, I take it?" he said. It was more of a comment than a question.


(OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



"I'm depressed, disappointed," said Mark Long, a software salesman from D.C., who wore a T-shirt with a picture of Harris as a child. He was especially upset about the shift toward Trump among Black men. "I'm sad. Not just for tonight, but for what this represents." Elicia Spearman seemed angry as she marched out of the venue. "If it's Trump, people will reap what they sow," she said. "It's karma."

Just before 1 a.m., the Harris campaign co-chair Cedric Richmond came onstage to announce that the candidate would not be speaking that night. The former Louisiana representative offered muted encouragement to the crowd--an unofficial send-off. "Thank you for being here. Thank you for believing in the promise of America," he said, before adding, "Go, Kamala Harris!" The remaining members of the crowd cheered weakly. Some of the stadium lights went off.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/kamala-harris-election-party-howard/680553/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Democracy Is Not Over

Americans who care about democracy have every right to feel appalled and frightened. But then they have work to do.

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.


An aspiring fascist is the president-elect, again, of the United States. This is our political reality: Donald Trump is going to bring a claque of opportunists and kooks (led by the vice president-elect, a person who once compared Trump to Hitler) into government this winter, and even if senescence overtakes the president-elect, Trump's minions will continue his assault on democracy, the rule of law, and the Constitution.

The urge to cast blame will be overwhelming, because there is so much of it to go around. When the history of this dark moment is written, those responsible will include not only Trump voters but also easily gulled Americans who didn't vote or who voted for independent or third-party candidates because of their own selfish peeves.

Trump's opponents will also blame Russia and other malign powers. Without a doubt, America's enemies--some of whom dearly hoped for a Trump win--made efforts to flood the public square with propaganda. According to federal and state government reports, several bomb threats that appeared to originate from Russian email domains were aimed at areas with minority voters. But as always, the power to stop Trump rested with American voters at the ballot box, and blaming others is a pointless exercise.

So now what?

The first order of business is to redouble every effort to preserve American democracy. If I may invoke Winston Churchill, this is not the end or the beginning of the end; it is the end of the beginning.

For a decade, Trump has been trying to destroy America's constitutional order. His election in 2016 was something like a prank gone very wrong, and he likely never expected to win. But once in office, he and his administration became a rocket sled of corruption, chaos, and sedition. Trump's lawlessness finally caught up with him after he was forced from office by the electorate. He knew that his only hope was to return to the presidency and destroy the last instruments of accountability.

Paradoxically, however, Trump's reckless venality is a reason for hope. Trump has the soul of a fascist but the mind of a disordered child. He will likely be surrounded by terrible but incompetent people. All of them can be beaten: in court, in Congress, in statehouses around the nation, and in the public arena. America is a federal republic, and the states--at least those in the union that will still care about democracy--have ways to protect their citizens from a rogue president. Nothing is inevitable, and democracy will not fall overnight.

Do not misunderstand me. I am not counseling complacency: Trump's reelection is a national emergency. If we have learned anything from the past several years, it's that feel-good, performative politics can't win elections, but if there was ever a time to exercise the American right of free assembly, it is now--not least because Trump is determined to end such rights and silence his opponents. Americans must stay engaged and make their voices heard at every turn. They should find and support organizations and institutions committed to American democracy, and especially those determined to fight Trump in the courts. They must encourage candidates in the coming 2026 elections who will oppose Trump's plans and challenge his legislative enablers.

After Barack Obama was elected president in 2008, then-Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell vowed to make Obama a one-term president, and obstructed him at every turn. McConnell, of course, cared only about seizing power for his party, and later, he could not muster that same bravado when faced with Trump's assaults on the government. Patriotic Americans and their representatives might now make a similar commitment, but for better aims: Although they cannot remove Trump from office, they can declare their determination to prevent Trump from implementing the ghastly policies he committed himself to while campaigning.

The kinds of actions that will stop Trump from destroying America in 2025 are the same ones that stopped many of his plans the first time around. They are not flashy, and they will require sustained attention, because the next battles for democracy will be fought by lawyers and legislators, in Washington and in every state capitol. They will be fought by citizens banding together in associations and movements to rouse others from the sleepwalk that has led America into this moment.

Trump's victory is a grim day for the United States and for democracies around the world. You have every right to be appalled, saddened, shocked, and frightened. Soon, however, you should dust yourself off, square your shoulders, and take a deep breath. Americans who care about democracy have work to do.
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Trump Won. Now What?

The United States is about to become a different kind of country.

by David Frum




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


Donald Trump has won, and will become president for the second time. Those who voted for him will now celebrate their victory. The rest of us need to prepare to live in a different America: a country where millions of our fellow citizens voted for a president who knowingly promotes hatred and division; who lies--blatantly, shamelessly--every time he appears in public; who plotted to overturn an election in 2020 and, had he not won, was planning to try again in 2024.

Above all, we must learn to live in an America where an overwhelming number of our fellow citizens have chosen a president who holds the most fundamental values and traditions of our democracy, our Constitution, even our military in contempt. Over the past decade, opinion polls have showed Americans' faith in their institutions waning. But no opinion poll could make this shift in values any clearer than this vote. As a result of this election, the United States will become a different kind of country.

When he was last in the White House, the president-elect ignored ethics and security guidelines, fired inspectors general and other watchdogs, leaked classified information, and used the Department of Homeland Security in the summer of 2020 as if it were the interior ministry of an authoritarian state, deploying U.S. Customs and Border Protection and Coast Guard "troops" in American cities. Trump actively encouraged the January 6, 2021, insurrection at our Capitol. When he left the White House, he stole classified documents and hid them from the FBI.

Because a critical mass of Americans aren't bothered by that list of transgressions, any one of which would have tanked the career of another politician, Trump and his vice president-elect, J. D. Vance, will now try to transform the federal government into a loyalty machine that serves the interests of himself and his cronies. This was the essence of the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, and its architects, all Trump fans, will now endeavor to make it become reality. Trump will surely try again to dismantle America's civil service, replacing qualified scientists and regulators with partisan operatives. His allies will help him build a Department of Justice that does not serve the Constitution, but instead focuses on harassing and punishing Trump's enemies. Trump has spoken, in the past, of using the Federal Communications Commission and the Internal Revenue Service to punish media organizations and anyone else who crosses him, and now he will have the chance to try again.

Read: The Democrats' dashed hopes in Iowa

Perhaps the greater and more insidious danger is not political repression or harassment, but corruption. Autocratic populists around the world--in Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela--have assaulted institutions designed to provide accountability and transparency in order to shift money and influence to their friends and families, and this may happen in America too. This is not just a theoretical threat. As loyalists take over regulatory agencies, filling not only political but also former civil-service jobs, American skies will become more polluted, American food more dangerous. As a result of this massive shift in the country's bureaucratic culture, Trump-connected companies will prosper, even as America becomes less safe for consumers, for workers, for children, for all of us.

American foreign policy will also reflect this shift toward kleptocracy. In his first term, Trump abused the powers of his office, corrupting American foreign policy for his personal gain. He pressured the Ukrainian president to launch a fake investigation of his political opponent; altered policy toward Turkey, Qatar, and other nations in ways that suited his business interests; even used the Secret Service to funnel government money to his private properties. In a second term, he and the people around him will have every incentive to go much further. Expect them to use American foreign policy and military power to advance their personal and political goals.

There are many things a reelected President Trump cannot do. But there are some things he can do. One is to cut off aid to Ukraine. The Biden administration has three months to drop all half measures and rush supplies to Ukraine before Trump forces a Ukrainian surrender to Russia. If there's anything in the American arsenal that Ukraine might successfully use--other than nuclear weapons--send it now, before it's too late.

Another thing Trump can do is to impose further tariffs--and intensify a global trade war not only against China but also against former friends, partners, and allies. America First will be America Alone, no longer Ronald Reagan's "city on a hill," but now just another great power animated by predatory nationalism.

Around the world, illiberal politicians who seek to subvert their own democracies will follow America's lead. With no fear of American criticism or reaction, expect harassment of press and political opponents in countries such as Mexico and Turkey to grow. Expect the Russian-backed electoral cheating recently on display in Georgia and Moldova to spread. Expect violent rhetoric in every democracy: If the American president can get away with it, others will conclude that they can too. The autocratic world, meanwhile, will celebrate the victory of someone whose disdain for the rule of law echoes and matches their own. They can assume that Trump and Vance will not promote human rights, will not care about international law, and will not reinforce our democratic alliances in Europe and Asia.

But the most difficult, most agonizing changes are the ones that will now take place deep inside our society. Radicalization of a part of the anti-Trump camp is inevitable, as people begin to understand that existential issues, such as climate change and gun violence, will not be tackled. A parallel process will take place on the other side of the political spectrum, as right-wing militias, white supremacists, and QAnon cultists are reenergized by the election of the man whose behavior they have, over eight years, learned to imitate. The deep gaps within America will grow deeper. Politics will become even angrier. Trump won by creating division and hatred, and he will continue to do so throughout what is sure to be a stormy second term.

David A. Graham: The institutions failed

My generation was raised on the belief that America could always be counted upon to do the right thing, even if belatedly: reject the isolationism of America First and join the fight against Nazism; fund the Marshall Plan to stop communism; extend the promise of democracy to all people, without regard to race or sex. But maybe that belief was true only for a specific period, a unique moment. There were many chapters of history in which America did the wrong thing for years or decades. Maybe we are living through such a period now.

Or maybe the truth is that democracy is always a close-run thing, always in contention. If so, then we too must--as people in other failing democracies have learned to do--find new ways to champion wobbling institutions and threatened ideas. For supporters of the American experiment in liberal democracy, our only hope is education, organization, and the creation of a coalition of people dedicated to defending the spirit of the Constitution, the ideals of the Founders, the dream of freedom. More concretely: public civic-education campaigns to replace the lessons no longer taught in schools; teams of lawyers who can fight for the rule of law in courts; grassroots organizing, especially in rural and small-town America; citizens and journalists working to expose and fight the enormous wave of kleptocracy and corruption that will now engulf our political system.

Many of those shattered by this result will be tempted to withdraw into passivity--or recoil into performative radicalism. Reject both. We should focus, instead, on how to win back to the cause of liberal democracy a sufficient number of those Americans who voted for a candidate who denigrated this nation's institutions and ideals.
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The Democrats' Dashed Hopes in Iowa

As in many other areas across the country, Kamala Harris could not match Joe Biden's 2020 performance.

by Russell Berman




Iowa Democrats had gotten their hopes up, and honestly, how could they not? On Saturday night, J. Ann Selzer--the most renowned pollster in Iowa, if not the entire country--released her final preelection survey, finding that Kamala Harris was leading Donald Trump by three points in a state the former president had carried by eight in 2020.

The poll seemed to portend a big night for Harris not only in Iowa but across the Midwest, suggesting a surge of support from women that would virtually assure her election. It also found a pair of Democratic House candidates in Iowa leading Republican incumbents, pointing to a Democratic majority in the chamber.

On Monday night, as Democrats packed inside a gymnasium in Des Moines for a rally, Selzer's survey was all anyone could talk about. "I know that was exciting," Lanon Baccam, the Democrat running for the local congressional seat, told the crowd, which erupted in cheers at the mere mention of the poll, "but I don't think anyone in this room is surprised."

Read: How to understand the election returns so far

The following night, many of the same Democrats gathered for a watch party inside a hotel ballroom downtown, their hopes turning to nerves and finally to resignation as a far bleaker picture emerged. The Selzer poll was way off, and Trump was poised to win Iowa by his largest margin ever. Iowa Democrats haven't had much to celebrate since Barack Obama's victory in 2012, and last night wasn't any different.

"Iowa has changed dramatically over the past 20 years. Republicans are in the advantage right now," Bill Brauch, the Democratic Party chair in Polk County, which includes Des Moines, told me. "We hoped that would change someday, but it isn't today."

Democrats had been optimistic about Iowa for the same reasons they were optimistic across the country. After forgoing most door-knocking in 2020 because of the pandemic, they had built a robust turnout operation that dwarfed the GOP's organizing efforts, which Democrats saw little evidence of as they canvassed neighborhoods. Enthusiasm, Brauch told me, was "through the roof." And indeed, he said turnout was high in Des Moines. But more voters went Republican than Democrats had expected, cutting into the margins that Democrats needed to offset the GOP's strength in rural counties, where Republican turnout was also high.

The dynamic was the same across the country as returns came in: Despite strong turnout in many areas, Harris could not match Joe Biden's 2020 performance in the counties that had powered his victory over Trump. As of early Wednesday morning, the GOP had flipped at least two Senate seats, in West Virginia and Ohio, giving Republicans an all-but-certain majority, and they had a chance of ousting Democratic incumbents in several other battlegrounds that were too close to call. The House landscape was less certain, as Democrats still had a chance to flip enough GOP districts to recapture control.

They needed a net gain of four House seats for a majority, and although some of the party's best pickup opportunities were in blue states such as New York and California, Democrats began seeing races in the Midwest trend in their direction in the closing weeks, opening up the possibility of more paths to the majority and larger gains nationally. But the Midwest surge did not materialize.

Democrats had poured late money into the two most competitive House races in Iowa, where they saw evidence that voters wanted to punish Republicans for enacting a state abortion ban--one of the strictest in the country--that took effect this summer, following months of legal battles. In 2022, low Democratic turnout in places such as Polk County helped Republicans flip a House seat, giving them all four in the state. The abortion ban, however, sparked hope among Democrats that Iowa would see the same blue shift that other states saw in 2022 after the Supreme Court overruled Roe--a belief that the Selzer poll reinforced.

Selzer has achieved a near-mythic status among political insiders. On Monday night, when I asked Tom Vilsack, the secretary of agriculture and former two-term Iowa governor, whether he believed her latest findings, he replied with a detailed history of Selzer's past predictive successes. In 2008, her polling correctly forecast that Obama would defeat Hillary Clinton in the Iowa caucus, and in both of the past two presidential elections, it came close to nailing Trump's margin of victory when most other polls underestimated his support. "Anyone who doubts Ann Selzer when it comes to Iowa does so at their own risk," Vilsack told me. "So do I believe it?" he added, referring to her Saturday poll. "Absolutely."

On Tuesday night, the Democrats who showed up to rejoice instead realized that Selzer's survey was just another poll--one of many that appeared to once again underestimate Trump's support. As the night wore on, they held out hope that Baccam would defeat Representative Zach Nunn, a first-term Republican. (As of this writing, the Democrat in Iowa's other competitive House race is narrowly trailing with nearly all precincts reporting.) But a podium set up for victory speeches stayed empty, and when, at about 11:20 p.m. local time, the Associated Press called the race for Nunn, only a smattering of Democrats were there to see the news.

Brauch, the county Democratic chair, was at a loss to explain how his party had fallen so far short once more. "I don't think any of us knows what the answer is," he told me. "If we did, we'd be doing better tonight."
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How to Understand the Election Returns So Far

In the three crucial swing states, a large majority of voters were fiercely discontented.

by Ronald Brownstein




For the third consecutive election, the nation remains divided almost exactly in half around the polarizing presence of Donald Trump.

Early this morning, the race between Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris appears likely to again come down to Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, the same states that decided Trump's 2016 and 2020 races by razor-thin margins. Trump held a narrow but clear advantage in all of them as of midnight.

In 2016, those three Rust Belt battlegrounds made Trump president when he dislodged them by a combined margin of about 80,000 votes from the "Blue Wall" of states Democrats had won in all six presidential races from 1992 to 2012; four years later, they made Joe Biden president when he wrested them back from Trump by a combined margin of nearly 260,000 votes. Now, with Trump regaining an upper hand across Sun Belt battlegrounds where Biden made inroads in 2020, the three Rust Belt behemoths appeared likely to decide the winner once more.

The results as of midnight suggested that those three states were tipping slightly to Trump; the patterns of returns looked more like 2016, when Trump beat Hillary Clinton in them, than 2020, when Biden beat Trump. Given that Trump appears highly likely to also win the Southeast battlegrounds of North Carolina and Georgia, and has a strong hand in Arizona, Trump will likely win the presidency again if he captures any of the three Blue Wall states. He would become only the second man, after Grover Cleveland in the late 1800s, to win the presidency, lose it, and then regain it again on a third try.

Not only are the same industrial-state battlegrounds at the fulcrum of Trump's third race, but they remain mostly divided along very familiar lines. As he did in both 2016 and 2020, Trump is running up big margins in exurbs, small towns, and rural communities where most voters are white, culturally conservative people without a college degree. Harris is amassing big--though, in some cases, diminished--margins in the populous, well-educated suburbs around the major cities of Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and Milwaukee. The one potentially crucial shift from 2020: The exit polls conducted by Edison Research for a consortium of media organizations showed Trump making gains among Black and Latino voters, and especially men, not only in the pivotal former Blue Wall states but also elsewhere.

In many respects, the results available as of midnight were a reminder that even in a race involving a figure as unique as Donald Trump, in politics (as in Casablanca), the fundamental things apply. Since World War II, it has been extremely difficult for parties to hold the White House when an outgoing president was unpopular: The White House flipped partisan control when Harry Truman left office in 1952, Lyndon Johnson in 1968, and George W. Bush in 2008. Popular presidents haven't always been able to guarantee victory for their party when they leave (the White House changed hands when relatively popular chief executives stepped down in 1960, 2000, and 2016), but unpopular outgoing presidents have usually presented an insurmountable obstacle.

If Harris ultimately falls short, that pattern would represent a big part of the reason. Biden's deep unpopularity at the end of his term operated as a huge headwind for her. In the national exit poll, only 40 percent of voters said they approved of Biden's job performance as president. In the battlegrounds, Biden's approval rating ranged from a low of only 39 percent (in Wisconsin) to a high of 43 percent (Pennsylvania). Harris ran better than usual for a nominee from the same party among voters who disapproved of the outgoing president's performance. But even so, the large majority of discontented voters in all of these states provided a huge base of support for Trump. In the national exit poll, fully two-thirds of voters described the economy in negative terms. Only one in four said they had suffered no hardship from inflation over the past year.

A lot has changed for Trump since the 2020 election. He launched a sustained campaign to overturn the results of that election, which culminated in the January 6 insurrection; Supreme Court justices he'd appointed helped overturn the constitutional right to abortion; he was indicted on multiple felony counts in four separate cases, and convicted on 34 of them; and he was hit with civil judgments for financial fraud and sexual abuse.

Yet the exit polls, at least, found remarkably little change in his support levels from 2020 among white voters across the battlegrounds. In Michigan, Wisconsin, and Georgia, his white support was virtually unchanged from 2020; he suffered a small decline in Pennsylvania, and a slightly larger one in North Carolina.

Compared with 2020, white voters with at least a four-year college degree moved slightly, but not dramatically, away from Trump in those five big battlegrounds. Harris won about three in five white women with a college degree, a big improvement from what the exit polls recorded in 2020. But Trump offset that by improving at least slightly since 2020 among white voters without a college education, who tended to give Biden especially low marks for his performance. Crucially for Trump, he retained overwhelming support among white women without a college degree everywhere except Wisconsin, where he split them evenly. Democrats had hoped those women might abandon him over abortion rights and a general revulsion to his demeaning language about women. Because those blue-collar white women appeared on track to provide Trump as big a margin as they did in 2016 and 2020, the national exit polls showed Trump winning most white women against Harris--just as he did against Biden and Clinton. That will likely be a subject of intense frustration and debate among Democrats in the weeks ahead, whether or not Trump wins the race.

Overall, the abortion issue benefited Harris substantially, but not as much as it did the Democratic gubernatorial candidates who swept Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin in 2022, the first election after the Supreme Court decision overturning Roe. In that election, the exit polls found that Democrats Gretchen Whitmer in Michigan and Josh Shapiro in Pennsylvania won more than four-fifths of voters who said abortion should remain legal in all or most circumstances; in Wisconsin, Democrat Tony Evers won three-fourths of them. But this time--with the economy weighing on those voters--Harris won only about two-thirds of those pro-choice voters in Michigan and Wisconsin, and about seven in 10 in Pennsylvania. That slight shift might prove decisive. (In the national exit poll, Trump won almost three in 10  voters who said abortion should be legal all or most of the time; one-fourth of women who supported legal abortion backed Trump.)

Because abortion rights did not give her as much of a lift as it did the Democratic gubernatorial candidates in 2022, Harris did not appear on track to expand on Biden's margins in many of the big suburban counties key to the modern Democratic coalition. She looked to be roughly matching Biden's huge advantages in the big four suburban counties outside Philadelphia. But she did not narrow the roughly 3-2 deficit Biden faced in Waukesha County, outside Milwaukee, perhaps the biggest Republican-leaning white-collar suburb north of the Mason-Dixon line, as of midnight. In Oakland County, outside Detroit, Trump appeared on track to slightly narrow her margin, perhaps dealing a fatal blow to her chances.

In the well-educated county centered on Ann Arbor, Harris's margin of victory seemed on track to decline from 2020, in what might be a reflection of youthful discontent over the support she and Biden have provided for Israel's war in Gaza. In Dane County, Wisconsin, centered on Madison, she appeared in line to match only Biden's 2020 share and not the even higher number Evers reached in 2022. Overall, in several of the suburban counties across the Blue Wall states, Harris appeared on track to finish closer to Hillary Clinton's margins in 2016, when she lost these states, than Biden's in 2020, when he won them.

The failure to expand on Biden's performance in suburban areas left Harris vulnerable to what I've called Trump's pincer movement against her.

As in both of his earlier races, he posted towering numbers in rural areas and small towns. Trump posted his usual imposing advantages in the blue-collar suburbs around Pittsburgh, and appeared to gain dramatically in the mostly blue-collar counties including and around Green Bay.

From the other direction, he appeared to further narrow the traditional Democratic margins in heavily minority central cities. That was particularly evident in Philadelphia. Exit polls showed Trump slightly improving among Black voters in North Carolina, Michigan, and Pennsylvania; that contributed to his win in North Carolina and gave him gains that placed him on the brink of flipping Wisconsin and Michigan as of midnight. In the national exit poll, Harris basically matched Biden's vote share among white voters overall--but she fell slightly among Black voters and more substantially among Hispanic voters.

Almost lost in the ominous news for Democrats from the battleground states was the possibility that Harris would win the national popular vote, even if Trump also appeared likely to improve on his showings on that front from 2016 and 2020. If Harris did win the national popular vote, it would mark the eighth time in the past nine presidential elections that Democrats have done so--something no party has done since the formation of the modern party system, in 1828.

Yet even if Democrats achieved that historic feat, they faced the bracing prospect that Republicans could win unified control of the House, the Senate, and the White House while losing the national popular vote. Until the 21st century, that had happened only once in American history, in 1888; if it happens again this year, it would mark the third time in this century that Republicans will have won complete control of Washington while losing the popular vote.

Trump isn't likely to view losing the national popular vote, if he does, for a third time (something only William Jennings Bryan had previously done) as a caution light. If anything, he will likely view the prospect that he could win the decisive battleground states by bigger margins than he did in 2016 and gain among voters of color as a signal to aggressively pursue the combative agenda he laid out this year. That includes plans for massive new tariffs, the largest deportation program in U.S. history, a purge of the civil service, and the use of the military against what he calls "the enemy from within." Unless something changes dramatically in the final counts from the decisive states, American voters will have chosen, once again, to leap into that murky unknown.
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The Tyranny of the Election Needle

There is no good way to consume Election Night information anymore.

by Ian Bogost, Charlie Warzel




The New York Times is once again poking readers' eyes with its needle. A little digital gauge, like the one that might indicate that your boiler or nuclear-power plant is about to explode, "estimates the outcome of the race in real time based on polling data," as the Times puts it. As we write this, the needle is piercing the red "Likely" side of the gauge, indicating that the decision is "Likely Trump." To validate this qualitative assessment, the needle also clarifies, again in the moment we're writing this, that Donald Trump has an 88 percent chance of victory. That's good to know, or bad, depending on your preferences.



The Times is not alone in offering minute-to-minute assessments, of course. On television, news anchors talk endlessly about anything, or nothing, reporting live from Nevada or North Carolina. At CNN.com, the network's familiar election map offers live results too, in an interface now so confusing that one of us couldn't figure out how to back out of Georgia's results after zooming in. The whole affair is meant to provide updates on a result entirely out of our control. At some point, probably not tonight and maybe not tomorrow, we will know who won the presidential race--and all of the other federal and state contests and ballot initiatives and the like too.



There is no good way to consume Election Night information anymore, if there ever was. Cable news is the loud, exhausting, touch-screen-assisted option for those who're looking for the dopamine of an inoffensive Key-Race Alert. Social media is the best option if you'd like all of that, but updated each second, with commentary from Nazis and people who have placed big crypto bets on the outcome. Wrangling the data coming out of more than 100,000 precincts in fits and starts, across a country that spans six time zones and upwards of 161 million registered voters, is a glorious feat. The process is not, however, conducive to the human need to actually know things. In a way, the needle is the ChatGPT aggregation of the output of toxic sludge and useful information coming out of all of it. It is the supposed signal in the noise. But it may just be noise itself ... until it isn't.



For some time now, we've been chuckling at an ongoing joke on X about "building dashboards to give executives deeper insight into critical business functions." (At least, we think they are jokes.) What would you do if a giant kaiju attacked the city? Make sure the dashboards are providing actionable insights into critical business functions. What do you do in your 30s? Get married, start companies, or ... build dashboards to provide actionable insights. You get the picture.



The jokes are funny because they implicate a terrible everyday-life business thing called "business-intelligence dashboards." Big data, data science, data-driven decision making, and a host of related biz buzz hold that you, me, him, them, everyone should collect as much data as possible about anything whatsoever, and then use those data to make decisions. But that's hard, so it should be made easy. Thus, the dashboards. Like a car's speedometer but scaled up to any level of complexity, a dashboard provides easy, quick, at-a-glance "insights" into the endless silos of data, making them "actionable." This is a contradiction--thus the jokes.



So it is with the Times forecast needle (and the CNN map, and all the rest). Elections are ever more uncertain because they are always so close; because polling is fraught or broken; because disinformation, confusion, suppression, or God knows what else has made it impossible to have any sense of how these contests might turn out beforehand. The promise of synthesizing all of that uncertainty moments after a state's polls close, and transforming it into knowledge, is too tempting to ignore. So you tune in to the news. You refresh the needle.



But what you learn is nothing other than how to feel good or bad in the moment. That the needle has clearly caused many extremely online coastal elites to have some gentle form of PTSD is clearly a feature, not a bug. It is a reminder of the needle's power or, perhaps more accurately, its ability to move in such a way that it appears to usher in its own reality (when, really, it's just reflecting changes in a spreadsheet of information). The needle is manipulative.



Worst of all, nothing about it is "actionable," as the business-insights-dashboard fanatics would say. Dashboards promise a modicum of control. But what are you going to do, now that the polls are closed and you are in your pajamas? Cheer, or bite your nails, or attempt to lure your spouse away from the television or the needle, or eat cake or drink liquor or stare into space or high-five your buds or clean up after your ferret. There is nothing you can do. It's out of your hands, and no amount of data, polling, chief analysis, or anything else can change that. You know this, and yet you still stare.
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        Why Democrats Are Losing the Culture War
        Spencer Kornhaber

        After the last time Donald Trump won the presidency, in 2016, The New York Times confronted its readers with a vivid illustration of how out of touch most of them were with their fellow Americans. In a series of maps, the newspaper color-coded the United States by TV-viewing preferences, highlighting which parts of the country preferred Game of Thrones (cities) and which ones preferred American Dad! (rural areas). The starkest factoid: Trumpland's favorite TV show was Duck Dynasty, a hunting-them...

      

      
        How Trump Neutralized His Abortion Problem
        Elaine Godfrey

        The morning after the election, a second result emerged beside the blindingly obvious one that Donald Trump will once again be president of the United States: In some places, abortion rights remained a winning issue.Ballot measures to expand abortion access passed in seven states, including Missouri, Arizona, and Montana, three places that Trump won. Previous polling and election outcomes had shown that most Americans support abortion rights. Less clear was how they'd behave with Trump on the bal...

      

      
        The Invention That Changed School Forever
        Ian Bogost

        Some objects are so familiar and so ordinary that it seems impossible to imagine that they did not always exist. Take the school backpack, for example. Its invention can be traced to one man, Murray McCory, who died last month. McCory founded JanSport in 1967 with his future wife (Jan, the company's namesake). Until JanSport evolved the design, a backpack was a bulky, specialized thing for hiking, used only by smelly people on mountain trailheads or European gap years. By the time I entered schoo...

      

      
        Why Biden's Team Thinks Harris Lost
        Franklin Foer

        Earlier this fall, one of Joe Biden's closest aides felt compelled to tell the president a hard truth about Kamala Harris's run for the presidency: "You have more to lose than she does." And now he's lost it. Joe Biden cannot escape the fact that his four years in office paved the way for the return of Donald Trump. This is his legacy. Everything else is an asterisk.In the hours after Harris's defeat, I called and texted members of Biden's inner circle to hear their postmortems of the campaign. T...

      

      
        America Has an Onion Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural proper...

      

      
        How Donald Trump Won Everywhere
        Derek Thompson

        In 2022, pollsters and political analysts predicted a red wave in the midterms that didn't materialize. Last night, polls anticipated a whisker-thin election, and instead we got a red wave that carried Donald Trump to victory.The breadth of Trump's improvement over 2020 is astonishing. In the previous two elections, we saw narrow demographic shifts--for example, non-college-educated white people moved toward Trump in 2016, and high-income suburban voters raced toward Biden in 2020. But last night'...

      

      
        Focus on the Things That Matter
        Jennifer Senior

        This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49pm.Although I came of age at a moment when politicians on both sides of the aisle were amenable to hearing each other's ideas, we're now at a juncture where each side seems more or less unpersuadable, unbudgeable, at least on the big stuff. The same goes for a substantial wedge of the public. We're all rooted in our own media ecosystems, standing on different epistemological substrates, working with different understandings of what we think--know--is true.The 2020 election was stolen;...

      

      
        Are We Living in a Different America?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsHow do you know when a democracy slips into autocracy or fascism or some other less-free and less-savory form of society? Do they hang out a sign? Post it on X? Announce it on the newly state-controlled news channel? In the run-up to Donald Trump's election, and even all the way back to his first administration, people who study autocracies in other countries have shown us how to spot the clues. One reliable teacher has b...

      

      
        Democrats Actually Had Quite a Good Night in North Carolina
        David A. Graham

        Tuesday evening, while waiting for national election results to come in, I dropped by the victory party for Mark Robinson, the North Carolina Republican nominee for governor. It was, as you might expect, a strange scene.Robinson, the lieutenant governor, had become persona non grata among most other Republicans in September, when a CNN report revealed his bizarre posts--about slavery, being a "Black Nazi," transgender porn, and more--on the porn site Nude Africa. He was no longer invited to attend ...

      

      
        America Did This to Itself
        George T. Conway III

        This time, the nation was on notice. Back in 2016, those of us who supported Donald Trump at least had the excuse of not knowing how sociopathy can present itself, and we at least had the conceit of believing that the presidency was not just a man, but an institution greater than the man, with legal and traditional mechanisms to make sure he'd never go off the rails.By 2020, after the chaos, the derangement, and the incompetence, we knew a lot better. And most other Americans did too, voting him ...

      

      
        How to Deal With Disappointment
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."If [X candidate I hate] wins this election, I will leave the country" is a sentiment we've heard from a few politically outspoken celebrities in recent presidential-election cycles. They never seem to follow through on the promise, though. That's because it probably isn't really a promise, but rather a defense against an emotion that humans truly hate: disappointment. They are soothing themselve...

      

      
        Trump Voters Got What They Wanted
        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.Democrats and liberal pundits are already trying to figure out how the Trump campaign not only bested Kamala Harris in the "Blue Wall" states of the Midwest and the Rust Belt, but gained on her even in areas that should have been safe for a Democrat. Almost everywhere, Donald Trump expanded his coalitio...

      

      
        Voters Wanted Lower Prices at Any Cost
        Annie Lowrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is heading back to the White House. He has inflation to thank.In poll after poll, focus group after focus group, Americans said the economy was bad--and the economy was bad because prices were too high. This was always going to be a problem for Kamala Harris. "Excess" inflation--defined as the cumulative growth of prices in one presidential term compared with the term preceding it--is highly predict...

      

      
        Triumph of the Cynics
        McKay Coppins

        In the final weeks of the 2024 campaign, Donald Trump did the following things: falsely accused Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of eating their neighbors' pets; invited a comedian onstage at a rally to call Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage"; said he wouldn't mind if someone shot the reporters who cover his rallies; fantasized about former Representative Liz Cheney having guns "trained on her face"; called America a "garbage can for the world"; and pretended to fellate a micropho...

      

      
        America Got the Father It Wanted
        Gal Beckerman

        The last weeks of Donald Trump's successful campaign for president were a festival of crudeness. In light of this, Tucker Carlson's warm-up act at a Georgia rally late last month was, if notably creepy, still typical of the sunken depths of rhetoric. Carlson offered an extended metaphor in which Trump was an angry "dad" with a household of misbehaving children (a 2-year-old who has smeared "the contents of his diapers on the wall," "a hormone-addled" 15-year-old girl who has decided to "slam the ...

      

      
        Watching It All Fall Apart in Pennsylvania
        John Hendrickson

        Photographs by Ross MantleMaybe the tell was when the mayor of Philadelphia didn't say Kamala Harris's name. Cherelle Parker looked out at her fellow Democrats inside a private club just northeast of Center City last night. Onstage, she beamed with pride about how, despite Donald Trump's fraudulent claims on social media, Election Day had unfolded freely and fairly across her city. But Parker did not--could not--telegraph victory for her party. "You've heard us say from the very beginning that we k...

      

      
        Trump Won. Now What?
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has won, and will become president for the second time. Those who voted for him will now celebrate their victory. The rest of us need to prepare to live in a different America: a country where millions of our fellow citizens voted for a president who knowingly promotes hatred and division; who lies--blatantly, shamelessly--every time he appears in public; who plotted to overturn an election in 2020 and, had he ...

      

      
        There Is No Constitutional Mandate for Fascism
        Adam Serwer

        Former President Donald Trump won a sweeping victory in the Electoral College, four years after executing multiple schemes to overthrow an election he lost and seize power by force, and months after being convicted of state crimes in New York. He ran a race of slander and lies against immigrants and his political opponents, vowing to seize dictatorial powers in a campaign of vengeance.  But he won. When all the votes are counted, he may not have won the popular vote, but he will have won a decisi...

      

      
        What Trump Understood, and Harris Did Not
        David A. Graham

        Ironically, it may have been Donald Trump's discipline that won him a return trip to the White House.The former and future president is infamous for his erratic approach to politics, which was on flagrant display in the past couple of weeks of the campaign. But Trump consistently offered a clear message that spoke to Americans' frustration about the economy and the state of the country, and promised to fix it.Throughout the campaign, Trump told voters that President Joe Biden, Vice President Kama...

      

      
        The Night They Hadn't Prepared For
        Elaine Godfrey

        Photographs by OK McCauslandSign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brill...

      

      
        Democracy Is Not Over
        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.An aspiring fascist is the president-elect, again, of the United States. This is our political reality: Donald Trump is going to bring a claque of opportunists and kooks (led by the vice president-elect, a person who once compared Trump to Hitler) into government this winter, and even if senescence over...
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Why Democrats Are Losing the Culture War

The booming right-wing influencer ecosystem helped reelect Donald Trump--and the other side may not have an answer.

by Spencer Kornhaber




After the last time Donald Trump won the presidency, in 2016, The New York Times confronted its readers with a vivid illustration of how out of touch most of them were with their fellow Americans. In a series of maps, the newspaper color-coded the United States by TV-viewing preferences, highlighting which parts of the country preferred Game of Thrones (cities) and which ones preferred American Dad! (rural areas). The starkest factoid: Trumpland's favorite TV show was Duck Dynasty, a hunting-themed reality series that many liberals had never seen one second of.

The Times feature was just one of many pieces of media meant to serve as a wake-up call to blue America, bemoaning how the nation had split into silos. Pundits agreed that restoring unity--and curbing Trump-era extremism--would require voters to get out of their comfort zones in order to understand, connect with, and persuade the other side.

Eight years later, with Trump taking the White House in part by bringing young people to the right, it may seem that those calls were simply never heeded: that liberal America instead drew itself further inward and is now facing the fallout. But that's not quite right. Trump's first term was marked by concerted cultural efforts that spread "resistance" ideology into conservative enclaves. Hollywood's endorsement of the #MeToo movement rippled into everyday workplaces; calls for racial justice were turned into prime-time football spectacles; enormously popular children's movies and blockbusters made the case for multiculturalism. These were attempts on the left to do what it knew how to do best--influence whatever remained of "the mainstream." But the very shape of culture was changing, and it's now quite clear that only one side knows what to do about that.

Arguably the key architect of this ongoing political era was Andrew Breitbart, the conservative pundit--and compatriot of Trumpism's most cunning culture warrior, Steve Bannon--who founded a series of online publications in the 2000s and died in 2012. The so-called Breitbart Doctrine stated that "politics is downstream from culture"--that is, the ideas conveyed by popular entertainment shapes consumers' worldviews. This proposition called for conservatives to build a shadow Hollywood that tells conservative stories and raises up conservative stars (Duck Dynasty's un-P.C. patriarch, Phil Robertson, won an award named for Breitbart in 2015). In the long run, though, the doctrine's biggest impact has been encouraging the right to get creative with online culture.

Social media's role in the 2016 election--helping bundle a variety of grievances into one exciting, factually pliant narrative of elites oppressing regular Americans--has been highly publicized. What's less talked about is that it triggered a strangely regressive counteroffensive. Democrats, of course, made memes and organized online during Trump's first term, but they also channeled energy into reforming social media through content moderation and regulatory efforts. These efforts were prudent, and notionally bipartisan. But while Democrats seemed to yearn to bring back a less anarchic paradigm, Republicans railed against perceived liberal bias in tech--meaning they wanted, in effect, an even better mouthpiece. As media theorists such as Marshall McLuhan have long argued, new communication formats change the way a society thinks of--and speaks to--itself. By all rights, an effective political movement should prioritize harnessing such changes, not reversing them.

In the 2020s, as many Democratic voters and politicians stepped back a bit from partisan warfare, the gears of culture were being refitted yet again. The old social-media platforms had been somewhat defanged, but action was happening on emerging platforms like TikTok, livestreams, and podcasts. These hypnotizing microforms--which captured most of young America, but also cut inroads across demographics--made old cultural fault lines, such as A&E versus HBO, look quaint. Conservative ideas popped up in a flurry of new fads and scenes: the manosphere, the tradwives, anti-woke comedians playing to cryptocurrency conferences. Livestreamers saw an influx of money from right-leaning interests (and, in some cases, Russian ones). When it came time for Trump to mount his comeback campaign, he could plug into a booming world of sympathetic influencers with enormous followings.

Read: Trump's red-pill podcast tour

By contrast, Joe Biden's signature effort in regard to TikTok was his administration's support for banning it. When Kamala Harris became the nominee, she did unleash a wave of coconut-themed memes that, more than anything, excited fans of the pop stars whose songs were in the background. Late in her brief campaign, she and her surrogates also made some forays into popular podcasts. But in any analysis, these were marginal efforts compared with the old-school influence methods her campaign relied on: ad campaigns, door-knocking, and rallies headlined by mainstream celebs.

Now that she has lost, one of the many what-ifs to argue over is this: What if Harris had tried to court the millions of subscribers to Joe Rogan's bro-beloved podcast? Trump and J. D. Vance each did their own three-hour conversation with Rogan. The host wanted to talk with Harris, but he and the campaign couldn't agree on the logistical details: Harris's camp had wanted Rogan to travel to her from his Austin studio, and to chat for only an hour. These were reasonable requests when judged by the standards of a traditional politician at the height of campaign season, but they were also a sign of the Harris side's inability or unwillingness to play by the rules of the new media. The refusal may have also been a strategic move to avoid the possibility of making a gaffe on mic--but given who ended up winning the election, this, too, seems like an antiquated concern.

After all, the hottest commodity of today's online cultural ecosystem is open conflict. Chitchat on podcasts and livestreams is transfixing because it's unruly, argumentative, and unafraid of causing offense. (Note how videos of dozens of voters engaged in free-for-all debates, produced by the media company Jubilee, took off this election cycle). Theoretically, it's not hard to infiltrate the new conservative information environment: Rogan tried to talk to Harris, and the similarly influential podcaster Theo Von booked Bernie Sanders. But most Democratic surrogates seem stuck on a 20th-century performance style, defined by slick sound bites or soaring, cinematic monologues. They seem reluctant to do what these new formats require, which is fight.

One example came when Rogan recently interviewed John Fetterman, the senator from Pennsylvania whose entire brand is allegedly being no-nonsense. Rogan presented him with the conspiracy theory that Democrats were importing undocumented immigrants to swing states, and planning to give them amnesty, in order to expand their voter pool. Fetterman could have debunked that idea in any number of ways, and forcefully. Instead he did what politicians have long been trained to do in contentious interviews: find a point of agreement--"you know, immigration is always going to be a tough issue in this nation"--and change the subject. Rogan, and probably many of his listeners, took this gauziness as evidence that the conspiracy theory was right. The day before Rogan endorsed Trump, the podcaster posted the clip of the exchange with the note "I think everyone should understand exactly what is happening."

Harris wouldn't have won just by going on a few more podcasts--but if more Democrats had spent more of the past four years in the mix, figuring out how to spar, complicating the right's narratives about inflation and immigration, finding ways to redirect attention toward their own agenda, who knows? This new ecosystem is now so visible--and so obviously connected to the rightward shift among young people that helped reelect Trump--that to label it alternative seems ridiculous. Still, the temptation to ignore it, for people who are less than enchanted with Trumpism, will only grow under the new administration. Calls to disengage from X, now that Elon Musk has turned it into a white-supremacist haven, certainly have a moral appeal. But if this election showed how difficult it is to meaningfully "deplatform" speakers you disagree with, it also demonstrated the danger of ignoring the platforms where they speak. Unfortunately, the only way to change what's happening in an echo chamber may be to add your own noise.
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How Trump Neutralized His Abortion Problem

Voters seemed willing to back both state referenda enshrining reproductive rights and the candidate whose Supreme Court appointees overturned <em>Roe</em>.

by Elaine Godfrey


A home displays a pro-abortion-rights sign on October 26, 2024. (Arin Yoon / The Washington Post / Getty)



The morning after the election, a second result emerged beside the blindingly obvious one that Donald Trump will once again be president of the United States: In some places, abortion rights remained a winning issue.

Ballot measures to expand abortion access passed in seven states, including Missouri, Arizona, and Montana, three places that Trump won. Previous polling and election outcomes had shown that most Americans support abortion rights. Less clear was how they'd behave with Trump on the ballot. The issue of abortion may have shed its partisan salience--just not in a way that helped Kamala Harris and other Democrats. Abortion access "is becoming less partisan, ironically, in the sense that Republicans and independents are more likely to support abortion rights," Mary Ziegler, a law professor at UC Davis and an Atlantic contributor, told me, "while not translating that into support for Democratic candidates."

For Democrats and abortion-rights activists, last night's referenda were glittering pinpricks of light in an otherwise long, dark night of defeats. The White House--gone; control of the Senate--gone; the House of Representatives--clearly leaning Republican. Missouri, which went for Trump by 18 percent and had one of the strictest abortion bans in America, voted 52 to 48 percent to establish a constitutional guarantee to the "fundamental right to reproductive freedom." Similar measures passed in Arizona and Montana, by 23 and 15 points so far, respectively. Four other states--Nevada, Maryland, New York, and Colorado--passed their own abortion measures, though these were less politically revealing, given the existing abortion-rights protections there.

Not all the news was rosy for abortion-rights activists. Ballot measures failed in Nebraska by 2.6 points and in South Dakota by 17. Different reasons might account for those losses, Ziegler said. Nebraska had two abortion referenda on the ballot, each proposing contrary changes to state law, which could easily have confused voters. In Florida, a large majority of voters did support an effort to overturn the state's six-week abortion ban--but it fell a few points short of the 60 percent needed to pass.

Those three state results were the biggest wins the anti-abortion movement has achieved since the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022. Expect to hear this example touted more widely, Ziegler said. "Activists will take that to Republicans and say, 'Hey, you don't need to be afraid of being pro-life. You can take aggressive positions,'" she told me. "This should be a huge encouragement to the pro-life movement," the conservative political commentator Matt Walsh wrote on X yesterday afternoon. "We have a lot of work to do. But the people are on our side."

That would be an overstatement, based on last night's results. Harris had worked to make abortion rights a strong campaign issue--though not enough, evidently, to carry her party to victory. But abortion-rights groups achieved victories in spite of the Democrats' failed presidential efforts. Several factors are involved: Abortion access is popular. And Trump, through his chaotic and confusing abortion tightrope walk, may have successfully neutralized the issue for now, for his voters: assuring enough pro-choice voters that he would protect their reproductive rights, while hanging on to pro-life base voters who want him to further restrict abortion access. "Trump created this possibility of being all things to all people," Ziegler told me.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

But when you're president, you have to pick. A near future in which Trump continues to downplay any talk of restricting abortion and focuses instead on issues that do not divide his voter coalition, such as immigration, is easy to imagine. "And then there's a scenario where he doesn't, and the partisan divide springs back as ever," Ziegler said. If that happens, then what the anti-abortion movement will be demanding from a second Trump administration is immediate executive action to restrict abortion. That could mean appointments of committed anti-abortion officials to important Cabinet positions--former Texas solicitor general Jonathan Mitchell for attorney general, say, or Heritage Foundation adviser Roger Severino as the head of the Department of Health and Human Services. It could also involve a reinterpretation of the Comstock Act, which could see abortion banned across the country de facto, without any congressional legislative action at all.

The anti-abortion movement may not be successful in these maneuvers. Little suggests, right now, that Trump is interested in cementing his legacy as the most pro-life president in history. But the one thing Americans can almost certainly count on is a slew of new anti-abortion judges appointed to the federal courts. Conservative groups are already floating favored names--such as the Fifth Circuit's James Ho and Kristen Waggoner, the chief executive of the pro-life group Alliance Defending Freedom--for the Supreme Court. With a Republican Senate, these could be easy appointments. "That may be how Trump has his cake and eats it too," Ziegler said. "Put conservatives on the courts, and their decisions may not happen until years after he's no longer in office."

After last night, abortion-rights activists can take a measure of comfort in the confirmation that their position is still popular. But cutting against that is the fact that abortion rights are no cure-all for Democrats--especially when the leader of the Republican Party has apparently managed to detoxify the issue.
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The Invention That Changed School Forever

Kids used to just carry books.

by Ian Bogost




Some objects are so familiar and so ordinary that it seems impossible to imagine that they did not always exist. Take the school backpack, for example. Its invention can be traced to one man, Murray McCory, who died last month. McCory founded JanSport in 1967 with his future wife (Jan, the company's namesake). Until JanSport evolved the design, a backpack was a bulky, specialized thing for hiking, used only by smelly people on mountain trailheads or European gap years. By the time I entered school, the backpack was lightweight and universal. What did anyone ever do previously?
 
 They carried their books. Let me repeat that they carried their books. In their arms, or under them. I still cannot fully process that this was the case, even though I have seen countless depictions of it in film and on television. A boy carries textbooks at his side, as one would a skateboard. A girl clutches hers to her chest. The boy offers, as an ancient courtship ritual, to carry the girl's for her. Multiple books might have been lashed together with a belt. These are not retrofuturist myths but acts that children really did.



Some used bags, sure. They probably called them satchels--a word my dad would say. But many still wandered the halls and the quads in ignorance. Like fish in water, they probably thought nothing of it, just as their forebears thought nothing of life without electricity.



The 20th century was an incredible time to live in, because so much was possible yet undone. Automobiles and airplanes, sure, but also every electrical appliance and the lifestyles they made possible. Once you have airplanes and airports, for example, the opportunity arises to put wheels on the bottom of suitcases. It's obvious. And yet, it once wasn't. The rolling carry-on made sense only after air travel became common, causing airline terminals to become more extensive and luggage handling to get insourced to passengers. But once it did (1987, it turns out), the Rollaboard changed the nature of travel. Your belongings, an extension of yourself, got to take a trip of their own, and you gained some control of a voyage otherwise out of your hands.

Read: A defense of the leaf blower

Such a circumstance made the school backpack possible too. McCory was a Seattle-area native and attended the University of Washington. Pacific Northwesterners have a reputation for outdoorsmanship, and the classic hiking backpacks--with their large, rigid frames--were familiar to McCory (who also invented the dome-shaped tent). Once JanSport figured out how to make a lightweight backpack suitable for carrying books and supplies, it sold the product at the University of Washington bookstore. There, more stereotypically outdoorsy youths surely understood the pitch intuitively.



JanSport's rucksack spread nationwide from there. Its debut coincided with a historic boom in higher-education enrollment: Once limited to the aristocracy, by the 1960s, college had become affordable and viable for the millions of Baby Boomers who enrolled in large numbers. The backpack was the perfect accessory for expressing this newfound casualness of college life, and it also aligned with the thriving hippie counterculture; these students, who were now buying backpacks, were also more oriented to the outdoors (or at least to dirt). With a backpack on one's shoulders, the campground colonized campus, bringing it down to earth in a literal and symbolic sense. Now only the Man would use a satchel.



In the '80s, the backpack-toting campus hippies became yuppies with suburban homes and kids of their own. They passed on the school backpack to their offspring, making it universal in primary and secondary schools. The new circumstances changed the backpack; it evinced aspiration more than sincerity. School was serious business, undertaken to climb the next rung on the ladder. Accordingly, school backpacks offered a literal and symbolic representation of burden, young lads and lasses hauling their books on sore, ambitious shoulders. The unsavory listlessness of the overstuffed frame backpack had, in half a generation, given way to the limitless aspiration of the grade-school rucksack.

Read: The death of the minivan

Sometimes I feel like everything worth inventing has already been invented, and mostly in the prior century. But that intuition is wrong. Ordinary things evolve constantly, and their meanings chameleon accordingly. Against all odds, backpacks also became fashion, worthy of Prada emblems. Loungefly turned them into expensive souvenirs, bought at Disneyland but never used again thereafter. The would-be tech titan Millennials (who are the children of the yuppies who first bore books on their backs) sometimes cart lanky, hypermodern ones containing not notebooks but notebook computers. On their bodies, backpacks now symbolize the ease with which those machines can be made to do anything.



Even I have been surprised at the depths of the backpack's limitless potential. After writing about the carry-on bubble earlier this year for The Atlantic, I gave up my rolling luggage for a new kind of hybrid backpack-suitcase that can carry my computer, toiletries, and a few days' clothes without wrinkling them. I smirk at the foolish rabble, still giving their garments a ride while lugging Murray McCory's invention as well, as I stow my whole trip underseat. Glory to the backpack, which JanSport once made surprising, and which still carries secrets.
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Why Biden's Team Thinks Harris Lost

Embedded in their autopsies was their own unstated faith that they could have done better.

by Franklin Foer




Earlier this fall, one of Joe Biden's closest aides felt compelled to tell the president a hard truth about Kamala Harris's run for the presidency: "You have more to lose than she does." And now he's lost it. Joe Biden cannot escape the fact that his four years in office paved the way for the return of Donald Trump. This is his legacy. Everything else is an asterisk.

In the hours after Harris's defeat, I called and texted members of Biden's inner circle to hear their postmortems of the campaign. They sounded as deflated as the rest of the Democratic elite. They also had a worry of their own: Members of Biden's clan continue to stoke the delusion that its paterfamilias would have won the election, and some of his advisers feared that he might publicly voice that deeply misguided view.

Although the Biden advisers I spoke with were reluctant to say anything negative about Harris as a candidate, they did level critiques of her campaign, based on the months they'd spent strategizing in anticipation of the election. Embedded in their autopsies was their own unstated faith that they could have done better.

One critique holds that Harris lost because she abandoned her most potent attack. Harris began the campaign portraying Trump as a stooge of corporate interests--and touted herself as a relentless scourge of Big Business. During the Democratic National Convention, speaker after speaker inveighed against Trump's oligarchical allegiances. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York bellowed, "We have to help her win, because we know that Donald Trump would sell this country for a dollar if it meant lining his own pockets and greasing the palms of his Wall Street friends."

David A. Graham: What Trump understood, and Harris did not

While Harris was stuck defending the Biden economy, and hobbled by lingering anger over inflation, attacking Big Business allowed her to go on the offense. Then, quite suddenly, this strain of populism disappeared. One Biden aide told me that Harris steered away from such hard-edged messaging at the urging of her brother-in-law, Tony West, Uber's chief legal officer. (West did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) To win the support of CEOs, Harris jettisoned a strong argument that deflected attention from one of her weakest issues. Instead, the campaign elevated Mark Cuban as one of its chief surrogates, the very sort of rich guy she had recently attacked.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

Another Bidenland critique takes Harris to task for failing to navigate the backlash against identity politics. Not that Harris ran a "woke" campaign. To the contrary, she bathed herself in patriotism. She presented herself as a prosecutor, a friend of law enforcement, and a proud gun owner. But she failed to respond to the ubiquitous ads the Trump campaign ran claiming that Harris supports sex-change operations for prisoners. She allowed Trump to create the impression that she favored the most radical version of transgender rights.

Biden, allies say, never would have let such attacks stand. He would have clearly rejected the idea of trans women competing in women's sports. Of course, he never staked out that position in his presidency. But it's true that Harris avoided the issue, rather than rebutting it, despite the millions of dollars poured into those attack ads. And in the end, those ads very likely implanted the notion that Harris wasn't the cultural centrist she appeared to be.

A sour irony haunts Biden aides. In the coming months, Trump will use executive power and unified control of Washington to wreck many of the administration's proudest accomplishments. But the ones he doesn't wreck, he will claim as his own. Biden helped build the foundations for economic growth, with the Inflation Reduction Act, the CHIPS Act, and the infrastructure bill. Because the investments enabled by all three of those bills will take years to bear fruit, Biden never had the chance to reap the harvest. Despite Trump's opposition to those pieces of legislation, the benefits of those bills could bolster his presidency. Biden will have passed along his most substantive legacy as a gift to his successor.
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America Has an Onion Problem

When it comes to foodborne illnesses, onions have long been considered especially safe. Not anymore.

by Nicholas Florko




Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")



By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural properties that are thought to prevent foodborne illnesses, and on top of that, they undergo a curing process that acts as a fail-safe. According to one analysis by the CDC, onions sickened 161 people from 1998 to 2013, whereas leafy greens sickened more than 7,000. Onions haven't been thought of as a "significant hazard," Susan Mayne, the former head of food safety at the FDA, told me.



Not anymore. Late last month, McDonald's briefly stopped selling its Quarter Pounders in certain states after at least 90 people who ate them fell sick with E. coli. Last Wednesday, the CDC announced the likely culprit: slivered onions. This is the fourth time onions have caused a multistate foodborne outbreak since 2020, in total sickening at least 2,337 people, according to available data. In that same time span, leafy greens have caused eight multistate outbreaks that have affected 844 people. All of a sudden, the United States seems to have an onion problem--and no one knows for sure what is causing it.



The investigation into the cause of the McDonald's outbreak is still ongoing, but the problem likely started where many foodborne illnesses begin: in the field. The culprit, in many instances, is contaminated water used to irrigate crops. An outbreak can also start with something as simple as a nearby critter relieving itself near your veggies. Any additional processing, such as when onions are cut into prepackaged slivers, can give bacteria lots of opportunities to spread. That's why the FDA considers most precut raw vegetables to be high risk. (As with other foods, cooking onions to 165 degrees Fahrenheit kills pathogens.)



But the fact that onions appear to get contaminated with E. coli and Salmonella at all is striking. Onions have long been thought to have antimicrobial properties that can help them fight off bacteria. Hippocrates once recommended that onions be used as suppositories to clean the body, and onions were placed on wounds during the French and Indian War. Medical knowledge has thankfully advanced since then, but the onion's antimicrobial properties have been documented by modern science as well. In various lab experiments, researchers have found that onion juice and dehydrated onions inhibit the growth of E. coli and Salmonella. And in 2004, researchers found that E. coli in soil died off faster when surrounded by onion plants than when surrounded by carrot plants, a result the authors said might be due to "the presence of high concentrations of antimicrobial phenolic compounds in onions."



Onions have another powerful weapon in their food-safety arsenal: their papery skin, which research suggests may act as a barrier protecting the insides of an onion from surface bacteria. The way that onions are processed should add an additional layer of protection: To extend their shelf life, onions are left to dry, sometimes for weeks, after they are harvested. This curing process should, in theory, kill most bacteria. Stuart Reitz, an onion expert at Oregon State University who has intentionally sprayed onions with E. coli-laced water, has found that the curing process kills off a significant amount of the bacteria--likely because of ultraviolet radiation from the sun and because drier surfaces are less conducive to bacteria growing, Reitz told me.



But clearly, onions are not contamination proof. Onion experts I spoke with floated some plausible theories. Linda Harris, a professor of food safety at UC Davis, posited that bacteria could hypothetically bypass an onion's protective skin by entering through the green tops of the onion and then traveling down into the layers of the onion itself. And although onions might have antimicrobial properties, that might not always be enough to prevent an E. coli infection from taking hold, Michael Doyle, a food microbiologist at the University of Georgia, told me; when it comes to antimicrobial activity, he said, "not all onions are created equal." And the McDonald's onions could have become infected simply by way of probability. One of Reitz's recent studies on the effect of curing found that 2 percent onions sprayed with E. coli still had detectable levels of the bacteria after being cured.



Still, none of this explains why onions seem to be causing more foodborne illnesses now. Harris told me that she and a colleague have "spent a lot of time trying to figure out how these outbreaks happen, and I will tell you: We don't have an answer." Unfortunately, we may never understand the cause of the onion's heel turn. In many cases, regulators are unable to figure out exactly what causes a foodborne outbreak. They failed to find a definitive cause in the three other recent onion outbreaks, and perhaps the same will be true of the McDonald's debacle.



The entire situation demonstrates the maddening inscrutability of foodborne illness. The reality is that although these outbreaks are rare, they can be dangerous. One person died after eating a contaminated Quarter Pounder, and a 15-year-old had to undergo dialysis to stave off kidney failure. Yet for all of the technology and science that goes into food safety--the genome sequencing of foodborne pathogens, blockchain technology that traces crops from farms to store shelves--we continue to be stuck with more questions than answers. America has less of an onion problem than an everything problem.
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How Donald Trump Won Everywhere

This was the second COVID election.

by Derek Thompson




In 2022, pollsters and political analysts predicted a red wave in the midterms that didn't materialize. Last night, polls anticipated a whisker-thin election, and instead we got a red wave that carried Donald Trump to victory.

The breadth of Trump's improvement over 2020 is astonishing. In the previous two elections, we saw narrow demographic shifts--for example, non-college-educated white people moved toward Trump in 2016, and high-income suburban voters raced toward Biden in 2020. But last night's election apparently featured a more uniform shift toward Trump, according to a county-by-county analysis shared with me by Thomas Wood, a political scientist at Ohio State University. The "really simple story," he said, "is that secular dissatisfaction with Biden's economic stewardship affected most demographic groups in a fairly homogeneous way."

Trump improved his margins not only in swing states but also in once comfortable Democratic strongholds. In 2020, Biden won New Jersey by 16 points. In 2024, Harris seems poised to win by just five points. Harris ran behind Biden in rural Texas border towns, where many Hispanic people live, and in rural Kentucky, where very few Hispanic people live. She ran behind Biden in high-income suburbs, such as Loudoun County, Virginia, and in counties with college towns, including Dane County (home to the University of Wisconsin) and Centre County (home to Penn State).

Perhaps most surprising, Trump improved his margins in some of America's largest metro areas. In the past two cycles, Democrats could comfort themselves by counting on urban counties to continue moving left even as rural areas shifted right. That comfort was dashed last night, at least among counties with more than 90 percent of their results reported. In the New York City metro area, New York County (Manhattan) shifted nine points right, Kings County (Brooklyn) shifted 12 points right, Queens County shifted 21 points right, and Bronx County shifted 22 points right. In Florida, Orange County (Orlando) shifted 10 points right and Miami-Dade shifted 19 points right. In Texas, Harris County (Houston) and Bexar County (San Antonio) both shifted eight points right and Dallas County shifted 10 points right. In and around the "Blue Wall" states, Pennsylvania's Philadelphia County shifted five points right, Michigan's Wayne County (Detroit) shifted nine points right, and Illinois' Cook County (Chicago) shifted 11 points right.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

Other than Atlanta, which moved left, many of the largest U.S. metros moved right even more than many rural areas. You cannot explain this shift by criticizing specific campaign decisions (If only she had named Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro her vice president...). You can't pin this shift exclusively on, say, Arab Americans in Michigan who voted for Jill Stein, or Russian trolls who called in bomb threats to Georgia.

A better, more comprehensive way to explain the outcome is to conceptualize 2024 as the second pandemic election. Trump's victory is a reverberation of trends set in motion in 2020. In politics, as in nature, the largest tsunami generated by an earthquake is often not the first wave but the next one.

The pandemic was a health emergency, followed by an economic emergency. Both trends were global. But only the former was widely seen as international and directly caused by the pandemic. Although Americans understood that millions of people were dying in Europe and Asia and South America, they did not have an equally clear sense that supply-chain disruptions, combined with an increase in spending, sent prices surging around the world. As I reported earlier this year, inflation at its peak exceeded 6 percent in France, 7 percent in Canada, 8 percent in Germany, 9 percent in the United Kingdom, 10 percent in Italy, and 20 percent in Argentina, Turkey, and Ethiopia.

Inflation proved as contagious as a coronavirus. Many voters didn't directly blame their leaders for a biological nemesis that seemed like an act of god, but they did blame their leaders for an economic nemesis that seemed all too human in its origin. And the global rise in prices has created a nightmare for incumbent parties around the world. The ruling parties of several major countries, including the U.K., Germany, and South Africa, suffered historic defeats this year. Even strongmen, such as Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, lost ground in an election that many experts assumed would be a rousing coronation.

This has been a year of global anti-incumbency within a century of American anti-incumbency. Since 2000, every midterm and presidential election has seen a change in control of the House, Senate, or White House except for 2004 (when George W. Bush eked out a win) and 2012 (when Barack Obama won reelection while Republicans held the House). The U.S. appears to be in an age of unusually close elections that swing back and forth, in which every sitting president spends the majority of his term with an underwater approval rating.

There will be a rush to blame Kamala Harris--the candidate, her campaign, and her messaging. But there is no escaping the circumstances that Harris herself could never outrun. She is the vice president of a profoundly unpopular president, whose approval was laid low by the same factors--such as inflation and anti-incumbency bias--that have waylaid ruling parties everywhere. An analysis by the political scientist John Sides predicted that a sitting president with Biden's approval rating should be expected to win no more than 48 percent of the two-party vote. As of Wednesday afternoon, Kamala Harris is currently projected to win about 47.5 percent of the popular vote. Her result does not scream underperformance. In context, it seems more like a normal performance.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

A national wave of this magnitude should, and likely will, inspire some soul searching among Democrats. Preliminary CNN exit polls show that Trump is poised to be the first GOP candidate to win Hispanic men in at least 50 years; other recent surveys have pointed to a dramatic shift right among young and nonwhite men. One interpretation of this shift is that progressives need to find a cultural message that connects with young men. Perhaps. Another possibility is that Democrats need a fresh way to talk about economic issues that make all Americans, including young men, believe that they are more concerned about a growth agenda that increases prosperity for all.

If there is cold comfort for Democrats, it is this: We are in an age of politics when every victory is Pyrrhic, because to gain office is to become the very thing--the establishment, the incumbent--that a part of your citizenry will inevitably want to replace. Democrats have been temporarily banished to the wilderness by a counterrevolution, but if the trends of the 21st century hold, then the very anti-incumbent mechanisms that brought them defeat this year will eventually bring them back to power.
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Focus on the Things That Matter

How do we move forward, as a nation, without looking at strangers as potential enemies?

by Jennifer Senior




This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49pm.

Although I came of age at a moment when politicians on both sides of the aisle were amenable to hearing each other's ideas, we're now at a juncture where each side seems more or less unpersuadable, unbudgeable, at least on the big stuff. The same goes for a substantial wedge of the public. We're all rooted in our own media ecosystems, standing on different epistemological substrates, working with different understandings of what we think--know--is true.

The 2020 election was stolen; it wasn't stolen. Immigrants are what make America great; immigrants are the problem. Inflation is going down; eggs cost too much. (They do cost too much, though for reasons that probably aren't Joe Biden's fault.) Abortion is an issue over which there really may be no compromise--this is life we're arguing over. Life! What could be more fundamental than that?

I could go on.

And Democrats, just among themselves, are already arguing over why Tuesday night's election turned out the way it did. How I loathe this part, all the gladiatorial intraparty bedlam: Racism was the main cause. Misogyny was the main cause. The intense estrangement and demoralization of the white working class, that's what did in the Democrats--not only did workers see their jobs slip away, but they were told that they were bad people when the words white supremacy entered the liberal lexicon, the mainstream media, and the vocabulary of many progressive politicians. All the talk about trans rights did in the Democrats--why do they talk about gender-affirming care (and use that phrase) when parents have legitimate anxieties about their 18-year-olds who want top surgery? "Defund the police" did in the Democrats--don't many people in dodgy or dangerous neighborhoods want cops? Elon Musk and Joe Rogan were the problem. The cultural conservatism of Hispanics was the problem. The failure to recognize illegal immigration and inflation and crime was the problem. Joe Biden's mental decline was the problem; his not coming clean about it was the problem. The result was inevitable, because center-left parties are folding around the globe like beach chairs. Ad infinitum, ad nauseam.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

So the question becomes: How do we move forward without venom, without looking at strangers--and people within our own party--as potential enemies? As people who, if given their druthers, would undo the American project and destroy its values and make this country profoundly unsafe? (Which is something, by the way, that both sides believe.)

My answer would be something pretty basic but at least achievable--a step the media can least try to take, that local leaders can partially achieve, but that we, as citizens, can most easily do ourselves: We can focus on our vulnerabilities. We can choose to talk about and pass bills to address and continually emphasize the human hardships that bind us together. We all experience grief. We all have disabled relatives in our family whom we worry about. We all need friendship and mourn the relationships that have faded away. We all get cancer or some other disease that makes us reckon with our own mortality. We get chronic illnesses; our bodies fail.

These five subjects are exactly what I've written about since joining The Atlantic in 2021. Suddenly, in my 50s, I found myself unconsciously drifting toward existential matters, because they started looming like smoke. What gives life meaning--this is what matters to me now. If not now, in life's final innings, then when?

And we share so many other common struggles. Worries about our kids, if we have them. The trials of eldercare. The comforts of religion, if you're religious, or the values and belief systems and structures that guide you if you're not. We all want love. We all want fulfillment. Married people all know how hard marriage is, if they're in one, and divorced people know how hard divorce is, if they're in the midst of that.

Most people instinctively lean into these topics.

Last year, I wrote about my intellectually disabled aunt, who had the catastrophic misfortune of being institutionalized in 1953, when she wasn't yet 2. Along the way, I met a woman, Grace Feist, whose child had the same condition but the good fortune to be born 60-plus years later and therefore lead a far better life, a good life. The times had changed, sure, but her mother was a roaring outboard motor of determination when it came to supporting her girl, learning sign language and building what amounted to a Montessori school in her own home.

She was a devoted Christian who told me repeatedly how much she loved God; I think of the universe as a big-bang-size, multidimensional expanse of indifference. Yet I am psychotically attached to her. In fact, I fell instantly in love--she is warm and generous and funny and partial to silver flip-flops even when it's 20 degrees out, because she's used to the cold, having spent years freezing her ass off working security at an oil field in North Dakota, where she got to see the northern lights.

When we came around to discussing politics, she mentioned that she'd voted for Trump in 2020. I had not. But her reaction, almost immediately, was to tell me that she thought Republicans had lost their heads about masks--Was it that big a deal to wear one? Really?--and that she herself always wore one, because her youngest child had immunological issues. And I responded by telling her that I thought the Democratic policy positions on trans issues were excessive and ignored the legitimate concerns of parents, who didn't want their adolescents making precipitous and irreversible decisions about their body when other factors could so often be at play. (To my fellow Democrats: Yes, there are kids who absolutely know they're trans--I think of Jan Morris, who realized this at 3 or 4 while sitting under a piano--but I worry about the teenagers who suddenly come to this same conclusion when they hadn't previously felt this way.)

Read: How Trump neutralized his abortion problem

Our impulse was to find consensus. Most people's ideas about politics are pretty nuanced.

And that assumes they're thinking about politics in the first place. Many people--27 percent, according to a 2023 Gallup poll--just don't give that much of a shit. (And 41 percent follow national political news only "somewhat closely.") It's not part of their thinking in their everyday life. Grace and her husband, a lovely and quiet guy named Jerry, are far more preoccupied with other matters. I told them I'd just written a story about Steve Bannon, the one and only substantial feature I've written about planet Trump; neither had heard of the guy.

Grace and I were tied for life, in spite of our differences. Her child, my aunt, our love and pained concern for them both--these were far deeper connections. And yes, I know: how hokey and Pollyannaish. Liberals will likely say: We have work to do. Trump is dangerous. We're faltering on the precipice of catastrophe, if we haven't already backwards-tumbled into the brink. And yes, I agree. We do have work to do; we should be terrified; we should be mourning the country that was. But more than half the nation doesn't feel that way. And focusing on the shared things, the so-very-basic things, is the one thing within our control. They're real. They matter. They're the stuff of life.
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Are We Living in a Different America?

A postelection conversation with staff writers Anne Applebaum and McKay Coppins

by Hanna Rosin




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

How do you know when a democracy slips into autocracy or fascism or some other less-free and less-savory form of society? Do they hang out a sign? Post it on X? Announce it on the newly state-controlled news channel? In the run-up to Donald Trump's election, and even all the way back to his first administration, people who study autocracies in other countries have shown us how to spot the clues. One reliable teacher has been Atlantic staff writer Anne Applebaum, author of Autocracy, Inc. and co-host of the podcast series Autocracy in America. Over the years, Applebaum has situated Trump's musings in a broader historical context. She's pointed out, for example, that when Trump fired government watchdogs in his last administration or talked about deploying troops against protesters, those are actions that other dictators have taken.

In the last few months of his campaign, Trump was free and open with his dictatorial impulses as he talked about punishing "enemies from within." Now that he's won, have we crossed the line into a different kind of country? In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Applebaum joins political writer McKay Coppins to help us know how to find the line. Does this resounding win mean the electorate gave Trump a mandate to act on all his impulses? Does he mean what he says? And how will we know?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. So Donald Trump won. It's looking like he won every swing state and, also, like there was a rightward shift even in the states he lost. He won even though, in the last months of his campaign, he was at his darkest and most crude. None of that mattered, apparently.

So here to help us understand what happened are two Atlantic staff writers: Anne Applebaum, who covers threats to democracy--hi, Anne--

Anne Applebaum: Hello.

Rosin: --and political reporter McKay Coppins. Hi, McKay.

McKay Coppins: Hey.

Rosin: So, McKay, what do we know about how he won? The particular coalition, the demographics--what do we know so far?

Coppins: Well, you just got at it. I think that the most surprising thing is not that he won--because the polls were so tight, and everyone was warning us to be prepared for either candidate coming out victorious--but the fact that he won so decisively, making gains in almost every state and almost every demographic group is something that I think most people were not prepared for.

Just to run through a few of the highlights: He made major gains with Latino voters, according to exit polls. It depends on which exit poll you're looking at, but Harris won Latinos by between eight and 15 points. That is a lot less than Biden's roughly 30-point win among Latino voters four years ago.

He made some more modest gains with Black voters, especially young Black men. A lot of Trump's gains were concentrated with men. One exit poll showed him narrowly winning Latino men; the other one showed him narrowly losing them. But in either case, that is dramatically outperforming his performance in 2020.

And so, you know, you take all this together, and what you see is that there is a rightward shift at almost every section of the electorate. And, you know, that includes parts of the Democratic coalition that Kamala Harris and her campaign thought they could take for granted coming into this race.

Rosin: And is it just men? Like, everyone you mentioned were men. It's like, Latino men, young Black men--

Coppins: It definitely was. He definitely did better--

Rosin: (Laughs.) Sorry, McKay.

Coppins: (Laughs.) Not to speak for my entire gender here, but he did seem to do much better among men. Though, I will note that, coming into the campaign, a lot of Democrats had pinned their hopes on the idea that Dobbs would motivate a surge of women to support Harris.

And we're so early now that it's still hard to tell from the exit-poll data how much that happened, but it is worth noting that Trump won white women in this election. He won them narrowly, but there was some hope among Democrats that Dobbs would push independent and even former Republican white women to the Harris camp. That does not seem to have happened in the numbers that they were planning for.

Rosin: So all of that is somewhat surprising and things we have to reckon with over the next many months and years.

Anne, you have been helping us understand, over many years, what it looks like when a country or democracy drifts towards autocracy. How do you read this moment?

Applebaum: So I read this moment not so much as something new but as a continuation of things that we've seen in the past. I felt that, during the campaign, it would be useful for me to record some of the things the president was saying, to say how they echoed in history, to comment on how those things compared to what has happened in other countries.

I did a podcast about this with The Atlantic. It's called Autocracy in America. When he was last in the White House, Trump ignored ethics and security guidelines. He fired inspectors general and other watchdogs. He leaked classified information. You know, he used the Department of Homeland Security in the summer of 2020 as if it were the interior ministry of an authoritarian state, kind of deploying troops in American cities.

Obviously, he encouraged the insurrection at the Capitol on January 6. When he left the White House, he took classified documents with him, and then he hid them from the FBI. I mean, all those things are indicative of somebody who is in defiance of the rule of law, who thinks he's above the rule of law, who's seeking to avoid normal rules of transparency and accountability, who wants to help his staff get around, as I said, things like security, clearance, guidelines, and so on.

And those things do represent a break with all previous presidents in modern history: Republican, Democrat, left wing, right wing--all of them. We didn't have a president before who defied those kinds of rules and norms and laws and respect for some basic principles of the Constitution before.

The fact is that people either liked it that he was doing that--they found the transgressiveness attractive, along with the language that he used about his enemies, you know, calling them "vermin" and the "enemy within" and so on. Either that was appealing--and, of course, that kind of language historically has been appealing; it does appeal to people--or they didn't care.

But that means that there has been a shift in how Americans see their government, what they understand the Constitution is for. And that shift clearly precedes Trump. I mean, probably he helped shape it during his first term. He helped shape it during the four years he was out of power. But we now have a country that is prepared to accept things from their leader that would have tanked the career of anybody else eight years ago.

Rosin: So did you wake up on Wednesday morning and think, I live in a different country than I thought I did?

Applebaum: No. I mean, I thought from the beginning of this election campaign--I thought it was possible that he would win. I mean, I suppose, particularly the last couple weeks of his campaign, when he became darker and darker and more and more vitriolic, you know, I wondered whether some of that would bother people.

You know, the imagining guns trained at Liz Cheney, you know, talking about his enemies as the enemy within, talking about using the expression vermin or poison blood--these are terms that are directly taken from the 1930s and haven't been used in American politics before. So I wondered whether people would be bothered by that.

But am I entirely surprised that they weren't? No, I'm not. I think the population is now immune to that kind of language, or maybe they like it.

Coppins: Yeah, I would just say: I think that is one of the legacies of the Trump era, is how much he has successfully desensitized the country to this kind of rhetoric and behavior that, in an era not that long ago, voters would have deemed disqualifying.

He has managed to convince enough Americans that this kind of behavior, this kind of rhetoric is okay or, at least, that it doesn't matter that much. And looking forward, I do think that's going to be something we live with in our politics long after Trump is gone.

Rosin: I mean, there's one way of looking at what you both are saying, which is: We woke up today; we have confirmation that we live in a failing democracy. But we actually don't. All we have confirmation of is that people either don't care that he talks like an autocratic ruler, they don't notice, they like it, or they don't put it in a broader historical context, which is that these are actual signs of actual autocracies, which happen all the time in history and across the world. Right? That's all we know so far.

Applebaum: Yeah, that's all we know. That's all we know. We also don't know whether Trump will do some of the things that he said he would do. I mean, he talked about mass firings of civil servants. He talked about having people around him who were loyalists. That's what political scientists would describe as "capturing the state"--so taking over government departments, government institutions, putting them not in the service of the nation and of everybody but making part of your political machine, using them for your political purposes.

He talked about doing that. Will he try it again? Maybe, if he has a House and a Senate that will support him. As we're speaking, we don't know about the House, so we'll see. They might make it easy. Will the judiciary support him? Some of it will. So will he do it? I don't know.

General John Kelly, who was his former chief of staff, has said that last time Trump was president, he talked about: We should investigate or get the IRS on--at that time he was talking about the former FBI director, James Comey, or his deputy, Andrew McCabe. Maybe now he's talked about punishing Adam Schiff--who's a congressman, now a senator, who he doesn't like--or Nancy Pelosi.

Will he do it? Will he use the IRS to go after people? I mean, that's another thing that happens in failing democracies. And it's also something that has happened in U.S. history before, so it's not unimaginable.

So I don't know whether he'll do these things, but it's now on the record that he has said he would, or he said he wants to. In some of the documents written by people around him, there have been plans to do that. That's what Project 2025 was, in part. And none of it bothered people, and so we have to assume that it's a possibility.

Coppins: I do think, to answer your earlier question, that it's worth noting that, while a lot of voters went into the ballot box thinking about democracy--and in fact, according to one exit poll, around a third of voters said democracy was their top issue--a lot of voters were not thinking about these things, and they were not voting based on hoping that Donald Trump would weaponize the IRS against his political enemies. For example, a third of voters said the economy was their top concern. And I think when we talk about the shifts among those demographic groups, we have to acknowledge that a lot of it was a very simple response to groceries costing more, inflation being up, feeling like the economy was on the wrong track, and responding to a deeply unpopular incumbent president.

And while we can sit back and look at the broad scope of history, it is clear that not all voters who went in to vote in these last few weeks were thinking about democracy. But I think it's also good to point that out because Donald Trump is going to claim a mandate, coming out of this election, and say: I swept the swing states. The voters want me to have all this power. He'll implicitly say, They want me to abuse my power. They've given me permission to do whatever I want. And I think that it's worth noting that for a whole lot of people who voted for him, they just wanted him to make groceries cost less.

Applebaum: Yeah, but that's not really an excuse. I mean, you are, as a voter, obligated to know what the person you're voting for stands for. And the responsibility of the president of the United States is not merely to control inflation. The president also has a lot of power over the U.S. government, over U.S. institutions, over American foreign policy, and by deciding you don't care about those things, you do give him that mandate.

Coppins: But my concern is that there's a risk of a kind of democratic fatalism coming out of this election, where we will decide that: Look--Americans voted for this aspiring autocrat, therefore he will be an autocrat, and democracy has failed. 

And I think that it's worth parsing this electoral data a little bit and acknowledging that a majority of Americans did not necessarily give him an autocratic mandate. Whether they were thinking about the things that they should have been thinking about, weighing the priorities the way that we think they should have been, I don't think we should let--it becomes almost a self-fulfilling prophecy if we let Trump and his allies claim that, because he's said and done all these things and he won the election, he now has permission to do whatever he wants.

Rosin: Yeah. One way of seeing the vote is that it wasn't at all a referendum on Trump. It was people saying: My life was better in 2019, so I'm going with Trump. And I think why what you're saying is important, McKay, is because people who didn't vote for Trump can get discouraged and overwhelmed and tell themselves, People who voted for him voted for everything he stands for. And what follows from that is a sense of alienation. Like, This is not my country, and I don't understand what's going on.

Anyway, Anne, you mentioned that Trump ran an explicitly vengeful campaign, that he would come after "enemies from within," whether they were immigrants, Democrats, or us, the journalists. And you have taught us to take leaders' words seriously. And yet a lot of people, not just voters, have said, Oh, this is hyperbole. Stop taking it so seriously. So how do we know the difference?

Applebaum: We'll know by his actions. Maybe it's true that by saying those things and by acting out vengeance, maybe that was appealing to people who want some kind of vengeance, who are angry at whatever--the economy or the system or the establishment or the media or Hollywood or the culture--whatever it is that they're angry at or feel deprived by, that he acted that out for them, and that was appealing to them. I'm sure that's a piece of the explanation.

And then another piece of the explanation is that there were people, like The Wall Street Journal editorial board or the writer Niall Ferguson, who said, Oh, these things just don't matter. It's just hyperbole. You know, That's just how he talks. So we'll see, and we'll wait for it.



Rosin: McKay, Project 2025, which came up a lot in the campaign and has been described as a blueprint for the next administration, includes transformative ideas about everything from abortion to tax policy. How much do you think that's a realistic roadmap for what the administration might do?

Coppins: I would take it seriously. I think that there is a risk that--because Donald Trump, realizing it was a political albatross around his neck, decided to distance himself in the final months of the campaign--that we collectively take him at his word, and I don't think we should.

I think that what he ends up doing in his next term will rely a lot upon who he appoints to his administration. I reported, back in December, that, in talking to people in Trump world about future appointees, the watchword was obedience. They talked about how Trump felt burned in his first term by appointees, people in his cabinet who saw themselves as adults in the room, who believed that their role was to constrain him, to keep the train on the tracks. And he doesn't want people like that in his next administration. He doesn't want adults in the room. He doesn't want James Mattises or Mark Milleys or John Kellys. He wants absolute loyalists, either people who share his ideological worldview or, out of a sense of ambition or cravenness, are willing to do exactly what he says without questioning it.

And so when you look at Project 2025 and the part of the plan, for example, that has to do with politicizing the civil service, taking 50,000 jobs in the federal bureaucracy and making them political appointees subject to the whims of the president, it will matter a lot whether he follows through on that and who those people are.

A big part of Project 2025 was identifying loyalists, partisans, conservatives who could fill those roles. And so I think, when we talk through his next administration, what his agenda will look like, a lot of it comes down to this kind of truism of Washington that personnel is policy. So does Stephen Miller return to his administration in some kind of role where he gets to oversee immigration enforcement? It's entirely possible, but that will make a big difference in terms of how much he follows through on his threats of mass deportation.

Who does he appoint as attorney general? That was one role that everybody I talked to in Trump world told me he was very committed to getting right because he felt the two men who served in that role in his first term betrayed him. So is it somebody like Josh Hawley or Mike Lee or Ted Cruz? These are the questions that we're going to have to be answering, and we'll get a lot more clarity in the coming weeks and months as we see those appointees and those short lists emerge.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we're going to get into what mass deportations under Trump could look like.

[Break]

Rosin: Something else I've been thinking about a lot that Trump has threatened is mass deportations. They are expensive. They're actually quite difficult to carry out. They require a lot of manpower, local and national. Is that bombast? Is that a realistic threat? How will we know the difference?

Coppins: Yeah. Again, this is where I think personnel will matter a lot, who is head of the Department of Homeland Security, for example. But just to go through what Trump promised on the campaign trail: He said that he would build massive detention camps, implement mass deportations at a scale never before seen in this country, hire thousands of additional border agents, use military spending on border security.

He even said he would invoke the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 to expel people who were suspected of being in drug cartels or gangs, without a court hearing.

He said he would end "catch and release," reinstate the "Remain in Mexico" policy. And I think it's notable that he did not directly answer whether he would reinstate family separation, which was the most controversial aspect of his immigration policy in the first term.

Take all these together--I think there are some of these things he could do pretty easily on his own with executive orders, and there's not a lot of evidence that he could be constrained by the courts or by Congress. There are some things, like building massive detention centers, that would require a lot of money. Hiring thousands of more border agents would require a lot of money. So this is where control of Congress is going to matter a lot.

Rosin: Are there others on his list that are top of mind for either of you? Aid to Ukraine is one that I'm thinking of. Are there others where you're going to be vigilantly watching: Okay, he said X. Is he going to do X? 

Applebaum: Aid to Ukraine is in a slightly different category. It's not about American autocracy and democracy. It's a question of our position in the world. Are we going to remain the leader of a democratic camp, which is opposing the growing and increasingly networked autocratic camp? Will we oppose Russia, which is now in alliance with Iran and North Korea and China? Or will we not?

And this, again, from Trump world, I know a lot of people who spent a lot of time in the run-up to the election trying to find out what Trump meant when he said, I'll end the war in one day, which has been his standard response when asked about it. And you can literally find almost as many interpretations of that expression as there are people in Trump's orbit.

I mean, it ranges from, We're just going to cut off all the funding, to, We're going to give Ukraine to the Russians, to something quite different. There are people who said: No. We're going to threaten the Russians. We're going to tell them we're bringing in a thousand tanks and a thousand airplanes unless you pull back. And so that's another version that I've heard. There are versions that suggest offering something to Russia--you know, some deal. But honestly, I don't know.

Rosin: But those are legitimate foreign-policy debates. You can be an isolationist democracy. Those are not fundamental threats in your mind to the nature of this country and what it should be?

Applebaum: No, although there are connections and have always been--we haven't always acknowledged them--between America's alliances and America's democracy. So the fact that we have been aligned in the past with a camp of other democracies, that we put democracy at the center of our foreign policy for such a long time during the Cold War, was one of the reasons why our democracy was strengthened.

It's well known that during the Cold War, one of the reasons why there was an establishment shift towards favoring civil rights and the civil-rights movement was the feeling that: Here's this thing we stand for. We stand for democracy. We stand for the rule of law, and yet we don't have it in our own country. And there were a lot of people who felt that very strongly. And it's not a bad reason why that happened, but it's part of the explanation.

You know, Who are your allies? Who are your friends? This affects, also, what kind of country you are and your own behavior. Who are your relationships? You know, if our primary political and diplomatic and economic relationship is with Russia and North Korea, then we're a different kind of country than if our primary relationship is with Britain and France.

Coppins: The only other kind of policy area that I'll be keeping an eye on is tariffs. He has said that he would impose between 10 and 20 percent across-the-board tariffs on all U.S. imports and a 60 percent tariff on all Chinese goods.

A lot of economic experts pointed out that this would very likely cause massive inflation. And given that he was just elected, in large part, on voter frustration with inflation, it's an open question whether he'll follow through on this. He clearly does not believe--and this is one of the few issues that he's been pretty consistent on his entire life--he does not believe it would cause inflation. Almost every economics expert disagrees with him.

And in his first term, there were people in the White House who blocked him from imposing more tariffs than he actually did, in fact to the point where we saw reporting from Bob Woodward that his staff secretary was literally taking executive orders off his desk before he could sign them and kind of losing them in the bureaucracy of paperwork. Will there be somebody like that this time? Will there be somebody who can get his ear and convince him not to go through with this? That is something that I think a lot of people will be looking at because the economic implications for this country and globally could be pretty profound.

Rosin: And what are the bigger implications of tariffs? Like, that could just be a legitimate economic debate. Some people believe in tariffs. Some people don't believe in tariffs. And it's an experiment and, you know, economic protectionism.

Coppins: I would not say that this is one of those kind of core democratic issues, that certainly, to various degrees, there have been protectionist policy makers and politicians in both parties over the last several decades. It could cause a trade war. It could interfere with our diplomatic relations with the countries that we're imposing tariffs on. There are a lot of trickle-down implications.

But yes, I do think it's important. And I like that what you're doing here is separating the issues that are kind of more typical policy disagreements from those things that Anne has been talking about, which are fundamental to American democracy. I don't think tariffs are, but they could have an effect on a lot of Americans, and so that's why I think it's worth keeping an eye on.

Rosin: Okay. There's obviously going to be some resistance to Trump. Let's start simple: McKay, who is going to be the leader of the Democratic Party?

Coppins: So, obviously, if Democrats take control of the House, Hakeem Jeffries, the next speaker, would, I think by default, become the kind of leader of the Democratic opposition to Trump, at least for a while.

If Democrats don't take control of the House, I think it's a very open question and, frankly, it's one that Democrats probably should have been trying to answer two years ago. Joe Biden deciding to stay in the race after the 2022 midterms will probably go down as one of the most consequential political decisions in this era. The fact that he stayed in for so long, only to drop out in the final months of the election, meant that Democrats didn't really have time to have the big intraparty debate about what they should stand for, who their standard-bearer should be.

That debate will be happening now. And it's going to be contentious and noisy and unsettling to a lot of left-leaning voters. I also think it's healthy to have these conversations. And I think Democrats, in some ways, are kind of innately averse to that kind of contention. And I think that they might need to kind of get comfortable with it, because one way to look at the two elections that Donald Trump has won is that he really benefited from the fact that Democrats cleared the field for the two nominees he ended up beating: Hillary Clinton in 2016, Kamala Harris in 2024.

One takeaway that I think a lot of Democrats will have is that Democrats need to decide that they're okay with a little messiness in letting their voters decide who their nominee will be.

Rosin: Anne, when other countries have faced a moment like this--a moment when you have to be vigilant, things are in the balance, the opposition feels alienated, it's unclear who the opposition leaders are at the moment--how do you move through a moment like that? Like, how have other countries successfully moved to a healthier place?

Applebaum: I mean, it almost entirely involves building broad coalitions. The only real example I can give: I live part of the time in Poland. We had an autocratic, populist government takeover in 2015. They did try to capture the state.

They did it pretty successfully. They took over state media, which is a big deal in Poland, and they made it into a kind of propaganda tube. Poland has some state companies, and they took over the companies and began using the money to fund themselves and their party and so on. They enriched themselves, and they tried to create a system whereby they would never lose again.

Remember that another sign of autocracy and a very, very important thing to watch for is corruption. Because when you remove guardrails and when you remove inspectors general and when you weaken the media, then it becomes much easier for people to be corrupt. And we've already got that problem in our system, and it's going to get a lot worse.

Essentially, what happened was the building of a coalition that went, in their case, from the center-left to the center-right--kind of center-left liberal, center-right--of people who wanted something. It was, in part, an anti-corruption coalition, so it wasn't so much built around fighting for democracy, although that was a piece of it.

The coalition was also seeking to fight against corruption and for good government. But it took eight years. It was a long process. And along the way, a lot of money was stolen. And the institutions declined, and the country is worse governed, and there are a lot of problems that are not going to be easy to solve.

But there's a look for coalitions. There was some internal soul-searching about what it was we did that--Why did we lose? But I'm not sure even how useful all of that was. I mean, what mattered, in the end, was the reconstruction of an opposition that had a clear message, that had a clear critique, and offered a vision of a different kind of future that was led by somebody who was charismatic.

Rosin: Yeah. That is actually really useful, even to know that the coalitions don't have to be for the restoration of democracy. They can be against mass deportation, against tariffs. Like, you can form coalitions, if you tell yourself, No, the voters did not give a mandate to Donald Trump to do whatever he wants and carry out all of his policies. That is not what happened in the last election, coalitions can form--popular coalitions--around all kinds of issues.

Applebaum: Yeah. I mean, you could have a coalition that really cares about women's issues and women's rights and abortion rights. And you can have another one that really cares about the environment. And you can have another one that really cares about corruption. And you link them together, and then you have a movement.

Rosin: Right.

Applebaum: And that's sometimes more effective. I mean, democracy is an abstract word that doesn't necessarily mean things to people. It has to be made real through something that people experience. And maybe that's how we have to look at it too.

Rosin: Yeah. I think the thing that catches me in this election, which we haven't quite touched on, is the truth-and-lies problem. I find that so overwhelming, like, the idea that people believe an untrue thing about what happened on January 6 and an untrue thing about what happened at Springfield, Ohio. And, as a journalist, I always find that an impossible barrier to cross. But maybe you're suggesting ways to cross that barrier is: Well, people believe smaller truths.

Applebaum: It's one of the ways. We now have an information system that enables the creation of alternate realities. For me, one of the really striking things about the election campaign wasn't so much Trump. It was Musk. Elon Musk, who owns a big and important social-media platform, was saying things that he must have known not to be true: falsehoods about immigration, about the election.

He was allowing the platform to deliberately promote them. And he seemed to be doing that as a way of demonstrating his power. He was showing us that he can decide what people think. And he was working hard to create this alternate world in which things that aren't true seem true. And that--I'm afraid it was really successful.

Rosin: Right.

Coppins: And the other thing that I think we've seen is that a big purpose of propaganda and disinformation is not even just to convince people that a certain thing is true but to almost exhaust their ability to tell the difference between what's true and what's not, and make them cynical and fatigued and disinclined to even try.

I remember in 2020, I spent a lot of time covering disinformation in the campaign. And that was the thing that I would encounter when I talked to Trump voters. It wasn't so much that they believed everything he said. Some would even acknowledge that he would lie or exaggerate. But they would throw their hands up and say: Yeah, they all lie, right? Who even knows what's true? And that, I think, is the thing that we need to guard against over these next few years.

Applebaum: That is the essence of Putinist propaganda. It's not so much that you're expected to believe everything he says about whatever, the greatness of Russia or the horror of Western civilization. But you're expected to become so confused by the multitude and number of lies that you've been told that you throw your hands up in the air, and you go home, and you say, I don't know anything. I can't be involved in this. I don't want anything to do with politics. I'm just going to live my life.

And that turns out to be a really, really successful form of propaganda, probably more successful than the old-fashioned Soviet thing of telling everybody that everything is great, which you can disprove pretty easily.

Rosin: Well, Anne and McKay, with your idea of coalitions, I had almost succeeded in finding us a practical path of thinking about a future. But now we're back at this big veil of disinformation, which is not the place I want to end. Is there some way to turn that ship?

I'll ask you again, Anne: How have people turned that ship when you find a culture, a populace that's just become cynical and overwhelmed by lies? How have other countries successfully crawled out of that disinformation?

Applebaum: You build relationships of trust around other things. I mean, almost as we were just talking about, you find alternative forms of communication, all different ways of reaching people. That's the only way.

Rosin: All right. Well, Anne, McKay, we will have many more such conversations, but thank you for helping us be more discerning.

Coppins: Thank you.

Applebaum: Thanks.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak. 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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Democrats Actually Had Quite a Good Night in North Carolina

Kamala Harris lost the state, but many down-ballot races went their way.

by David A. Graham




Tuesday evening, while waiting for national election results to come in, I dropped by the victory party for Mark Robinson, the North Carolina Republican nominee for governor. It was, as you might expect, a strange scene.

Robinson, the lieutenant governor, had become persona non grata among most other Republicans in September, when a CNN report revealed his bizarre posts--about slavery, being a "Black Nazi," transgender porn, and more--on the porn site Nude Africa. He was no longer invited to attend rallies for the Donald Trump campaign, his fundraising dried up, and his campaign was left for dead.

The party, held on the top floor of a skyscraper in Raleigh, was pointedly separate from other North Carolina GOP festivities. Some 60 or 70 supporters crammed into a small room in a private club watching Fox News. It was a more diverse crowd than any other Republican gathering I've ever attended, and nearly everyone was decked out in Robinson gear. I noticed only one piece of Trump swag, and a wide range of other fashion choices. A younger Black man wore a satin jacket with red-sequin embroidery; an older white guy wore a white tuxedo jacket, complete with bow tie, over a red Mark Robinson T-shirt.

Polls in North Carolina closed at 7:30 p.m. ET. Just a few minutes later, Fox News projected that the Democrat Josh Stein, the current state attorney general, would beat Robinson. I expected to hear jeers or a murmur or feel some deflation in the room, but nothing happened. I started wondering if I'd misread, but no: Fox repeated the call several times in the next few minutes, and eventually someone changed the channel to Spectrum News. I asked some attendees what they made of the news, and was told over and over that they had hope that the call was premature.

David A. Graham: The great, disappearing Trump campaign

This was not exactly a denial, and around 9, Robinson took the stage and conceded the race. "The window of opportunity for us to win this race is closing quick, folks," he said. "Doesn't seem like it's going our way tonight. But it's always going our way. Whether people want it to or not, people of faith know it's going to go the right way, because we've read the back of the book. We know how this all comes to an end." He barely alluded to the scandals that had sunk his campaign, saying, "It's not about the lies; it's not about the half-truths." Soon, attendees began streaming out, clutching handfuls of campaign signs and hats.

It was a fittingly weird start to a weird night in North Carolina politics. The Old North State delivered a series of results that show why national Democrats have been so hopeful about flipping it, while likely discouraging them from trying again for some time.

Trump won the state in the presidential election. Kamala Harris received both a smaller percentage of the vote than President Joe Biden did four years ago and (in unofficial results) a smaller absolute number of votes. That all happened despite a massive campaign infrastructure and get-out-the-vote operation, especially as compared with the Trump campaign. In the deep-red counties where Harris had hoped to cut into Republican margins, she barely managed to move the ball or else lost ground. National Democrats poured money into the state, and once again, it broke their hearts.

Down the ballot, however, North Carolina Democrats had a good night. Stein beat Robinson by almost 15 points. That matches with some of the public polling on the race, but most insiders seemed to expect a margin closer to the high single-digits. The Democrat Rachel Hunt flipped the lieutenant governor's seat. Jeff Jackson held off Dan Bishop for attorney general; no Republican has won the seat since the 19th century. Secretary of State Elaine Marshall won another term. For superintendent of public instruction, Mo Green beat Michele Morrow, who attended the January 6, 2021, rally and called for Barack Obama's execution. In a heartbreaker for Democrats, state-supreme-court justice Allison Riggs appears to have lost her seat narrowly, but in the state legislature, Democrats broke a veto-proof Republican supermajority. U.S. Representative Don Davis eked out a win in northeastern North Carolina.

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

One lesson from this is that North Carolina really is a purple state, as the political scientist Chris Cooper describes in a new book. Voters are happy to elect Democrats at the state level; they just don't want them in the White House or the U.S. Senate. (The last election North Carolinians selected a Democrat for either was in 2008.)

Across the country, the election looks similar--more a repudiation of national Democrats, and especially the Democratic candidate for president, than a rejection of Democratic policy priorities. (I argued yesterday that Trump's simple message on the economy is what carried him to victory.) Harris made abortion a centerpiece of her campaign and lost, but voters in seven states passed ballot referenda protecting abortion rights--some in blue states, but also in purple and red states including Arizona, Nevada, and Montana. Missouri voters overturned an abortion ban. And 57 percent of Floridians supported a ballot issue, a number that nonetheless fell short of the 60 percent required for passage. A majority, but not the requisite supermajority, of Floridians also voted to legalize recreational cannabis use. Even in U.S. Senate races, Democratic candidates ran ahead of Harris in almost every competitive contest. (Florida was the odd race out.)

That mixed result is also a mixed message for Democrats trying to figure out where the party goes from here. Having a reasonably popular policy platform is theoretically good news for them, but that isn't much use if they can't win the offices required to institute or defend those policies. But with little real power in Washington for the next two years, they'll have plenty of time to think about the conundrum.
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America Did This to Itself

And now we all must suffer through it.

by George T. Conway III




This time, the nation was on notice. Back in 2016, those of us who supported Donald Trump at least had the excuse of not knowing how sociopathy can present itself, and we at least had the conceit of believing that the presidency was not just a man, but an institution greater than the man, with legal and traditional mechanisms to make sure he'd never go off the rails.

By 2020, after the chaos, the derangement, and the incompetence, we knew a lot better. And most other Americans did too, voting him out of office that fall. And when his criminal attempt to steal the election culminated in the violence of January 6, their judgment was vindicated.

So there was no excuse this year. We knew all we needed to know, even without the mendacious raging about Ohioans eating pets, the fantasizing about shooting journalists and arresting political opponents as "enemies of the people," even apart from the evidence presented in courts and the convictions in one that demonstrated his abject criminality.

We knew, and have known, for years. Every American knew, or should have known. The man elected president last night is a depraved and brazen pathological liar, a shameless con man, a sociopathic criminal, a man who has no moral or social conscience, empathy, or remorse. He has no respect for the Constitution and laws he will swear to uphold, and on top of all that, he exhibits emotional and cognitive deficiencies that seem to be intensifying, and that will only make his turpitude worse. He represents everything we should aspire not to be, and everything we should teach our children not to emulate. The only hope is that he's utterly incompetent, and even that is a double-edged sword, because his incompetence often can do as much as harm as his malevolence. His government will be filled with corrupt grifters, spiteful maniacs, and morally bankrupt sycophants, who will follow in his example and carry his directives out, because that's who they are and want to be.

Tyler Austin Harper: Blame Biden

I say all of this not in anger, but in deep and profound sorrow. For centuries, the United States has been a beacon of democracy and reasoned self-government, in part because the Framers understood the dangers of demagogues and saw fit to construct a system with safeguards to keep such men from undermining it, and because our people and their leaders, out of respect for the common good and the people of this country, adhered to its rules and norms. The system was never perfect, but it inched toward its own betterment, albeit in fits and starts. But in the end, the system the Framers set up--and indeed, all constitutional regimes, however well designed--cannot protect a free people from themselves.

My own hope and belief about what would transpire last night was sadly and profoundly wrong--like many, I have the emotional and intellectual flaw, if that's what it is, of assuming that people are wiser and more decent than they actually turn out to be. I feel chastened--distraught--about my apparently naive view of human nature.

I dare not predict the future again, particularly as it comes to elections and other forms of mass behavior. But I daresay I fear we shall see a profound degradation in the ability of this nation to govern itself rationally and fairly, with freedom and political equality under the rule of law. Because that is not actually a prediction. It's a logical deduction based on the words and deeds of the president-elect, his enablers, and his supporters--and a long and often sorry record of human history. Let us brace ourselves.
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How to Deal With Disappointment

Not getting what you want is an unavoidable part of life. The way you choose to handle it is what you can control.

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.

"If [X candidate I hate] wins this election, I will leave the country" is a sentiment we've heard from a few politically outspoken celebrities in recent presidential-election cycles. They never seem to follow through on the promise, though. That's because it probably isn't really a promise, but rather a defense against an emotion that humans truly hate: disappointment. They are soothing themselves with a strategy to neutralize anticipated feelings of impotence and frustration if the dreaded event comes to pass.

So if your preferred candidate lost on Tuesday night, you might be enduring that terrible emotion. Some people suffer from the malady so badly that they may be diagnosed with a condition popularly known as "post-election stress disorder."

Even if all of this seems exaggerated, you probably do dread some source of disappointment in your life. Perhaps it involves your career, your education, or your romantic relationship. If so, you are very likely acting in a way that protects you from this deep and painful emotion; some research has found that disappointment can be associated with post-traumatic stress disorder. Understanding this phenomenon can help lower the fear of your own emotions, however, and help you make decisions leading to better outcomes. That may even help you avoid making a silly public promise to leave America.

Read: What to watch if you need a distraction this week

As two scholars described it recently in the Annual Review of Anthropology, disappointment is "the messy, friction-filled, and unsatisfying gap between lived experiences and expectations that have not come to pass." The feeling is similar to regret, in that it involves a past event that didn't turn out the way you had hoped. But whereas regret involves wishing you had done something differently, disappointment does not necessarily involve your decision-making agency. Because of this distinction, psychologists writing in the journal Cognition and Emotion find that regret more often leads to self-reproach, in contrast with the usual unhappiness associated with disappointment, which comes from a sense of powerlessness.

For example, you might vote for a candidate and regret it (that is, reproach yourself for doing so). But if the candidate for whom you voted loses, that can also give you a sense that you have no say over how you are governed--that's where the powerlessness comes in.

The above research casts additional light on the psychological dimension of this difference between regret and disappointment. If a person disappoints you, that typically results in your feeling anger. But if an outcome is the disappointment, that is usually accompanied more by sadness.

Such findings tend to focus on what psychologists call "disconfirmed expectancies," meaning a difference between what you think will or should happen and what actually happens. This involves the neuromodulator dopamine, which governs both rewards and the anticipation of rewards in our brains.

How this works: Imagine that at about 11 a.m., your stomach growls and you think about lunch. Your mind goes to a turkey sandwich you enjoyed last week from a local deli, which gives you a response from dopamine neurons to elicit anticipation and make you form a plan to go there at noon. If, when you arrive and get the sandwich, it is just what you expected, you get no additional dopamine response. But if the sandwich is even more delicious than you remembered, you will get an extra neurochemical spritz, which teaches you to come back again. But if the deli is closed, God forbid, your dopamine response will drop, making you feel mildly depressed--or, in a word, disappointed.

The mechanism no doubt evolved to teach us the most efficient way to accumulate rewards such as food and mates, and avoid wasting time and energy on fruitless activities. In ancient times, this reward system would keep you coming back again and again to a water hole where prey was easy to find. But if those animals caught on and stopped showing up, you would have a couple of disappointments and lose interest.

The most psychologically painful disappointments are those in which the hope of reward contrasts most sharply with the actual outcome. The closed deli involves a minor dopamine dip from which you'll probably recover in minutes. But if, say, you truly expect your beloved to propose marriage and instead they skip town on you, the dopamine deficit will be a lot more severe and harder to endure--perhaps leading to a period of anhedonia, the inability to feel pleasure that is characteristic of dysregulated dopamine levels and clinical depression.

Disappointment is especially severe for optimists: They predict outcomes that are above average, and much better than any negative occurrence. This means that they tend to have bigger "disconfirmed expectancies" than non-optimists. Writing in the journal Emotion in 2010, two psychologists studied how students felt before and after receiving exam results. They found that people with more optimistic expectations did not feel better than their peers beforehand, but did on average feel worse after learning their scores, because the optimists tended to be further from reality.

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

Our lives are filled with uncertain outcomes, often involving the things we care about most deeply. To have any positive expectations means that disappointment is part of life. This has led some thinkers to conclude that the only answer is pessimism. The 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer famously made this case when he argued that "we generally find pleasure to be not nearly so pleasant as we expected, and pain very much more painful." One conclusion from that: Expect nothing good ever, or even expect the worst, and you will never be disappointed.

Then again, Schopenhauer was well known for being a miserable person, so that may not be the best strategy. Better, I believe, to maintain hope amid life's uncertainties--but to distinguish hope from optimism. Many people use the terms almost interchangeably, but they are different. Optimism involves an element of prediction--as we just saw, expecting a good outcome in a way that may be borderline delusional. Hope involves a belief that even if a disappointing result to a situation occurs, you can do something to improve that outcome--in the words of one team of researchers on the subject, "having the will and finding the way." Because of this, as I have written, hope is far superior to optimism where happiness is concerned.

Hope does not require that you make any prediction at all about what might happen. It simply asks that you believe that whatever happens, you will have the ability to make circumstances better and you can give some thought to what that action might be.

In an odd way, this is halfway what people are doing when they announce a plan to leave America if the wrong candidate wins the election. But the contemplated action--leaving home and going into exile--is foolish and extreme; much better would be to say, "If the bad guy wins, I will be disappointed, but regardless of the disappointment, I will work as much as I can to make things around me better." The same is true for other letdowns in life. If you're yearning for a big promotion, don't predict whether you will or won't get it. Just be honest with yourself that you hope for the reward, and think logically about what constructive action you can take if, in fact, you are passed over.

In addition, because disappointment is part of the useful neurobiological learning process that you've inherited for your evolutionary fitness, look for the valuable lessons of a setback. The psychiatrist Carl Jung believed that when we are disappointed, we can actually choose between bitterness and wisdom--the latter being "the comforter in all psychic suffering."

The problem with the leave-the-country approach is that it succumbs to bitterness instead of looking to learn. The same goes for a disappointment such as a bad breakup. The bitter response is "I'll never date again." A wise response is to figure out how to avoid getting entangled in future with a person who shares your ex's problematic traits (that jerk).

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

I wrote this column to soothe anyone who might be suffering from postelection disappointment, and to provide a better way to cope. But perhaps you aren't disappointed: Maybe your candidate won, and you're elated right now. That can also be an opportunity for wisdom--if you choose to take it.

Today you taste victory, but remember: Defeat is just around the corner, because that's how life works. Reflect on this truth, and take the opportunity to show some grace to the neighbors and family members whose candidate lost and who are disappointed--because they're feeling today the way you will surely feel tomorrow. Think of this as a chance to time travel, and bring a bit of kindness to comfort your future disappointed self.
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Trump Voters Got What They Wanted

Those who expect that Donald Trump will hurt others, and not them, are likely to be unpleasantly surprised.

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.


Democrats and liberal pundits are already trying to figure out how the Trump campaign not only bested Kamala Harris in the "Blue Wall" states of the Midwest and the Rust Belt, but gained on her even in areas that should have been safe for a Democrat. Almost everywhere, Donald Trump expanded his coalition, and this time, unlike in 2016, he didn't have to thread the needle of the Electoral College to win: He can claim the legitimacy of winning the popular vote.

Trump's opponents are now muttering about the choice of Tim Walz, the influence of the Russians, the role of the right-wing media, and whether President Joe Biden should not have stepped aside in favor of Harris. Even the old saw about "economic anxiety" is making a comeback.

These explanations all have some merit, but mostly, they miss the point. Yes, some voters still stubbornly believe that presidents magically control the price of basic goods. Others have genuine concerns about immigration and gave in to Trump's booming call of fascism and nativism. And some of them were just never going to vote for a woman, much less a Black woman.

But in the end, a majority of American voters chose Trump because they wanted what he was selling: a nonstop reality show of rage and resentment. Some Democrats, still gripped by the lure of wonkery, continue to scratch their heads over which policy proposals might have unlocked more votes, but that was always a mug's game. Trump voters never cared about policies, and he rarely gave them any. (Choosing to be eaten by a shark rather than electrocuted might be a personal preference, but it's not a policy.) His rallies involved long rants about the way he's been treated, like a giant therapy session or a huge family gathering around a bellowing, impaired grandpa.

Back in 2021, I wrote a book about the rise of "illiberal populism," the self-destructive tendency in some nations that leads people to participate in democratic institutions such as voting while being hostile to democracy itself, casting ballots primarily to punish other people and to curtail everyone's rights--even their own. These movements are sometimes led by fantastically wealthy faux populists who hoodwink gullible voters by promising to solve a litany of problems that always seem to involve money, immigrants, and minorities. The appeals from these charlatans resonate most not among the very poor, but among a bored, relatively well-off middle class, usually those who are deeply uncomfortable with racial and demographic changes in their own countries.

And so it came to pass: Last night, a gaggle of millionaires and billionaires grinned and applauded for Trump. They were part of an alliance with the very people another Trump term would hurt--the young, minorities, and working families among them.

Trump, as he has shown repeatedly over the years, couldn't care less about any of these groups. He ran for office to seize control of the apparatus of government and to evade judicial accountability for his previous actions as president. Once he is safe, he will embark on the other project he seems to truly care about: the destruction of the rule of law and any other impediments to enlarging his power.

Americans who wish to stop Trump in this assault on the American constitutional order, then, should get it out of their heads that this election could have been won if only a better candidate had made a better pitch to a few thousand people in Pennsylvania. Biden, too old and tired to mount a proper campaign, likely would have lost worse than Harris; more to the point, there was nothing even a more invigorated Biden or a less, you know, female alternative could have offered. Racial grievances, dissatisfaction with life's travails (including substance addiction and lack of education), and resentment toward the villainous elites in faraway cities cannot be placated by housing policy or interest-rate cuts.

No candidate can reason about facts and policies with voters who have no real interest in such things. They like the promises of social revenge that flow from Trump, the tough-guy rhetoric, the simplistic "I will fix it" solutions. And he's interesting to them, because he supports and encourages their conspiracist beliefs. (I knew Harris was in trouble when I was in Pennsylvania last week for an event and a fairly well-off business owner, who was an ardent Trump supporter, told me that Michelle Obama had conspired with the Canadians to change the state's vote tally in 2020. And that wasn't even the weirdest part of the conversation.)

As Jonathan Last, editor of The Bulwark, put it in a social-media post last night: The election went the way it did "because America wanted Trump. That's it. People reaching to construct [policy] alibis for the public because they don't want to grapple with this are whistling past the graveyard." Last worries that we might now be in a transition to authoritarianism of the kind Russia went through in the 1990s, but I visited Russia often in those days, and much of the Russian democratic implosion was driven by genuinely brutal economic conditions and the rapid collapse of basic public services. Americans have done this to themselves during a time of peace, prosperity, and astonishingly high living standards. An affluent society that thinks it is living in a hellscape is ripe for gulling by dictators who are willing to play along with such delusions.

The bright spot in all this is that Trump and his coterie must now govern. The last time around, Trump was surrounded by a small group of moderately competent people, and these adults basically put baby bumpers and pool noodles on all the sharp edges of government. This time, Trump will rule with greater power but fewer excuses, and he--and his voters--will have to own the messes and outrages he is already planning to create.

Those voters expect that Trump will hurt others and not them. They will likely be unpleasantly surprised, much as they were in Trump's first term. (He was, after all, voted out of office for a reason.) For the moment, some number of them have memory-holed that experience and are pretending that his vicious attacks on other Americans are just so much hot air.

Trump, unfortunately, means most of what he says. In this election, he has triggered the unfocused ire and unfounded grievances of millions of voters. Soon we will learn whether he can still trigger their decency--if there is any to be found.

Related:

	What Trump understood, and Harris did not
 	Democracy is not over.
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Today's News

	The Republicans have won back control of the Senate. Votes are still being counted in multiple House races that could determine which party controls the House.
 	Vice President Kamala Harris delivered a concession speech at Howard University, emphasizing that there will be a peaceful transfer of power.
 	In an interview on Fox News, a Trump spokesperson said that Trump plans to launch "the largest mass-deportation operation of illegal immigrants" on his first day in office.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: "Trump's victory is a reverberation of trends set in motion in 2020," Derek Thompson writes. "In politics, as in nature, the largest tsunami generated by an earthquake is often not the first wave but the next one."
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The Night They Hadn't Prepared For

By Elaine Godfrey

The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.
 For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brilliant-blue robes, performed a gorgeous rendition of "Oh Happy Day," and people sang along in a way that made you feel as if the university's alumna of the hour, Kamala Harris, had already won.
 But Harris had not won--a fact that, by 10:30, had become very noticeable.


Read the full article.
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Watch. These six movies and shows provide a thoughtful or hopeful break if you need a distraction this week.

Adapt. Baseball is a summer sport--and it's facing big questions about how it will be affected by climate change, Ellen Cushing writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Voters Wanted Lower Prices at Any Cost

Kamala Harris couldn't outrun inflation.

by Annie Lowrey






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

Donald Trump is heading back to the White House. He has inflation to thank.

In poll after poll, focus group after focus group, Americans said the economy was bad--and the economy was bad because prices were too high. This was always going to be a problem for Kamala Harris. "Excess" inflation--defined as the cumulative growth of prices in one presidential term compared with the term preceding it--is highly predictive of electoral outcomes, according to the Northwestern economist Robert Gordon. It is a crucial part of how voters decide whether they are better off and want to stick with the incumbent. The measure strongly pointed to a Trump victory. Indeed, since the global post-pandemic inflation spike began, ruling parties around the world, on the left and the right, have been toppled.

Still, before this week, Democrats had good reasons to believe that they might be spared the inflation backlash. Households' spending power improved more and faster in the United States than in other countries. On paper, families were doing better than they were before the pandemic, particularly at the low end of the income spectrum. Real wages--meaning wages adjusted for prices--jumped 13.2 percent for the lowest-income workers from 2019 to 2023; real wages for the highest-income workers climbed 4.4 percent.

From the April 2024 issue: What would it take to convince Americans that the economy is fine?

But voters do not make their decisions at the polls on the basis of price-adjusted time series. Nor do they seem to appreciate pundits and politicians telling them that their lived experience is somehow incorrect--that they are truly doing great; they just don't know it.

Prices spiked more during the Biden administration than at any point since the early 1980s. In some categories, they remain unsustainably high. Home prices have jumped an astonishing 47 percent since early 2020. This has made homeowners wealthier on paper, but has priced millions of people out of the housing market. The situation with rented homes is no better. Costs are up more than 20 percent since COVID hit, and have doubled in some places. The number of cost-burdened renters is at an all-time high.

In response to inflation, the Federal Reserve raised interest rates. Inflation statistics do not include the cost of borrowing, but many Americans experienced higher rates--the supposed cure for higher prices--as making costs worse. Mortgage rates more than doubled from their pandemic-era level, adding insult to home-buying injury. The interest payment on a new-car loan has grown nearly as much. Credit-card APRs climbed to all-time highs, making many families' buffer against month-to-month earnings and spending changes a costly one. If you include the cost of borrowing, inflation peaked at 18 percent, not 9 percent.

When asked over the past few years about their personal financial stressors, however, voters mostly haven't focused on housing or auto loans. They overwhelmingly brought up everyday purchases, above all the price of groceries and fast food. Food inflation outpaced the overall rate for much of the Biden administration; in 2022, when inflation was 6.5 percent, the price of groceries grew by 11.8 percent. The price hikes cooled off in 2023, but prices themselves remained far higher than Americans were used to: Margarine, eggs, peanut butter, crackers, and bread all cost more than 40 percent more than they did just a few years ago. That everyday indignity seems to be what made inflation so salient for voters. The mental math families were tasked with felt excruciating. The sticker shock remained shocking.

Annie Lowrey: The worst best economy ever

The optimistic story for the Harris campaign was that, after a year of subdued price growth, the American people would have gotten used to higher bills and appreciated the earning power they gained from the tight labor market. Instead, anger at inflation lingered, even among tens of millions of working-class Americans who had gotten wealthier. This is not a purely economic story; it's a psychological one too. People interpret wage gains as a product of their own effort and high costs as a policy problem that the president is supposed to solve. Going to the polls, voters still ranked the economy as their No. 1 issue, inflation as the No. 1 economic problem, and Trump as their preferred candidate to deal with it. In interviews, many voters told me they felt as if Democrats were gaslighting them by insisting that they were thriving.

Voters who expect Trump's victory to herald a return to 2019 prices or relief from the cost-of-living crisis might be due for disappointment, though. Trump's signature economic proposal of huge global tariffs would immediately raise the cost of household goods. And his promise to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants could create a labor shortage that would raise the cost of food, construction, home health care, and child care. He has offered no serious plan to address the deep, tangled problems that have made a middle-class life so unobtainable for so many Americans. Those problems preceded the Biden administration, and they will outlast the second Trump administration too.
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Triumph of the Cynics

Is it possible to resensitize an electorate to scandal and cruelty?

by McKay Coppins




In the final weeks of the 2024 campaign, Donald Trump did the following things: falsely accused Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, of eating their neighbors' pets; invited a comedian onstage at a rally to call Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage"; said he wouldn't mind if someone shot the reporters who cover his rallies; fantasized about former Representative Liz Cheney having guns "trained on her face"; called America a "garbage can for the world"; and pretended to fellate a microphone in public. Then, on Tuesday night, he decisively won the presidential election, sweeping every battleground state in the country.

That Trump routinely gets away with saying things that would have ended any other politician's career is hardly a novel observation. People have been making this point since he launched his first campaign nine years ago. Theories abound to explain the phenomenon, and we'll get to those in a moment. But, first, do me a favor and reread that paragraph above. Clock your reflexive reaction. Do you find yourself indifferently skimming, or notice that your attention has begun to drift? Do you roll your eyes at what looks like yet another scoldy catalog of Trump's alleged misdeeds, or mentally quibble with my characterizations? (He was obviously joking about Cheney.) Perhaps you're thinking that you missed one of these moments--or maybe you're not quite sure. Hasn't he said something about shooting reporters before? Who can remember--all of this stuff blends together.

What you're experiencing is the product of Trump's clearest political accomplishment, and perhaps his most enduring legacy: In his near decade as America's main character, he has thoroughly desensitized voters to behavior that, in another era, they would have deemed disqualifying in a president. The national bar for outrage keeps rising; the ability to be shocked has dwindled.

Trump is not the first modern president to contribute to this national numbing effect. Richard Nixon's abuses of power shattered the idyllic image many Americans had of the presidency, seeding a skepticism that would eventually blossom into generational cynicism. And Bill Clinton's affair with the White House intern Monica Lewinsky--complete with the airing of every graphic detail by opponents, and the rush to excuse his indiscretions by allies--helped normalize the idea that presidents don't need to be moral exemplars.

But when it comes to lowering our collective expectations of presidential behavior, Trump is a singular figure. The lines he has enterprisingly crossed--legal, ethical, constitutional, moral--are too numerous to list. (Plus, chances are, you'd get bored and abandon this article if I tried.) But it seems worth noting here just a few of Trump's firsts. He is the first president to try to stay in power after losing an election. He is the first president to be impeached twice (for attempting to trade military aid for political favors from the Ukrainian president, and for sending a violent mob to storm the Capitol). He is the first to be convicted of a felony (for crimes connected with hush-money payments to an adult-film star with whom he had an affair), and the first to be found liable for sexual abuse (for assaulting E. Jean Carroll in a department-store dressing room). He demonstrates no contrition for these acts. In fact, he's always denied all wrongdoing--even as he's boasted that he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue without losing the support of his base.

Trump's apologists might argue that his success is a symptom, not the cause, of the country's coarsened character. Alternatively, something about his public persona, forged in the New York tabloids and on reality TV, may make people uniquely tolerant of his sins. After all, the same voters in North Carolina who delivered him the state's 16 Electoral College votes this week also rejected a Trump-aligned candidate for governor who'd been discovered making vile anti-Semitic and racist comments on a porn site. Trump has also no doubt been aided by Republican politicians who cravenly defend everything he does, blundering Democrats who have struggled to provide a compelling alternative, and a press corps still constrained by its "bias toward coherence."

In any case, the fact remains that Trump's brazenness damages the political culture. Every time he crosses a new line, he makes it that much easier for the next guy to do so. Nearly a decade into the Trump era, too many Americans have internalized the idea that expecting our political leaders to be good people is quaint and foolish. But this savvier-than-thou attitude only empowers Trump and his mimics to act with impunity.

Is it possible to resensitize an electorate to scandal and cruelty? I don't know. Maybe we start by trying to remember how we felt when all of this was still new.

In recent weeks, Gen Z voters have been sharing videos of themselves on TikTok listening--for what they say is the first time--to Trump's infamous Access Hollywood tape. I found watching these videos, and reading some of the young people's interviews in The Washington Post, at once heartbreaking and hopeful. Brigid Quinn, a 15-year-old in Georgia who had never actually heard the once and future president say "grab them by the pussy," told the paper she "didn't understand how people thought this was normal." Kate Sullivan, a 21-year-old student in Ohio, was similarly shocked when she heard it for the first time. "I just recently got into politics," she said. "The fact that people knew about this, and he still won, is pretty wild to me."

A less cynical age may dawn again.
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America Got the Father It Wanted

The appeal of Trump's paternalism

by Gal Beckerman




The last weeks of Donald Trump's successful campaign for president were a festival of crudeness. In light of this, Tucker Carlson's warm-up act at a Georgia rally late last month was, if notably creepy, still typical of the sunken depths of rhetoric. Carlson offered an extended metaphor in which Trump was an angry "dad" with a household of misbehaving children (a 2-year-old who has smeared "the contents of his diapers on the wall," "a hormone-addled" 15-year-old girl who has decided to "slam the door of her bedroom and give you the finger"). The children in this metaphor, if it wasn't clear, are the citizens of this country.

"Dad comes home, and he's pissed," Carlson said to wild cheers. "He's not vengeful; he loves his children. Disobedient as they may be, he loves them, because they're his children. They live in his house. But he's very disappointed in their behavior, and he's going to have to let them know." Then came the grossest part: Carlson's fantasy of Trump spanking "a bad little girl" as punishment.

What America did on Tuesday was elect that dad--vengeful, disappointed, erratic, and in the minds of his followers, benevolent.

A majority of voters preferred Trump, and likely for a variety of reasons; it may have been "the inflation, stupid" after all. But psychological forces also lie behind Trump's appeal. Largely unexamined among these is the aura of paternalism exuded by the president-elect. Carlson, in his reptilian way, was getting at this idea in its most vulgar iteration. Trump wanted to be seen as a father figure for a nation he insisted needed discipline and defending. This felt like a role reversal from his 2016 persona: the class clown sitting in the back, lobbing spitballs at the establishment. If during his first administration he was a child dependent on "adults in the room" to make sure he didn't fiddle with the nuclear code, this year he gave off the more assured air of an imposing patriarch in an overcoat; he's been in the White House already and doesn't need any help. This infused the slogan from his 2016 Republican National Convention, "I alone can fix it," with new resonance eight years later.

Read: Trump won. Now what?

When Trump started using this line again, I immediately understood its efficacy. I have a fairly egalitarian marriage, yet a common refrain in my house, whenever something breaks, is "Aba will fix it" (my kids call me "Aba," Hebrew for "dad"). My wife even laughs at how quickly our determination to avoid traditional gender roles breaks down if there is a dead bird in the backyard that needs to be disposed of or an IKEA shelf that has to be built. The notion of a dad who can--or at least will try to--"fix it" is deeply embedded in our cultural psyche, and not just among Americans who consider themselves conservative. Even for people who didn't grow up with a father--maybe especially for those who didn't--the longing for a mythical male protector can run deep. Just think of J. D. Vance, the vice-president-elect, who has written that the "revolving door of father figures" his mother would bring into his life was the worst part of his childhood. He longed for stability and firmness, and he has allied himself with a right-wing movement that aims to restore a "father knows best" nation of single-earner households tended to by stay-at-home moms.

Consciously or not, Trump exploited this desire, and he did so at a moment of deep economic and social flux in the country. He painted an exaggerated (and often fictional) portrait of a nation of vulnerable children menaced by murderous immigrants, one that requires a paterfamilias to provide a defense--and to guard their reproductive rights (he is, of course, the self-styled "father of IVF"). At a Wisconsin rally late last month, Trump described a conversation with his advisers in which he told them he wanted to use this sort of paternalistic language on the stump. They disagreed, according to his story, and told him it would be "very inappropriate" for him to say, for example, "I want to protect the women of our country." To this, he responded: "Well, I'm going to do it--whether the women like it or not, I'm going to protect them."

Authoritarian leaders thrive on this kind of familial imagery. One of the most memorable photos of the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin is from 1936: He smiles as an apple-cheeked little girl named Engelsina Markizova sits on his lap and throws her arms around his neck. (The year after the photo was taken, Markizova later said, her actual father was disappeared one night; he was executed in 1938 as part of Stalin's purge.) During Benito Mussolini's 1925 "Battle for Grain" propaganda campaign to boost Italy's wheat production, the leader himself went out, sickle in hand, to thresh, as cameras captured the image of a man vigorously pretending to provide for his family. And, of course, "father" is a title borne by generations of dictators, including Muammar Qaddafi, who often went by "Father of the Nation," and Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (who gave himself a surname meaning "father of the Turks").


Joseph Stalin, in 1936, in a fatherly photo op with Engelsina Markizova, whose real father would be executed under his regime two years later.
 (Russian State Film and Photo Archive / Alamy)



Trump might be too undisciplined (or unfamiliar with history) to follow this script exactly--though even some of his flights of fancy might be generously described as dad humor of a sort--but his projection of paternalism does fit a recognizable mold. In the 1960s, the clinical psychologist Diana Baumrind identified three distinct parenting styles: authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive. A good example of the "permissive" dad might be Tim Walz, a hugger and an emoter who is always up for a chat. As for Trump, all you needed to do was spend a few minutes at one of his rallies to see that he comes off as a classic "authoritarian" father: withholding, demanding, not open to negotiation over, say, curfew time.

Adam Serwer: There is no constitutional mandate for fascism.

The upside of the authoritarian style of parenting, according to Baumrind, is that it results in well-behaved, orderly children, and this is the society that Trump is promising: one without the flung diapers and slammed doors. But there is a clear downside to having a father like this.

According to the National Institutes of Health, children of authoritarian parents can have "higher levels of aggression" and exhibit "shyness, social ineptitude, and difficulty making their own decisions." They may have low self-esteem and difficulty controlling their anger. I'm not seeing a recipe here for good citizens--just loyal subjects.

Is this who we might become? Trump's paternalism, his projection of power and control, may have held appeal for his voters. It allowed them to project onto him all the things people project onto dads: that they are brave and indestructible and always there to kill an insect for us. Trump might have won his supporters' love by fashioning himself as America's father. But a democracy doesn't need scared and obedient children. It needs grown-ups--vigilant, conscientious ones. And the president exists to serve them, not the other way around.
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Watching It All Fall Apart in Pennsylvania

So much for the "Blue Wall."

by John Hendrickson




Maybe the tell was when the mayor of Philadelphia didn't say Kamala Harris's name. Cherelle Parker looked out at her fellow Democrats inside a private club just northeast of Center City last night. Onstage, she beamed with pride about how, despite Donald Trump's fraudulent claims on social media, Election Day had unfolded freely and fairly across her city. But Parker did not--could not--telegraph victory for her party. "You've heard us say from the very beginning that we knew that the path to the White House had to come through our keystone state. And to get through the keystone state, you had to contend with our city of Philadelphia. And I want to thank each and every Philadelphian who participated in democracy in action," she said. Her remarks were bland, vague, safe. Soon, the mayor slipped out of the venue.

The watch party trudged along. Four ceiling fans blew hot air. Stacks of grease-stained Del Rossi's pizza boxes filled a rear table. Anxious Philadelphians sipped $5 bottles of Yuengling from the cash bar. But no single word or phrase could encompass the swirl of emotion: anticipation, dread, denial, despair. Across two floors of what might technically be considered "partying," attendees peered up at projection screens that showed MSNBC's Steve Kornacki pacing and pointing. His big map was glowing red. The revelers were blue.

Early on, many partygoers were still clinging to fleeting moments of zen. Around 9 p.m., after Rachel Maddow declared Michigan "too early to call," the venue erupted in earnest applause. The hooting grew even louder when, shortly thereafter, Maddow announced that Pennsylvania, the place that most of these voters called home, was also in toss-up territory. But by 9:30, when Kornacki showed Trump comfortably up in Waukesha County, Wisconsin, enough people could grasp that the "Blue Wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania--which Harris had been counting on to win the White House--was now crumbling, brick by brick, county by county.

Read: This was the second COVID election

I saw genuine fear in people's eyes when, just after 9:50, zooming in on the Pennsylvania map, Kornacki mentioned Trump and Lackawanna County. A union leader named Sam Williamson told me about all the door-knocking he'd done. He had been "really confident" Harris would win Pennsylvania. But by 10:30 or so, even the formerly blue Centre County, where Penn State University is located, had flipped red. Was this actually happening? Hardly anyone even murmured when Kornacki spoke of Harris's success right there in Philadelphia. People were pissed. Demoralized. Many began to filter out. Democrats had spent this twisty, complex presidential campaign with a narrow path to victory, and now that path was narrowing to a close.


People gather for an election night watch party at the Ruba Club in Philadelphia, PA (Ross Mantle for The Atlantic)



Each voter I spoke with processed the night a little differently. A 38-year-old nurse named Abena Bempah conceded, somewhat sheepishly, that she had tuned out this election until late June, when President Joe Biden had his disastrous debate against former (and future) President Donald Trump. After that night, Bempah had an awakening: "It actually reminded me that I need to be an engaged citizen throughout a candidate's entire term." So she spent the summer and fall volunteering with the Philadelphia Democrats. She told me that to preserve democracy, people need to do so much more than vote--they need to voice their concerns to elected officials. "I think that Republicans are planning on Democrats to rest on our laurels and not be as active," she said.

Near a billiards table, I met a father and son, Shamai and Liv Leibowitz, who live in Silver Spring, Maryland, and had driven up to Pennsylvania to volunteer. Liv, who is 21, is taking a year off from school, and had recently been canvassing in nearby Bucks County and Chester County. He wore a baseball hat with Representative Jamie Raskin's name on the dome. "I was here for the past two weeks," he told me with a smile. Half of the undecided voters he'd met felt that they didn't know enough about Harris and her positions. But many, he said, were staying home because of her support of Israel.

Liv's father, Shamai, told me that he had the gut feeling that Trump would win. Shamai had grown up in Israel, and he moved to the United States in the early 2000s. He believed that Harris was doomed in this election because she wouldn't substantively deviate from Biden's Middle East policy. "I'm worried right now because she didn't come out forcefully for a weapons embargo, or even hint at a weapons embargo. We met people canvassing who told us, 'We're voting Green Party'; 'We're staying home,'" he said. Shamai knew it would have been politically risky for her to criticize Israel, but, he told me, in the end, not changing course was hurting her more.


Philadelphia, PA (Ross Mantle for The Atlantic)



I also spoke with two people who might be considered interlopers. One was a 27-year-old Swede named Gabriel Gunnarsson, who had flown to Philadelphia from his home in Stockholm just to witness the U.S. election with his own eyes. As he nursed a beer, he told me that everyone he knew in Sweden had been following our election particularly closely this year. "I'm feeling bad," he told me. "I'm sort of dystopic about the future, I think, and just seeing this, it's a horrible result for the world." I asked him if he recalled one of Trump's more vile comments from his first term in office: He'd said that America was bringing in people only from "shithole countries," and he'd lamented that we don't have more immigrants from places like Norway. Gunnarsson laughed and shook his head. "He did this when he was president as well: He just randomly said, 'Look at what's happening in Sweden!'" Gunnarsson recalled. "And we were all like, 'What did happen?'"

Read: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

Finally, as the evening was winding down, I met a man named Tim Brogan, who very quietly told me he was an independent, not a Democrat. Would you care to share whom you voted for today? I asked. Brogan looked down at his feet, then off to the corner, then back at me. "I voted for the other party," he said. "I did in fact vote for Trump, yes."

He had come out to this particular event because he lives in the neighborhood and wanted to be around some friends. He told me he works in real estate, and as a lifelong Philadelphian, he was distressed to see inflation and more crime in the city. This was, in fact, Brogan's third consecutive time voting for Trump, even though he had previously voted for Barack Obama. He earnestly believed that Trump was the only person who could set America back on the right path. "There's just so many things that we missed--and we're allowing--with the Democratic Party," he said. "I think my choice was a good direction for my beliefs."

I asked him how he talks about politics with his friends, family, and neighbors.

"Simple," he said. "We don't like to get into it."
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Trump Won. Now What?

The United States is about to become a different kind of country.

by David Frum




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


Donald Trump has won, and will become president for the second time. Those who voted for him will now celebrate their victory. The rest of us need to prepare to live in a different America: a country where millions of our fellow citizens voted for a president who knowingly promotes hatred and division; who lies--blatantly, shamelessly--every time he appears in public; who plotted to overturn an election in 2020 and, had he not won, was planning to try again in 2024.

Above all, we must learn to live in an America where an overwhelming number of our fellow citizens have chosen a president who holds the most fundamental values and traditions of our democracy, our Constitution, even our military in contempt. Over the past decade, opinion polls have showed Americans' faith in their institutions waning. But no opinion poll could make this shift in values any clearer than this vote. As a result of this election, the United States will become a different kind of country.

When he was last in the White House, the president-elect ignored ethics and security guidelines, fired inspectors general and other watchdogs, leaked classified information, and used the Department of Homeland Security in the summer of 2020 as if it were the interior ministry of an authoritarian state, deploying U.S. Customs and Border Protection and Coast Guard "troops" in American cities. Trump actively encouraged the January 6, 2021, insurrection at our Capitol. When he left the White House, he stole classified documents and hid them from the FBI.

Because a critical mass of Americans aren't bothered by that list of transgressions, any one of which would have tanked the career of another politician, Trump and his vice president-elect, J. D. Vance, will now try to transform the federal government into a loyalty machine that serves the interests of himself and his cronies. This was the essence of the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, and its architects, all Trump fans, will now endeavor to make it become reality. Trump will surely try again to dismantle America's civil service, replacing qualified scientists and regulators with partisan operatives. His allies will help him build a Department of Justice that does not serve the Constitution, but instead focuses on harassing and punishing Trump's enemies. Trump has spoken, in the past, of using the Federal Communications Commission and the Internal Revenue Service to punish media organizations and anyone else who crosses him, and now he will have the chance to try again.

Read: The Democrats' dashed hopes in Iowa

Perhaps the greater and more insidious danger is not political repression or harassment, but corruption. Autocratic populists around the world--in Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela--have assaulted institutions designed to provide accountability and transparency in order to shift money and influence to their friends and families, and this may happen in America too. This is not just a theoretical threat. As loyalists take over regulatory agencies, filling not only political but also former civil-service jobs, American skies will become more polluted, American food more dangerous. As a result of this massive shift in the country's bureaucratic culture, Trump-connected companies will prosper, even as America becomes less safe for consumers, for workers, for children, for all of us.

American foreign policy will also reflect this shift toward kleptocracy. In his first term, Trump abused the powers of his office, corrupting American foreign policy for his personal gain. He pressured the Ukrainian president to launch a fake investigation of his political opponent; altered policy toward Turkey, Qatar, and other nations in ways that suited his business interests; even used the Secret Service to funnel government money to his private properties. In a second term, he and the people around him will have every incentive to go much further. Expect them to use American foreign policy and military power to advance their personal and political goals.

There are many things a reelected President Trump cannot do. But there are some things he can do. One is to cut off aid to Ukraine. The Biden administration has three months to drop all half measures and rush supplies to Ukraine before Trump forces a Ukrainian surrender to Russia. If there's anything in the American arsenal that Ukraine might successfully use--other than nuclear weapons--send it now, before it's too late.

Another thing Trump can do is to impose further tariffs--and intensify a global trade war not only against China but also against former friends, partners, and allies. America First will be America Alone, no longer Ronald Reagan's "city on a hill," but now just another great power animated by predatory nationalism.

Around the world, illiberal politicians who seek to subvert their own democracies will follow America's lead. With no fear of American criticism or reaction, expect harassment of press and political opponents in countries such as Mexico and Turkey to grow. Expect the Russian-backed electoral cheating recently on display in Georgia and Moldova to spread. Expect violent rhetoric in every democracy: If the American president can get away with it, others will conclude that they can too. The autocratic world, meanwhile, will celebrate the victory of someone whose disdain for the rule of law echoes and matches their own. They can assume that Trump and Vance will not promote human rights, will not care about international law, and will not reinforce our democratic alliances in Europe and Asia.

But the most difficult, most agonizing changes are the ones that will now take place deep inside our society. Radicalization of a part of the anti-Trump camp is inevitable, as people begin to understand that existential issues, such as climate change and gun violence, will not be tackled. A parallel process will take place on the other side of the political spectrum, as right-wing militias, white supremacists, and QAnon cultists are reenergized by the election of the man whose behavior they have, over eight years, learned to imitate. The deep gaps within America will grow deeper. Politics will become even angrier. Trump won by creating division and hatred, and he will continue to do so throughout what is sure to be a stormy second term.

David A. Graham: The institutions failed

My generation was raised on the belief that America could always be counted upon to do the right thing, even if belatedly: reject the isolationism of America First and join the fight against Nazism; fund the Marshall Plan to stop communism; extend the promise of democracy to all people, without regard to race or sex. But maybe that belief was true only for a specific period, a unique moment. There were many chapters of history in which America did the wrong thing for years or decades. Maybe we are living through such a period now.

Or maybe the truth is that democracy is always a close-run thing, always in contention. If so, then we too must--as people in other failing democracies have learned to do--find new ways to champion wobbling institutions and threatened ideas. For supporters of the American experiment in liberal democracy, our only hope is education, organization, and the creation of a coalition of people dedicated to defending the spirit of the Constitution, the ideals of the Founders, the dream of freedom. More concretely: public civic-education campaigns to replace the lessons no longer taught in schools; teams of lawyers who can fight for the rule of law in courts; grassroots organizing, especially in rural and small-town America; citizens and journalists working to expose and fight the enormous wave of kleptocracy and corruption that will now engulf our political system.

Many of those shattered by this result will be tempted to withdraw into passivity--or recoil into performative radicalism. Reject both. We should focus, instead, on how to win back to the cause of liberal democracy a sufficient number of those Americans who voted for a candidate who denigrated this nation's institutions and ideals.
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There Is No Constitutional Mandate for Fascism

No matter what the Supreme Court says, the president is not a king.

by Adam Serwer




Former President Donald Trump won a sweeping victory in the Electoral College, four years after executing multiple schemes to overthrow an election he lost and seize power by force, and months after being convicted of state crimes in New York. He ran a race of slander and lies against immigrants and his political opponents, vowing to seize dictatorial powers in a campaign of vengeance.

But he won. When all the votes are counted, he may not have won the popular vote, but he will have won a decisive victory in the Electoral College nonetheless. Behind him are Republican Party apparatchiks who see the devotion of Trump's followers as a vehicle for their most extreme ideological schemes, including national bans on abortion, a mass deportation that could wreck the economy and subject Americans of any immigration status to invasive state scrutiny and force, and an immense distribution of income upward. The Democrats' reward for steering the economy out of the post-pandemic economic crisis will be watching their opponent claim credit for the prosperity that their work created--an economy unencumbered by inflation and the high interest rates once needed to tame it. If Trump seems popular now, he will likely be much more popular in a year.

Trump will claim a popular mandate for everything he does. He did that when he eked out a narrow Electoral College victory in 2016, and he will do it now. But there is no constitutional mandate for authoritarianism. No matter what the Roberts Supreme Court says, the president is not a king, and he is not entitled to ignore the law in order to do whatever he pleases.

Americans cannot vote themselves into a dictatorship any more than you as an individual can sell yourself into slavery. The restraints of the Constitution protect the American people from the unscrupulous designs of whatever lawless people might take the reins of their government, and that does not change simply because Trump believes that those restraints need not be respected by him. The Constitution does not allow a president to be a "dictator on day one," or on any other day. The presidency will give Trump and his cronies the power to do many awful things. But that power does not make them moral or correct.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

The Trump administration's record of union busting, repealing workplace regulations, and cutting the welfare state to enrich the already wealthy will have few obstacles. The coterie of extremists that surrounds Trump has a radical conception of what America should be that includes suppressing the speech and expression of their political opponents; a racial hierarchy entitled to legal protection and enforcement; a society in which women's bodies are treated as state property and LGBTQ people have few rights that others need respect. They will have a willing partner in an already extreme-right Supreme Court, which will be emboldened to enable this agenda of discrimination, deportation, and domination, using a fictionalized historical jurisprudence to justify it.

The Biden administration sought to bring down the temperature of the Trump era by offering aid to families, revitalizing American manufacturing, and easing inflation without increasing unemployment. That politics brought them few rewards, and the Democrats are unlikely to pursue such an agenda again, if they ever return to power. Trump has expressed admiration for nationalist strongmen such as Hungary's Viktor Orban, who holds power in a country that still has elections but where there is little chance of the opposition succeeding, because both the state and social levers of power are under the purview of one man. The Trump entourage will return with more detailed plans for authoritarian governance; perhaps the only guardrail they now face is that they prize loyalty over genuine expertise. But fewer people will be willing to stand up to Trump than last time.

I believe that, as in previous eras when the authoritarian strain in American politics was ascendant, the time will come when Americans will have to face the question of why democracy was so meaningless to them that they chose a man who tried to overthrow their government to lead it. They'll have to decide why someone who slandered blameless immigrants as pet-eating savages and vowed to deport them for the crime of working hard and contributing to their community, something conservatives claim they want from newcomers, should lead a nation where all are supposed to be created equal. They'll have to determine why a country conceived in liberty would hand power to the person most responsible for subjecting women to state control over their bodies, to the point of treating them as mere reproductive vessels not worth saving until they are bleeding out in an emergency room.

Millions of Americans are already asking themselves these questions this morning. All of the potential answers are disquieting. Choosing Trump in 2016, prior to everything he did as president, was frightening enough. Choosing him in full knowledge of how he would govern is worse. But there is no sunset on the right and duty of self-determination; there are no final victories in a democracy. Americans must continue to ensure that they live in one.
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What Trump Understood, and Harris Did Not

The former and future president got one big thing right.

by David A. Graham




Ironically, it may have been Donald Trump's discipline that won him a return trip to the White House.

The former and future president is infamous for his erratic approach to politics, which was on flagrant display in the past couple of weeks of the campaign. But Trump consistently offered a clear message that spoke to Americans' frustration about the economy and the state of the country, and promised to fix it.

Throughout the campaign, Trump told voters that President Joe Biden, Vice President Kamala Harris, and undocumented immigrants were responsible for inflation, and that he would fix the problem. His proposals were often incoherent and nonsensical. For example, Trump promised to both whip inflation and also institute enormous tariffs, a combination nearly all economists agree is impossible. The mass deportation that Trump has promised would also likely drive up prices, rather than soothing the economy. But in a country where roughly three-quarters of Americans feel that things are on the wrong track, a pledge to fix things was potent.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

Trump may be the most negative mainstream candidate in American history. Observers including my colleague Peter Wehner have noted the contrast between Trump's disposition and Ronald Reagan's sunny optimism. But in a strange way, Trump does offer a kind of hope. It is not a hope for women with complicated pregnancies or LGBTQ people or immigrants, even legal ones. But for those who fit under Stephen Miller's rubric that "America is for Americans and Americans only," Trump promised a way out.

"We're going to help our country heal," Trump said in remarks early this morning. "We're going to help our country heal. We have a country that needs help, and it needs help very badly. We're going to fix our borders, we're going to fix everything about our country, and we've made history for a reason tonight, and the reason is going to be just that."

You can contrast that with the message coming from Kamala Harris and the Democratic Party, which was more outwardly hopeful but suffered from a serious, perhaps unfixable, flaw.

Read: The night they hadn't prepared for

Harris won praise for her positive campaign message, especially in the immediate weeks after Joe Biden dropped out of the race and she became the nominee. Biden had spent months warning darkly about Trump's threat to democracy, but Harris offered something more forward-looking--explicitly. "We're not going back," she told voters.

Harris promised to protect things like Social Security and Medicare, and warned that Trump would ruin everything that was great about America. This was a fundamentally conservative answer, coming from a Democratic Party that, as I wrote last year, has become strikingly conservative, but it came at a time when too many voters were disgusted with the status quo.

Democrats may have been slow to take seriously the economic pain of inflation. In its first two years, the Biden administration was single-mindedly focused on revving and restructuring the economy after COVID, and treated inflation more as a transitory annoyance than a long-term danger. But also, it seems to have concluded that it lacked a good answer to inflation. The administration argued with frustration that inflation was a worldwide trend, caused by COVID, and pointed out that inflation in the U.S. had dropped faster than in peer countries, and that the American economy was running better than any other. All of this was true and also politically unhelpful. You can't argue people into feeling better with statistics.

David A. Graham: The Democrats are now America's conservative party

In theory, the mid-summer switch from Biden to Harris gave Democrats a chance to reset. But Harris struggled to create distance from Biden. When she was offered chances to do so, she demurred. In early October, the hosts of The View asked her what she'd have done differently from the president, and she replied, "There is not a thing that comes to mind in terms of--and I've been a part of most of the decisions that have had impact, the work that we have done." Republicans were delighted and made that a staple of attack ads and stump speeches.

Whether this was out of loyalty to her boss or some other impulse, it's not clear that Harris would have been able to pull off a more radical switch. She was still the Democratic nominee, and voters around the world have punished incumbent parties in recent elections. Her coalition meant she couldn't run an aggressively protectionist or anti-immigrant campaign, even if she had been so inclined. Her strategic decision to court centrist and Republican voters closed off moving very far to the left on economics, though past campaigns do not offer clear evidence that would have been a winner either. Besides, Democrats had a good empirical case that what they had done to steward the economy was very successful. They just had no political case.

In a bitter turn for Democrats, Trump will now benefit from their governing successes. If he truly attempts to, or succeeds at, speedily deporting millions of people or instituting 60 percent tariffs, he will drive inflation higher and wreck the progress of Biden's term, but Trump's own political instincts and the influence of many very wealthy people around him may temper that. Having clearly promised to fix the problem and vanquished his enemies, he'll now be able to declare a swift victory.
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The Night They Hadn't Prepared For

As the evening wore on, the news got worse--and the guest of honor never showed.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.

For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brilliant-blue robes, performed a gorgeous rendition of "Oh Happy Day," and people sang along in a way that made you feel as if the university's alumna of the hour, Kamala Harris, had already won.

But Harris had not won--a fact that, by 10:30, had become very noticeable. As the evening drew on, the clusters of giddy sorority sisters and VIP alumni stopped dancing, their focus trained on the projector screens, which were delivering a steady flow of at best mediocre and sometimes dire news for Democrats. No encouragement had yet come from those all-important blue-wall states, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Somewhere between Georgia turning red and Senator Ted Cruz demolishing Colin Allred in Texas, attendees started trickling out the back.

It was starting to feel pretty obvious, even then, that Donald Trump would be declared the winner of the 2024 presidential election. And soon after 5:30 a.m. Eastern this morning, he was, when the Associated Press called Wisconsin for him, giving him an Electoral College majority even with a number of states yet to declare. An across-the-board rightward shift, from Michigan to Manhattan, had gradually crushed the hopes of Democrats in an election that, for weeks, polling had indicated was virtually tied. But a Trump victory was a reality that nearly everyone at Harris's watch party seemed to have prepared for only theoretically.  

Before last night, Democrats felt buoyant on a closing shot of hopium. While Harris stayed on message, Trump had what seemed a disastrous final week: His closing argument was incoherent; his rally at Madison Square Garden was a parade of racism; he stumbled getting into a garbage truck and looked particularly orange in photos. Democratic insiders crowed that early-vote totals were favoring Harris, and that undecided voters in swing states were coming around. Then there was Ann Selzer's well-respected poll in Iowa, which suggested that the state might go blue for the first time since Barack Obama's presidency.


(OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



On a breezy and unseasonably warm evening in Washington, D.C., thousands of people had gathered on the grassy campus at Harris's alma mater to watch, they hoped, history being made. No one mentioned Trump when I asked them how they were feeling--only how excited they were to have voted for someone like Harris. Kerry-Ann Hamilton and Meka Simmons, both members of the Delta Sigma Theta sorority, had come together to witness the country elect the first Black woman president. "She is so well qualified--" Hamilton started to say. "Overqualified!" Simmons interjected.

Leah Johnson, who works at Howard and grew up in Washington, told me that she would probably leave the event early to watch returns with her mother and 12-year-old daughter at home. "It's an intergenerational celebratory affair," she said. "I get to say, 'Look, Mom, we already have Barack Obama; look what we're doing now!'"

Everyone I spoke with used similar words and phrases: lots of firsts and historics and references to the glass ceiling, which proved so stubbornly uncrackable in 2016. Attendees cheered in unison at the news that Harris had taken Colorado, and booed at Trump winning Mississippi. A group of women in tight dresses danced to "1, 2 Step," by Ciara and Missy Elliott. Howard's president led alumni in the crowd in a call-and-response that made the whole evening feel a little like a football game--just fun, low stakes.

Several people I talked with refused to entertain the idea that Harris wouldn't win. "I won't even let myself think about that," a woman named Sharonda, who declined to share her last name, told me. She sat with her sorority sisters in their matching pink-and-green sweatshirts. Soon, though, the crowd began to grow restless. "It was nice when they turned off the TV and played Kendrick," said one attendee who worked at the White House and didn't want to share her name. "Just being part of this is restoring my soul, even if the outcome isn't what I want it to be," Christine Slaughter, a political-science professor at Boston University, told me. She was cautious. She remembered, viscerally, she said, the moment when Trump won in 2016, and the memory was easy to conjure again now. "I know that feeling," she said. She was consoling herself: She'd been crushed before. She could handle it again.

Harris herself was expected to speak at about 11 p.m., but by midnight, she still hadn't appeared. People bit their cheeks and scrolled on their phones. There was a burst of gleeful whoops when Angela Alsobrooks beat Larry Hogan in Maryland's U.S. Senate election. But soon the trickle of exiting attendees became a steady flow. Potentially decisive results from Pennsylvania and Wisconsin were not due soon, but Michigan didn't look good. North Carolina was about to be called for Trump.

I texted some of my usual Democratic sources and received mostly radio silence in response. "How do you feel?" I asked one, who had been at the party earlier. "Left," she answered. Mike Murphy, a Republican anti-Trump consultant, texted me back at about 12:30 a.m: "Shoot me."

Donors and VIPs were streaming out the side entrance. The comedian Billy Eichner walked by, looking sad, as the Sugarhill Gang's "Apache (Jump on It)" played over the loudspeakers. A man pulled me aside: "There will be no speech, I take it?" he said. It was more of a comment than a question.


(OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



"I'm depressed, disappointed," said Mark Long, a software salesman from D.C., who wore a T-shirt with a picture of Harris as a child. He was especially upset about the shift toward Trump among Black men. "I'm sad. Not just for tonight, but for what this represents." Elicia Spearman seemed angry as she marched out of the venue. "If it's Trump, people will reap what they sow," she said. "It's karma."

Just before 1 a.m., the Harris campaign co-chair Cedric Richmond came onstage to announce that the candidate would not be speaking that night. The former Louisiana representative offered muted encouragement to the crowd--an unofficial send-off. "Thank you for being here. Thank you for believing in the promise of America," he said, before adding, "Go, Kamala Harris!" The remaining members of the crowd cheered weakly. Some of the stadium lights went off.
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Democracy Is Not Over

Americans who care about democracy have every right to feel appalled and frightened. But then they have work to do.

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.


An aspiring fascist is the president-elect, again, of the United States. This is our political reality: Donald Trump is going to bring a claque of opportunists and kooks (led by the vice president-elect, a person who once compared Trump to Hitler) into government this winter, and even if senescence overtakes the president-elect, Trump's minions will continue his assault on democracy, the rule of law, and the Constitution.

The urge to cast blame will be overwhelming, because there is so much of it to go around. When the history of this dark moment is written, those responsible will include not only Trump voters but also easily gulled Americans who didn't vote or who voted for independent or third-party candidates because of their own selfish peeves.

Trump's opponents will also blame Russia and other malign powers. Without a doubt, America's enemies--some of whom dearly hoped for a Trump win--made efforts to flood the public square with propaganda. According to federal and state government reports, several bomb threats that appeared to originate from Russian email domains were aimed at areas with minority voters. But as always, the power to stop Trump rested with American voters at the ballot box, and blaming others is a pointless exercise.

So now what?

The first order of business is to redouble every effort to preserve American democracy. If I may invoke Winston Churchill, this is not the end or the beginning of the end; it is the end of the beginning.

For a decade, Trump has been trying to destroy America's constitutional order. His election in 2016 was something like a prank gone very wrong, and he likely never expected to win. But once in office, he and his administration became a rocket sled of corruption, chaos, and sedition. Trump's lawlessness finally caught up with him after he was forced from office by the electorate. He knew that his only hope was to return to the presidency and destroy the last instruments of accountability.

Paradoxically, however, Trump's reckless venality is a reason for hope. Trump has the soul of a fascist but the mind of a disordered child. He will likely be surrounded by terrible but incompetent people. All of them can be beaten: in court, in Congress, in statehouses around the nation, and in the public arena. America is a federal republic, and the states--at least those in the union that will still care about democracy--have ways to protect their citizens from a rogue president. Nothing is inevitable, and democracy will not fall overnight.

Do not misunderstand me. I am not counseling complacency: Trump's reelection is a national emergency. If we have learned anything from the past several years, it's that feel-good, performative politics can't win elections, but if there was ever a time to exercise the American right of free assembly, it is now--not least because Trump is determined to end such rights and silence his opponents. Americans must stay engaged and make their voices heard at every turn. They should find and support organizations and institutions committed to American democracy, and especially those determined to fight Trump in the courts. They must encourage candidates in the coming 2026 elections who will oppose Trump's plans and challenge his legislative enablers.

After Barack Obama was elected president in 2008, then-Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell vowed to make Obama a one-term president, and obstructed him at every turn. McConnell, of course, cared only about seizing power for his party, and later, he could not muster that same bravado when faced with Trump's assaults on the government. Patriotic Americans and their representatives might now make a similar commitment, but for better aims: Although they cannot remove Trump from office, they can declare their determination to prevent Trump from implementing the ghastly policies he committed himself to while campaigning.

The kinds of actions that will stop Trump from destroying America in 2025 are the same ones that stopped many of his plans the first time around. They are not flashy, and they will require sustained attention, because the next battles for democracy will be fought by lawyers and legislators, in Washington and in every state capitol. They will be fought by citizens banding together in associations and movements to rouse others from the sleepwalk that has led America into this moment.

Trump's victory is a grim day for the United States and for democracies around the world. You have every right to be appalled, saddened, shocked, and frightened. Soon, however, you should dust yourself off, square your shoulders, and take a deep breath. Americans who care about democracy have work to do.

Related:

	David Frum: Trump won. Now what?
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        Democrats Actually Had Quite a Good Night in North Carolina
        David A. Graham

        Tuesday evening, while waiting for national election results to come in, I dropped by the victory party for Mark Robinson, the North Carolina Republican nominee for governor. It was, as you might expect, a strange scene.Robinson, the lieutenant governor, had become persona non grata among most other Republicans in September, when a CNN report revealed his bizarre posts--about slavery, being a "Black Nazi," transgender porn, and more--on the porn site Nude Africa. He was no longer invited to attend ...

      

      
        Focus on the Things That Matter
        Jennifer Senior

        This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49pm.Although I came of age at a moment when politicians on both sides of the aisle were amenable to hearing each other's ideas, we're now at a juncture where each side seems more or less unpersuadable, unbudgeable, at least on the big stuff. The same goes for a substantial wedge of the public. We're all rooted in our own media ecosystems, standing on different epistemological substrates, working with different understandings of what we think--know--is true.The 2020 election was stolen;...

      

      
        How Trump Neutralized His Abortion Problem
        Elaine Godfrey

        The morning after the election, a second result emerged beside the blindingly obvious one that Donald Trump will once again be president of the United States: In some places, abortion rights remained a winning issue.Ballot measures to expand abortion access passed in seven states, including Missouri, Arizona, and Montana, three places that Trump won. Previous polling and election outcomes had shown that most Americans support abortion rights. Less clear was how they'd behave with Trump on the bal...

      

      
        Why Biden's Team Thinks Harris Lost
        Franklin Foer

        Earlier this fall, one of Joe Biden's closest aides felt compelled to tell the president a hard truth about Kamala Harris's run for the presidency: "You have more to lose than she does." And now he's lost it. Joe Biden cannot escape the fact that his four years in office paved the way for the return of Donald Trump. This is his legacy. Everything else is an asterisk.In the hours after Harris's defeat, I called and texted members of Biden's inner circle to hear their postmortems of the campaign. T...

      

      
        Watching It All Fall Apart in Pennsylvania
        John Hendrickson

        Photographs by Ross MantleMaybe the tell was when the mayor of Philadelphia didn't say Kamala Harris's name. Cherelle Parker looked out at her fellow Democrats inside a private club just northeast of Center City last night. Onstage, she beamed with pride about how, despite Donald Trump's fraudulent claims on social media, Election Day had unfolded freely and fairly across her city. But Parker did not--could not--telegraph victory for her party. "You've heard us say from the very beginning that we k...

      

      
        America Did This to Itself
        George T. Conway III

        This time, the nation was on notice. Back in 2016, those of us who supported Donald Trump at least had the excuse of not knowing how sociopathy can present itself, and we at least had the conceit of believing that the presidency was not just a man, but an institution greater than the man, with legal and traditional mechanisms to make sure he'd never go off the rails.By 2020, after the chaos, the derangement, and the incompetence, we knew a lot better. And most other Americans did too, voting him ...

      

      
        How Donald Trump Won Everywhere
        Derek Thompson

        In 2022, pollsters and political analysts predicted a red wave in the midterms that didn't materialize. Last night, polls anticipated a whisker-thin election, and instead we got a red wave that carried Donald Trump to victory.The breadth of Trump's improvement over 2020 is astonishing. In the previous two elections, we saw narrow demographic shifts--for example, non-college-educated white people moved toward Trump in 2016, and high-income suburban voters raced toward Biden in 2020. But last night'...

      

      
        Voters Wanted Lower Prices at Any Cost
        Annie Lowrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is heading back to the White House. He has inflation to thank.In poll after poll, focus group after focus group, Americans said the economy was bad--and the economy was bad because prices were too high. This was always going to be a problem for Kamala Harris. "Excess" inflation--defined as the cumulative growth of prices in one presidential term compared with the term preceding it--is highly predict...

      

      
        Blame Biden
        Tyler Austin Harper

        The political scientist Wilson Carey McWilliams once observed that alienation is not the loss of an old homeland, but the discovery of a new homeland that casts the former in a more dismal light. Today, the country indeed looks alien. The America many of us believed we knew now appears stranger in retrospect: The anger and resentment we may have thought was pitched at a simmer turned out to be at a rollicking boil. And one of liberals' most cherished shibboleths from 2016--that Trumpism is a movem...

      

      
        There Is No Constitutional Mandate for Fascism
        Adam Serwer

        Former President Donald Trump won a sweeping victory in the Electoral College, four years after executing multiple schemes to overthrow an election he lost and seize power by force, and months after being convicted of state crimes in New York. He ran a race of slander and lies against immigrants and his political opponents, vowing to seize dictatorial powers in a campaign of vengeance.  But he won. When all the votes are counted, he may not have won the popular vote, but he will have won a decisi...

      

      
        What Trump Understood, and Harris Did Not
        David A. Graham

        Ironically, it may have been Donald Trump's discipline that won him a return trip to the White House.The former and future president is infamous for his erratic approach to politics, which was on flagrant display in the past couple of weeks of the campaign. But Trump consistently offered a clear message that spoke to Americans' frustration about the economy and the state of the country, and promised to fix it.Throughout the campaign, Trump told voters that President Joe Biden, Vice President Kama...

      

      
        The Night They Hadn't Prepared For
        Elaine Godfrey

        Photographs by OK McCauslandSign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brill...

      

      
        Trump Won. Now What?
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has won, and will become president for the second time. Those who voted for him will now celebrate their victory. The rest of us need to prepare to live in a different America: a country where millions of our fellow citizens voted for a president who knowingly promotes hatred and division; who lies--blatantly, shamelessly--every time he appears in public; who plotted to overturn an election in 2020 and, had he ...

      

      
        The Democrats' Dashed Hopes in Iowa
        Russell Berman

        Iowa Democrats had gotten their hopes up, and honestly, how could they not? On Saturday night, J. Ann Selzer--the most renowned pollster in Iowa, if not the entire country--released her final preelection survey, finding that Kamala Harris was leading Donald Trump by three points in a state the former president had carried by eight in 2020.The poll seemed to portend a big night for Harris not only in Iowa but across the Midwest, suggesting a surge of support from women that would virtually assure he...

      

      
        How to Understand the Election Returns So Far
        Ronald Brownstein

        For the third consecutive election, the nation remains divided almost exactly in half around the polarizing presence of Donald Trump.Early this morning, the race between Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris appears likely to again come down to Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, the same states that decided Trump's 2016 and 2020 races by razor-thin margins. Trump held a narrow but clear advantage in all of them as of midnight.In 2016, those three Rust Belt battlegrounds made Trump president w...

      

      
        Three Tips for Following Election Results Without Losing Your Mind
        Derek Thompson

        Election Night is upon us, with all of its nail-biting anxiety, its cortisol-driven fear, and, for roughly half the country, the possibility of ecstatic relief after another surreal presidential campaign.Results could take days, even weeks, to shake out. But the state of the race could also reveal itself surprisingly quickly. At 7 p.m. eastern time tonight, polls will close in the battleground state of Georgia. At 7:30 p.m., polls will close in North Carolina, another crucial toss-up. Both swing ...

      

      
        The Lessons of 1800
        Joanne Freeman

        Americans are headed to the polls today to cast their ballots in a crucial election. People are anxious, hopeful, and scared about the stakes of the election and its aftermath. But this is not the only such electoral test that American democracy has faced. An earlier contest has much to say to the present.The presidential election of 1800 was a crisis of the first order, featuring extreme polarization, wild accusations, and name-calling--the Federalist John Adams was labeled "hermaphroditical" by ...

      

      
        What Do Wives Want?
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        In the final weeks of Kamala Harris's campaign for president, her supporters have taken on a harrowing task: sorting out the thorny entanglements of politics and marriage. In late September, NBC reported that a viral trend of stochastic vote whipping saw women affixing stickers and sticky notes to places other women are likely to encounter privately: women's restrooms, locker rooms, and the backs of tampon boxes. They all contained an appeal for the Harris-Walz ticket: "Woman to woman," one read:...

      

      
        Americans Who Want Out
        Bushra Seddique

        Every four years, some liberal Americans threaten to leave the country if a Republican wins the presidency. Canada has become almost a joke--or maybe a fantasy--in certain left-leaning circles, not just a country but an escape hatch, a next life waiting if the election goes the "wrong" way. But some liberals insist that they're not joking this time: They are very scared, and very ready to leave if Donald Trump is reelected.

I spoke with Americans from different backgrounds and communities about th...

      

      
        Why Evangelicals Are Comparing Trump to This Biblical Monarch
        Asaf Elia-Shalev

        This article was originally published by Jewish Telegraphic Agency.Donald Trump's fans and critics alike have compared him to some of history's most famous rulers: Cyrus the Great, Adolf Hitler, King David, and more.But on the eve of the election, a celebrity pastor named Jonathan Cahn wants his evangelical followers to think of the Republican candidate as a present-day manifestation of a far more obscure leader: the biblical king Jehu, who vanquished the morally corrupt house of Ahab to become t...

      

      
        Let's Reclaim the Value of National Unity
        Florent Groberg

        We Americans are a vulnerable and divided people. The election today isn't just about choosing which politicians should lead us; this is only one issue before us. We have to decide what sort of country we want to be, and how we want to be understood--by ourselves, and by the world.Domestic political differences are usually superficial and temporary. But the divide we're seeing doesn't seem like a momentary rift. We have to heal our deeper rifts and remember that we are one people. If we don't addr...

      

      
        The 'Blue Dot' That Could Clinch a Harris Victory
        Russell Berman

        Photographs by Wesaam Al-BadryIt's the evening rush hour on the Friday before Election Day in Omaha, and about two dozen die-hard Democrats are making a racket. They're standing on a bridge overpass, cheering, whooping, blowing whistles, holding up little American flags, and waving white signs emblazoned with a blue circle. Even in this Republican area on the outskirts of Nebraska's biggest city, the cars passing by are honking in approval.The signs say nothing--it's just that big blue dot in the ...

      

      
        How to Get Through Election Day
        Mark Leibovich

        This might be nostalgia talking, but I miss the old Election Nights, the kind we used to have before the stakes became so gruesomely high. No one was warning of "existential consequences" or calling trauma counselors into the office.The end of a campaign was once something to celebrate, a shining marker of our participatory traditions--a jubilee of civic duty, a peaceful transfer of power. Now the once-routine exercise of certifying electoral votes has been officially designated a "National Specia...

      

      
        Trump's Followers Are Living in a Dark Fantasy
        Adam Serwer

        At a rally just outside Atlanta in late October, thousands of Donald Trump supporters lined up in the punishing southern sun to see their hero; some had driven hours from out of state. Vendors hawked T-shirts with slogans such as Say no to the ho, and Roses are red, Hunter smokes crack, Joe Biden has dementia and Kamala isn't Black, sometimes chanting the phrases out loud to amused onlookers.Hundreds of people still standing in the winding queue shuffled off into a disappointed crowd when told th...

      

      
        The Shadow Over Kamala Harris's Campaign
        Megan Garber

        On August 18, 2020, Americans marked the 100-year anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment and of women's right to vote. The next day, Kamala Harris accepted the Democratic nomination for her current role, vice president of the United States. The consonance punctuated an already historic candidacy: Harris was the first woman of color to seek that office on a major-party ticket. She acknowledged the moment's gravity at the beginning of her acceptance speech, thanking Fannie Lou ...

      

      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Democrats Actually Had Quite a Good Night in North Carolina

Kamala Harris lost the state, but many down-ballot races went their way.

by David A. Graham




Tuesday evening, while waiting for national election results to come in, I dropped by the victory party for Mark Robinson, the North Carolina Republican nominee for governor. It was, as you might expect, a strange scene.

Robinson, the lieutenant governor, had become persona non grata among most other Republicans in September, when a CNN report revealed his bizarre posts--about slavery, being a "Black Nazi," transgender porn, and more--on the porn site Nude Africa. He was no longer invited to attend rallies for the Donald Trump campaign, his fundraising dried up, and his campaign was left for dead.

The party, held on the top floor of a skyscraper in Raleigh, was pointedly separate from other North Carolina GOP festivities. Some 60 or 70 supporters crammed into a small room in a private club watching Fox News. It was a more diverse crowd than any other Republican gathering I've ever attended, and nearly everyone was decked out in Robinson gear. I noticed only one piece of Trump swag, and a wide range of other fashion choices. A younger Black man wore a satin jacket with red-sequin embroidery; an older white guy wore a white tuxedo jacket, complete with bow tie, over a red Mark Robinson T-shirt.

Polls in North Carolina closed at 7:30 p.m. ET. Just a few minutes later, Fox News projected that the Democrat Josh Stein, the current state attorney general, would beat Robinson. I expected to hear jeers or a murmur or feel some deflation in the room, but nothing happened. I started wondering if I'd misread, but no: Fox repeated the call several times in the next few minutes, and eventually someone changed the channel to Spectrum News. I asked some attendees what they made of the news, and was told over and over that they had hope that the call was premature.

David A. Graham: The great, disappearing Trump campaign

This was not exactly a denial, and around 9, Robinson took the stage and conceded the race. "The window of opportunity for us to win this race is closing quick, folks," he said. "Doesn't seem like it's going our way tonight. But it's always going our way. Whether people want it to or not, people of faith know it's going to go the right way, because we've read the back of the book. We know how this all comes to an end." He barely alluded to the scandals that had sunk his campaign, saying, "It's not about the lies; it's not about the half-truths." Soon, attendees began streaming out, clutching handfuls of campaign signs and hats.

It was a fittingly weird start to a weird night in North Carolina politics. The Old North State delivered a series of results that show why national Democrats have been so hopeful about flipping it, while likely discouraging them from trying again for some time.

Trump won the state in the presidential election. Kamala Harris received both a smaller percentage of the vote than President Joe Biden did four years ago and (in unofficial results) a smaller absolute number of votes. That all happened despite a massive campaign infrastructure and get-out-the-vote operation, especially as compared with the Trump campaign. In the deep-red counties where Harris had hoped to cut into Republican margins, she barely managed to move the ball or else lost ground. National Democrats poured money into the state, and once again, it broke their hearts.

Down the ballot, however, North Carolina Democrats had a good night. Stein beat Robinson by almost 15 points. That matches with some of the public polling on the race, but most insiders seemed to expect a margin closer to the high single-digits. The Democrat Rachel Hunt flipped the lieutenant governor's seat. Jeff Jackson held off Dan Bishop for attorney general; no Republican has won the seat since the 19th century. Secretary of State Elaine Marshall won another term. For superintendent of public instruction, Mo Green beat Michele Morrow, who attended the January 6, 2021, rally and called for Barack Obama's execution. In a heartbreaker for Democrats, state-supreme-court justice Allison Riggs appears to have lost her seat narrowly, but in the state legislature, Democrats broke a veto-proof Republican supermajority. U.S. Representative Don Davis eked out a win in northeastern North Carolina.

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

One lesson from this is that North Carolina really is a purple state, as the political scientist Chris Cooper describes in a new book. Voters are happy to elect Democrats at the state level; they just don't want them in the White House or the U.S. Senate. (The last election North Carolinians selected a Democrat for either was in 2008.)

Across the country, the election looks similar--more a repudiation of national Democrats, and especially the Democratic candidate for president, than a rejection of Democratic policy priorities. (I argued yesterday that Trump's simple message on the economy is what carried him to victory.) Harris made abortion a centerpiece of her campaign and lost, but voters in seven states passed ballot referenda protecting abortion rights--some in blue states, but also in purple and red states including Arizona, Nevada, and Montana. Missouri voters overturned an abortion ban. And 57 percent of Floridians supported a ballot issue, a number that nonetheless fell short of the 60 percent required for passage. A majority, but not the requisite supermajority, of Floridians also voted to legalize recreational cannabis use. Even in U.S. Senate races, Democratic candidates ran ahead of Harris in almost every competitive contest. (Florida was the odd race out.)

That mixed result is also a mixed message for Democrats trying to figure out where the party goes from here. Having a reasonably popular policy platform is theoretically good news for them, but that isn't much use if they can't win the offices required to institute or defend those policies. But with little real power in Washington for the next two years, they'll have plenty of time to think about the conundrum.
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Focus on the Things That Matter

How do we move forward, as a nation, without looking at strangers as potential enemies?

by Jennifer Senior




This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49pm.

Although I came of age at a moment when politicians on both sides of the aisle were amenable to hearing each other's ideas, we're now at a juncture where each side seems more or less unpersuadable, unbudgeable, at least on the big stuff. The same goes for a substantial wedge of the public. We're all rooted in our own media ecosystems, standing on different epistemological substrates, working with different understandings of what we think--know--is true.

The 2020 election was stolen; it wasn't stolen. Immigrants are what make America great; immigrants are the problem. Inflation is going down; eggs cost too much. (They do cost too much, though for reasons that probably aren't Joe Biden's fault.) Abortion is an issue over which there really may be no compromise--this is life we're arguing over. Life! What could be more fundamental than that?

I could go on.

And Democrats, just among themselves, are already arguing over why Tuesday night's election turned out the way it did. How I loathe this part, all the gladiatorial intraparty bedlam: Racism was the main cause. Misogyny was the main cause. The intense estrangement and demoralization of the white working class, that's what did in the Democrats--not only did workers see their jobs slip away, but they were told that they were bad people when the words white supremacy entered the liberal lexicon, the mainstream media, and the vocabulary of many progressive politicians. All the talk about trans rights did in the Democrats--why do they talk about gender-affirming care (and use that phrase) when parents have legitimate anxieties about their 18-year-olds who want top surgery? "Defund the police" did in the Democrats--don't many people in dodgy or dangerous neighborhoods want cops? Elon Musk and Joe Rogan were the problem. The cultural conservatism of Hispanics was the problem. The failure to recognize illegal immigration and inflation and crime was the problem. Joe Biden's mental decline was the problem; his not coming clean about it was the problem. The result was inevitable, because center-left parties are folding around the globe like beach chairs. Ad infinitum, ad nauseam.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

So the question becomes: How do we move forward without venom, without looking at strangers--and people within our own party--as potential enemies? As people who, if given their druthers, would undo the American project and destroy its values and make this country profoundly unsafe? (Which is something, by the way, that both sides believe.)

My answer would be something pretty basic but at least achievable--a step the media can least try to take, that local leaders can partially achieve, but that we, as citizens, can most easily do ourselves: We can focus on our vulnerabilities. We can choose to talk about and pass bills to address and continually emphasize the human hardships that bind us together. We all experience grief. We all have disabled relatives in our family whom we worry about. We all need friendship and mourn the relationships that have faded away. We all get cancer or some other disease that makes us reckon with our own mortality. We get chronic illnesses; our bodies fail.

These five subjects are exactly what I've written about since joining The Atlantic in 2021. Suddenly, in my 50s, I found myself unconsciously drifting toward existential matters, because they started looming like smoke. What gives life meaning--this is what matters to me now. If not now, in life's final innings, then when?

And we share so many other common struggles. Worries about our kids, if we have them. The trials of eldercare. The comforts of religion, if you're religious, or the values and belief systems and structures that guide you if you're not. We all want love. We all want fulfillment. Married people all know how hard marriage is, if they're in one, and divorced people know how hard divorce is, if they're in the midst of that.

Most people instinctively lean into these topics.

Last year, I wrote about my intellectually disabled aunt, who had the catastrophic misfortune of being institutionalized in 1953, when she wasn't yet 2. Along the way, I met a woman, Grace Feist, whose child had the same condition but the good fortune to be born 60-plus years later and therefore lead a far better life, a good life. The times had changed, sure, but her mother was a roaring outboard motor of determination when it came to supporting her girl, learning sign language and building what amounted to a Montessori school in her own home.

She was a devoted Christian who told me repeatedly how much she loved God; I think of the universe as a big-bang-size, multidimensional expanse of indifference. Yet I am psychotically attached to her. In fact, I fell instantly in love--she is warm and generous and funny and partial to silver flip-flops even when it's 20 degrees out, because she's used to the cold, having spent years freezing her ass off working security at an oil field in North Dakota, where she got to see the northern lights.

When we came around to discussing politics, she mentioned that she'd voted for Trump in 2020. I had not. But her reaction, almost immediately, was to tell me that she thought Republicans had lost their heads about masks--Was it that big a deal to wear one? Really?--and that she herself always wore one, because her youngest child had immunological issues. And I responded by telling her that I thought the Democratic policy positions on trans issues were excessive and ignored the legitimate concerns of parents, who didn't want their adolescents making precipitous and irreversible decisions about their body when other factors could so often be at play. (To my fellow Democrats: Yes, there are kids who absolutely know they're trans--I think of Jan Morris, who realized this at 3 or 4 while sitting under a piano--but I worry about the teenagers who suddenly come to this same conclusion when they hadn't previously felt this way.)

Read: How Trump neutralized his abortion problem

Our impulse was to find consensus. Most people's ideas about politics are pretty nuanced.

And that assumes they're thinking about politics in the first place. Many people--27 percent, according to a 2023 Gallup poll--just don't give that much of a shit. (And 41 percent follow national political news only "somewhat closely.") It's not part of their thinking in their everyday life. Grace and her husband, a lovely and quiet guy named Jerry, are far more preoccupied with other matters. I told them I'd just written a story about Steve Bannon, the one and only substantial feature I've written about planet Trump; neither had heard of the guy.

Grace and I were tied for life, in spite of our differences. Her child, my aunt, our love and pained concern for them both--these were far deeper connections. And yes, I know: how hokey and Pollyannaish. Liberals will likely say: We have work to do. Trump is dangerous. We're faltering on the precipice of catastrophe, if we haven't already backwards-tumbled into the brink. And yes, I agree. We do have work to do; we should be terrified; we should be mourning the country that was. But more than half the nation doesn't feel that way. And focusing on the shared things, the so-very-basic things, is the one thing within our control. They're real. They matter. They're the stuff of life.
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How Trump Neutralized His Abortion Problem

Voters seemed willing to back both state referenda enshrining reproductive rights and the candidate whose Supreme Court appointees overturned <em>Roe</em>.

by Elaine Godfrey


A home displays a pro-abortion-rights sign on October 26, 2024. (Arin Yoon / The Washington Post / Getty)



The morning after the election, a second result emerged beside the blindingly obvious one that Donald Trump will once again be president of the United States: In some places, abortion rights remained a winning issue.

Ballot measures to expand abortion access passed in seven states, including Missouri, Arizona, and Montana, three places that Trump won. Previous polling and election outcomes had shown that most Americans support abortion rights. Less clear was how they'd behave with Trump on the ballot. The issue of abortion may have shed its partisan salience--just not in a way that helped Kamala Harris and other Democrats. Abortion access "is becoming less partisan, ironically, in the sense that Republicans and independents are more likely to support abortion rights," Mary Ziegler, a law professor at UC Davis and an Atlantic contributor, told me, "while not translating that into support for Democratic candidates."

For Democrats and abortion-rights activists, last night's referenda were glittering pinpricks of light in an otherwise long, dark night of defeats. The White House--gone; control of the Senate--gone; the House of Representatives--clearly leaning Republican. Missouri, which went for Trump by 18 percent and had one of the strictest abortion bans in America, voted 52 to 48 percent to establish a constitutional guarantee to the "fundamental right to reproductive freedom." Similar measures passed in Arizona and Montana, by 23 and 15 points so far, respectively. Four other states--Nevada, Maryland, New York, and Colorado--passed their own abortion measures, though these were less politically revealing, given the existing abortion-rights protections there.

Not all the news was rosy for abortion-rights activists. Ballot measures failed in Nebraska by 2.6 points and in South Dakota by 17. Different reasons might account for those losses, Ziegler said. Nebraska had two abortion referenda on the ballot, each proposing contrary changes to state law, which could easily have confused voters. In Florida, a large majority of voters did support an effort to overturn the state's six-week abortion ban--but it fell a few points short of the 60 percent needed to pass.

Those three state results were the biggest wins the anti-abortion movement has achieved since the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022. Expect to hear this example touted more widely, Ziegler said. "Activists will take that to Republicans and say, 'Hey, you don't need to be afraid of being pro-life. You can take aggressive positions,'" she told me. "This should be a huge encouragement to the pro-life movement," the conservative political commentator Matt Walsh wrote on X yesterday afternoon. "We have a lot of work to do. But the people are on our side."

That would be an overstatement, based on last night's results. Harris had worked to make abortion rights a strong campaign issue--though not enough, evidently, to carry her party to victory. But abortion-rights groups achieved victories in spite of the Democrats' failed presidential efforts. Several factors are involved: Abortion access is popular. And Trump, through his chaotic and confusing abortion tightrope walk, may have successfully neutralized the issue for now, for his voters: assuring enough pro-choice voters that he would protect their reproductive rights, while hanging on to pro-life base voters who want him to further restrict abortion access. "Trump created this possibility of being all things to all people," Ziegler told me.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

But when you're president, you have to pick. A near future in which Trump continues to downplay any talk of restricting abortion and focuses instead on issues that do not divide his voter coalition, such as immigration, is easy to imagine. "And then there's a scenario where he doesn't, and the partisan divide springs back as ever," Ziegler said. If that happens, then what the anti-abortion movement will be demanding from a second Trump administration is immediate executive action to restrict abortion. That could mean appointments of committed anti-abortion officials to important Cabinet positions--former Texas solicitor general Jonathan Mitchell for attorney general, say, or Heritage Foundation adviser Roger Severino as the head of the Department of Health and Human Services. It could also involve a reinterpretation of the Comstock Act, which could see abortion banned across the country de facto, without any congressional legislative action at all.

The anti-abortion movement may not be successful in these maneuvers. Little suggests, right now, that Trump is interested in cementing his legacy as the most pro-life president in history. But the one thing Americans can almost certainly count on is a slew of new anti-abortion judges appointed to the federal courts. Conservative groups are already floating favored names--such as the Fifth Circuit's James Ho and Kristen Waggoner, the chief executive of the pro-life group Alliance Defending Freedom--for the Supreme Court. With a Republican Senate, these could be easy appointments. "That may be how Trump has his cake and eats it too," Ziegler said. "Put conservatives on the courts, and their decisions may not happen until years after he's no longer in office."

After last night, abortion-rights activists can take a measure of comfort in the confirmation that their position is still popular. But cutting against that is the fact that abortion rights are no cure-all for Democrats--especially when the leader of the Republican Party has apparently managed to detoxify the issue.
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Why Biden's Team Thinks Harris Lost

Embedded in their autopsies was their own unstated faith that they could have done better.

by Franklin Foer




Earlier this fall, one of Joe Biden's closest aides felt compelled to tell the president a hard truth about Kamala Harris's run for the presidency: "You have more to lose than she does." And now he's lost it. Joe Biden cannot escape the fact that his four years in office paved the way for the return of Donald Trump. This is his legacy. Everything else is an asterisk.

In the hours after Harris's defeat, I called and texted members of Biden's inner circle to hear their postmortems of the campaign. They sounded as deflated as the rest of the Democratic elite. They also had a worry of their own: Members of Biden's clan continue to stoke the delusion that its paterfamilias would have won the election, and some of his advisers feared that he might publicly voice that deeply misguided view.

Although the Biden advisers I spoke with were reluctant to say anything negative about Harris as a candidate, they did level critiques of her campaign, based on the months they'd spent strategizing in anticipation of the election. Embedded in their autopsies was their own unstated faith that they could have done better.

One critique holds that Harris lost because she abandoned her most potent attack. Harris began the campaign portraying Trump as a stooge of corporate interests--and touted herself as a relentless scourge of Big Business. During the Democratic National Convention, speaker after speaker inveighed against Trump's oligarchical allegiances. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York bellowed, "We have to help her win, because we know that Donald Trump would sell this country for a dollar if it meant lining his own pockets and greasing the palms of his Wall Street friends."

David A. Graham: What Trump understood, and Harris did not

While Harris was stuck defending the Biden economy, and hobbled by lingering anger over inflation, attacking Big Business allowed her to go on the offense. Then, quite suddenly, this strain of populism disappeared. One Biden aide told me that Harris steered away from such hard-edged messaging at the urging of her brother-in-law, Tony West, Uber's chief legal officer. (West did not immediately respond to a request for comment.) To win the support of CEOs, Harris jettisoned a strong argument that deflected attention from one of her weakest issues. Instead, the campaign elevated Mark Cuban as one of its chief surrogates, the very sort of rich guy she had recently attacked.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

Another Bidenland critique takes Harris to task for failing to navigate the backlash against identity politics. Not that Harris ran a "woke" campaign. To the contrary, she bathed herself in patriotism. She presented herself as a prosecutor, a friend of law enforcement, and a proud gun owner. But she failed to respond to the ubiquitous ads the Trump campaign ran claiming that Harris supports sex-change operations for prisoners. She allowed Trump to create the impression that she favored the most radical version of transgender rights.

Biden, allies say, never would have let such attacks stand. He would have clearly rejected the idea of trans women competing in women's sports. Of course, he never staked out that position in his presidency. But it's true that Harris avoided the issue, rather than rebutting it, despite the millions of dollars poured into those attack ads. And in the end, those ads very likely implanted the notion that Harris wasn't the cultural centrist she appeared to be.

A sour irony haunts Biden aides. In the coming months, Trump will use executive power and unified control of Washington to wreck many of the administration's proudest accomplishments. But the ones he doesn't wreck, he will claim as his own. Biden helped build the foundations for economic growth, with the Inflation Reduction Act, the CHIPS Act, and the infrastructure bill. Because the investments enabled by all three of those bills will take years to bear fruit, Biden never had the chance to reap the harvest. Despite Trump's opposition to those pieces of legislation, the benefits of those bills could bolster his presidency. Biden will have passed along his most substantive legacy as a gift to his successor.
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Watching It All Fall Apart in Pennsylvania

So much for the "Blue Wall."

by John Hendrickson




Maybe the tell was when the mayor of Philadelphia didn't say Kamala Harris's name. Cherelle Parker looked out at her fellow Democrats inside a private club just northeast of Center City last night. Onstage, she beamed with pride about how, despite Donald Trump's fraudulent claims on social media, Election Day had unfolded freely and fairly across her city. But Parker did not--could not--telegraph victory for her party. "You've heard us say from the very beginning that we knew that the path to the White House had to come through our keystone state. And to get through the keystone state, you had to contend with our city of Philadelphia. And I want to thank each and every Philadelphian who participated in democracy in action," she said. Her remarks were bland, vague, safe. Soon, the mayor slipped out of the venue.

The watch party trudged along. Four ceiling fans blew hot air. Stacks of grease-stained Del Rossi's pizza boxes filled a rear table. Anxious Philadelphians sipped $5 bottles of Yuengling from the cash bar. But no single word or phrase could encompass the swirl of emotion: anticipation, dread, denial, despair. Across two floors of what might technically be considered "partying," attendees peered up at projection screens that showed MSNBC's Steve Kornacki pacing and pointing. His big map was glowing red. The revelers were blue.

Early on, many partygoers were still clinging to fleeting moments of zen. Around 9 p.m., after Rachel Maddow declared Michigan "too early to call," the venue erupted in earnest applause. The hooting grew even louder when, shortly thereafter, Maddow announced that Pennsylvania, the place that most of these voters called home, was also in toss-up territory. But by 9:30, when Kornacki showed Trump comfortably up in Waukesha County, Wisconsin, enough people could grasp that the "Blue Wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania--which Harris had been counting on to win the White House--was now crumbling, brick by brick, county by county.

Read: This was the second COVID election

I saw genuine fear in people's eyes when, just after 9:50, zooming in on the Pennsylvania map, Kornacki mentioned Trump and Lackawanna County. A union leader named Sam Williamson told me about all the door-knocking he'd done. He had been "really confident" Harris would win Pennsylvania. But by 10:30 or so, even the formerly blue Centre County, where Penn State University is located, had flipped red. Was this actually happening? Hardly anyone even murmured when Kornacki spoke of Harris's success right there in Philadelphia. People were pissed. Demoralized. Many began to filter out. Democrats had spent this twisty, complex presidential campaign with a narrow path to victory, and now that path was narrowing to a close.


People gather for an election night watch party at the Ruba Club in Philadelphia, PA (Ross Mantle for The Atlantic)



Each voter I spoke with processed the night a little differently. A 38-year-old nurse named Abena Bempah conceded, somewhat sheepishly, that she had tuned out this election until late June, when President Joe Biden had his disastrous debate against former (and future) President Donald Trump. After that night, Bempah had an awakening: "It actually reminded me that I need to be an engaged citizen throughout a candidate's entire term." So she spent the summer and fall volunteering with the Philadelphia Democrats. She told me that to preserve democracy, people need to do so much more than vote--they need to voice their concerns to elected officials. "I think that Republicans are planning on Democrats to rest on our laurels and not be as active," she said.

Near a billiards table, I met a father and son, Shamai and Liv Leibowitz, who live in Silver Spring, Maryland, and had driven up to Pennsylvania to volunteer. Liv, who is 21, is taking a year off from school, and had recently been canvassing in nearby Bucks County and Chester County. He wore a baseball hat with Representative Jamie Raskin's name on the dome. "I was here for the past two weeks," he told me with a smile. Half of the undecided voters he'd met felt that they didn't know enough about Harris and her positions. But many, he said, were staying home because of her support of Israel.

Liv's father, Shamai, told me that he had the gut feeling that Trump would win. Shamai had grown up in Israel, and he moved to the United States in the early 2000s. He believed that Harris was doomed in this election because she wouldn't substantively deviate from Biden's Middle East policy. "I'm worried right now because she didn't come out forcefully for a weapons embargo, or even hint at a weapons embargo. We met people canvassing who told us, 'We're voting Green Party'; 'We're staying home,'" he said. Shamai knew it would have been politically risky for her to criticize Israel, but, he told me, in the end, not changing course was hurting her more.


Philadelphia, PA (Ross Mantle for The Atlantic)



I also spoke with two people who might be considered interlopers. One was a 27-year-old Swede named Gabriel Gunnarsson, who had flown to Philadelphia from his home in Stockholm just to witness the U.S. election with his own eyes. As he nursed a beer, he told me that everyone he knew in Sweden had been following our election particularly closely this year. "I'm feeling bad," he told me. "I'm sort of dystopic about the future, I think, and just seeing this, it's a horrible result for the world." I asked him if he recalled one of Trump's more vile comments from his first term in office: He'd said that America was bringing in people only from "shithole countries," and he'd lamented that we don't have more immigrants from places like Norway. Gunnarsson laughed and shook his head. "He did this when he was president as well: He just randomly said, 'Look at what's happening in Sweden!'" Gunnarsson recalled. "And we were all like, 'What did happen?'"

Read: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

Finally, as the evening was winding down, I met a man named Tim Brogan, who very quietly told me he was an independent, not a Democrat. Would you care to share whom you voted for today? I asked. Brogan looked down at his feet, then off to the corner, then back at me. "I voted for the other party," he said. "I did in fact vote for Trump, yes."

He had come out to this particular event because he lives in the neighborhood and wanted to be around some friends. He told me he works in real estate, and as a lifelong Philadelphian, he was distressed to see inflation and more crime in the city. This was, in fact, Brogan's third consecutive time voting for Trump, even though he had previously voted for Barack Obama. He earnestly believed that Trump was the only person who could set America back on the right path. "There's just so many things that we missed--and we're allowing--with the Democratic Party," he said. "I think my choice was a good direction for my beliefs."

I asked him how he talks about politics with his friends, family, and neighbors.

"Simple," he said. "We don't like to get into it."
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America Did This to Itself

And now we all must suffer through it.

by George T. Conway III




This time, the nation was on notice. Back in 2016, those of us who supported Donald Trump at least had the excuse of not knowing how sociopathy can present itself, and we at least had the conceit of believing that the presidency was not just a man, but an institution greater than the man, with legal and traditional mechanisms to make sure he'd never go off the rails.

By 2020, after the chaos, the derangement, and the incompetence, we knew a lot better. And most other Americans did too, voting him out of office that fall. And when his criminal attempt to steal the election culminated in the violence of January 6, their judgment was vindicated.

So there was no excuse this year. We knew all we needed to know, even without the mendacious raging about Ohioans eating pets, the fantasizing about shooting journalists and arresting political opponents as "enemies of the people," even apart from the evidence presented in courts and the convictions in one that demonstrated his abject criminality.

We knew, and have known, for years. Every American knew, or should have known. The man elected president last night is a depraved and brazen pathological liar, a shameless con man, a sociopathic criminal, a man who has no moral or social conscience, empathy, or remorse. He has no respect for the Constitution and laws he will swear to uphold, and on top of all that, he exhibits emotional and cognitive deficiencies that seem to be intensifying, and that will only make his turpitude worse. He represents everything we should aspire not to be, and everything we should teach our children not to emulate. The only hope is that he's utterly incompetent, and even that is a double-edged sword, because his incompetence often can do as much as harm as his malevolence. His government will be filled with corrupt grifters, spiteful maniacs, and morally bankrupt sycophants, who will follow in his example and carry his directives out, because that's who they are and want to be.

Tyler Austin Harper: Blame Biden

I say all of this not in anger, but in deep and profound sorrow. For centuries, the United States has been a beacon of democracy and reasoned self-government, in part because the Framers understood the dangers of demagogues and saw fit to construct a system with safeguards to keep such men from undermining it, and because our people and their leaders, out of respect for the common good and the people of this country, adhered to its rules and norms. The system was never perfect, but it inched toward its own betterment, albeit in fits and starts. But in the end, the system the Framers set up--and indeed, all constitutional regimes, however well designed--cannot protect a free people from themselves.

My own hope and belief about what would transpire last night was sadly and profoundly wrong--like many, I have the emotional and intellectual flaw, if that's what it is, of assuming that people are wiser and more decent than they actually turn out to be. I feel chastened--distraught--about my apparently naive view of human nature.

I dare not predict the future again, particularly as it comes to elections and other forms of mass behavior. But I daresay I fear we shall see a profound degradation in the ability of this nation to govern itself rationally and fairly, with freedom and political equality under the rule of law. Because that is not actually a prediction. It's a logical deduction based on the words and deeds of the president-elect, his enablers, and his supporters--and a long and often sorry record of human history. Let us brace ourselves.
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How Donald Trump Won Everywhere

This was the second COVID election.

by Derek Thompson




In 2022, pollsters and political analysts predicted a red wave in the midterms that didn't materialize. Last night, polls anticipated a whisker-thin election, and instead we got a red wave that carried Donald Trump to victory.

The breadth of Trump's improvement over 2020 is astonishing. In the previous two elections, we saw narrow demographic shifts--for example, non-college-educated white people moved toward Trump in 2016, and high-income suburban voters raced toward Biden in 2020. But last night's election apparently featured a more uniform shift toward Trump, according to a county-by-county analysis shared with me by Thomas Wood, a political scientist at Ohio State University. The "really simple story," he said, "is that secular dissatisfaction with Biden's economic stewardship affected most demographic groups in a fairly homogeneous way."

Trump improved his margins not only in swing states but also in once comfortable Democratic strongholds. In 2020, Biden won New Jersey by 16 points. In 2024, Harris seems poised to win by just five points. Harris ran behind Biden in rural Texas border towns, where many Hispanic people live, and in rural Kentucky, where very few Hispanic people live. She ran behind Biden in high-income suburbs, such as Loudoun County, Virginia, and in counties with college towns, including Dane County (home to the University of Wisconsin) and Centre County (home to Penn State).

Perhaps most surprising, Trump improved his margins in some of America's largest metro areas. In the past two cycles, Democrats could comfort themselves by counting on urban counties to continue moving left even as rural areas shifted right. That comfort was dashed last night, at least among counties with more than 90 percent of their results reported. In the New York City metro area, New York County (Manhattan) shifted nine points right, Kings County (Brooklyn) shifted 12 points right, Queens County shifted 21 points right, and Bronx County shifted 22 points right. In Florida, Orange County (Orlando) shifted 10 points right and Miami-Dade shifted 19 points right. In Texas, Harris County (Houston) and Bexar County (San Antonio) both shifted eight points right and Dallas County shifted 10 points right. In and around the "Blue Wall" states, Pennsylvania's Philadelphia County shifted five points right, Michigan's Wayne County (Detroit) shifted nine points right, and Illinois' Cook County (Chicago) shifted 11 points right.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

Other than Atlanta, which moved left, many of the largest U.S. metros moved right even more than many rural areas. You cannot explain this shift by criticizing specific campaign decisions (If only she had named Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro her vice president...). You can't pin this shift exclusively on, say, Arab Americans in Michigan who voted for Jill Stein, or Russian trolls who called in bomb threats to Georgia.

A better, more comprehensive way to explain the outcome is to conceptualize 2024 as the second pandemic election. Trump's victory is a reverberation of trends set in motion in 2020. In politics, as in nature, the largest tsunami generated by an earthquake is often not the first wave but the next one.

The pandemic was a health emergency, followed by an economic emergency. Both trends were global. But only the former was widely seen as international and directly caused by the pandemic. Although Americans understood that millions of people were dying in Europe and Asia and South America, they did not have an equally clear sense that supply-chain disruptions, combined with an increase in spending, sent prices surging around the world. As I reported earlier this year, inflation at its peak exceeded 6 percent in France, 7 percent in Canada, 8 percent in Germany, 9 percent in the United Kingdom, 10 percent in Italy, and 20 percent in Argentina, Turkey, and Ethiopia.

Inflation proved as contagious as a coronavirus. Many voters didn't directly blame their leaders for a biological nemesis that seemed like an act of god, but they did blame their leaders for an economic nemesis that seemed all too human in its origin. And the global rise in prices has created a nightmare for incumbent parties around the world. The ruling parties of several major countries, including the U.K., Germany, and South Africa, suffered historic defeats this year. Even strongmen, such as Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, lost ground in an election that many experts assumed would be a rousing coronation.

This has been a year of global anti-incumbency within a century of American anti-incumbency. Since 2000, every midterm and presidential election has seen a change in control of the House, Senate, or White House except for 2004 (when George W. Bush eked out a win) and 2012 (when Barack Obama won reelection while Republicans held the House). The U.S. appears to be in an age of unusually close elections that swing back and forth, in which every sitting president spends the majority of his term with an underwater approval rating.

There will be a rush to blame Kamala Harris--the candidate, her campaign, and her messaging. But there is no escaping the circumstances that Harris herself could never outrun. She is the vice president of a profoundly unpopular president, whose approval was laid low by the same factors--such as inflation and anti-incumbency bias--that have waylaid ruling parties everywhere. An analysis by the political scientist John Sides predicted that a sitting president with Biden's approval rating should be expected to win no more than 48 percent of the two-party vote. As of Wednesday afternoon, Kamala Harris is currently projected to win about 47.5 percent of the popular vote. Her result does not scream underperformance. In context, it seems more like a normal performance.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

A national wave of this magnitude should, and likely will, inspire some soul searching among Democrats. Preliminary CNN exit polls show that Trump is poised to be the first GOP candidate to win Hispanic men in at least 50 years; other recent surveys have pointed to a dramatic shift right among young and nonwhite men. One interpretation of this shift is that progressives need to find a cultural message that connects with young men. Perhaps. Another possibility is that Democrats need a fresh way to talk about economic issues that make all Americans, including young men, believe that they are more concerned about a growth agenda that increases prosperity for all.

If there is cold comfort for Democrats, it is this: We are in an age of politics when every victory is Pyrrhic, because to gain office is to become the very thing--the establishment, the incumbent--that a part of your citizenry will inevitably want to replace. Democrats have been temporarily banished to the wilderness by a counterrevolution, but if the trends of the 21st century hold, then the very anti-incumbent mechanisms that brought them defeat this year will eventually bring them back to power.
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Voters Wanted Lower Prices at Any Cost

Kamala Harris couldn't outrun inflation.

by Annie Lowrey






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

Donald Trump is heading back to the White House. He has inflation to thank.

In poll after poll, focus group after focus group, Americans said the economy was bad--and the economy was bad because prices were too high. This was always going to be a problem for Kamala Harris. "Excess" inflation--defined as the cumulative growth of prices in one presidential term compared with the term preceding it--is highly predictive of electoral outcomes, according to the Northwestern economist Robert Gordon. It is a crucial part of how voters decide whether they are better off and want to stick with the incumbent. The measure strongly pointed to a Trump victory. Indeed, since the global post-pandemic inflation spike began, ruling parties around the world, on the left and the right, have been toppled.

Still, before this week, Democrats had good reasons to believe that they might be spared the inflation backlash. Households' spending power improved more and faster in the United States than in other countries. On paper, families were doing better than they were before the pandemic, particularly at the low end of the income spectrum. Real wages--meaning wages adjusted for prices--jumped 13.2 percent for the lowest-income workers from 2019 to 2023; real wages for the highest-income workers climbed 4.4 percent.

From the April 2024 issue: What would it take to convince Americans that the economy is fine?

But voters do not make their decisions at the polls on the basis of price-adjusted time series. Nor do they seem to appreciate pundits and politicians telling them that their lived experience is somehow incorrect--that they are truly doing great; they just don't know it.

Prices spiked more during the Biden administration than at any point since the early 1980s. In some categories, they remain unsustainably high. Home prices have jumped an astonishing 47 percent since early 2020. This has made homeowners wealthier on paper, but has priced millions of people out of the housing market. The situation with rented homes is no better. Costs are up more than 20 percent since COVID hit, and have doubled in some places. The number of cost-burdened renters is at an all-time high.

In response to inflation, the Federal Reserve raised interest rates. Inflation statistics do not include the cost of borrowing, but many Americans experienced higher rates--the supposed cure for higher prices--as making costs worse. Mortgage rates more than doubled from their pandemic-era level, adding insult to home-buying injury. The interest payment on a new-car loan has grown nearly as much. Credit-card APRs climbed to all-time highs, making many families' buffer against month-to-month earnings and spending changes a costly one. If you include the cost of borrowing, inflation peaked at 18 percent, not 9 percent.

When asked over the past few years about their personal financial stressors, however, voters mostly haven't focused on housing or auto loans. They overwhelmingly brought up everyday purchases, above all the price of groceries and fast food. Food inflation outpaced the overall rate for much of the Biden administration; in 2022, when inflation was 6.5 percent, the price of groceries grew by 11.8 percent. The price hikes cooled off in 2023, but prices themselves remained far higher than Americans were used to: Margarine, eggs, peanut butter, crackers, and bread all cost more than 40 percent more than they did just a few years ago. That everyday indignity seems to be what made inflation so salient for voters. The mental math families were tasked with felt excruciating. The sticker shock remained shocking.

Annie Lowrey: The worst best economy ever

The optimistic story for the Harris campaign was that, after a year of subdued price growth, the American people would have gotten used to higher bills and appreciated the earning power they gained from the tight labor market. Instead, anger at inflation lingered, even among tens of millions of working-class Americans who had gotten wealthier. This is not a purely economic story; it's a psychological one too. People interpret wage gains as a product of their own effort and high costs as a policy problem that the president is supposed to solve. Going to the polls, voters still ranked the economy as their No. 1 issue, inflation as the No. 1 economic problem, and Trump as their preferred candidate to deal with it. In interviews, many voters told me they felt as if Democrats were gaslighting them by insisting that they were thriving.

Voters who expect Trump's victory to herald a return to 2019 prices or relief from the cost-of-living crisis might be due for disappointment, though. Trump's signature economic proposal of huge global tariffs would immediately raise the cost of household goods. And his promise to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants could create a labor shortage that would raise the cost of food, construction, home health care, and child care. He has offered no serious plan to address the deep, tangled problems that have made a middle-class life so unobtainable for so many Americans. Those problems preceded the Biden administration, and they will outlast the second Trump administration too.
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Blame Biden

Harris was probably doomed from the jump.

by Tyler Austin Harper




The political scientist Wilson Carey McWilliams once observed that alienation is not the loss of an old homeland, but the discovery of a new homeland that casts the former in a more dismal light. Today, the country indeed looks alien. The America many of us believed we knew now appears stranger in retrospect: The anger and resentment we may have thought was pitched at a simmer turned out to be at a rollicking boil. And one of liberals' most cherished shibboleths from 2016--that Trumpism is a movement for aggrieved white men--unraveled in the face of a realignment that saw the GOP appear to give birth to a multiracial working-class movement. A second Trump presidency is the result of this misjudgment.

There is plenty of blame to go around, and much of it will be directed at Kamala Harris. Rightly so. Her campaign strategy was often confounding. Harris gambled on suburban-Republican support, which she tried to juice by touring with Liz Cheney and moving right on the border, a strategy that many warned was questionable. Meanwhile, in her quest to bring these new conservative voters into the Democratic fold, Harris neglected many of the voters the party has long relied on. She took far too long to reach out to Black men--despite a year's worth of polling that said she was losing their support--and when she finally did, she had little to offer them but slapdash policies and half-baked promises. It was the same story for Hispanic men. Despite polling showing Donald Trump increasing his Hispanic support, Harris largely ignored the problem until a month before Election Day, when she stitched together a condescending last-minute "Hombres con Harris" push. As for Arab American voters, she and her surrogates couldn't be bothered to do much more than lecture them.

David A. Graham: What Trump understood, and Harris did not

The results speak for themselves: Trump won a stunning victory in a heavily Black county in North Carolina and carried the largest Arab-majority city, Dearborn, Michigan. Early exit polls suggest that he doubled his Black support in Wisconsin and won Hispanic men by 10 points. Meanwhile, Harris's scheme to run up the score in the suburbs plainly failed to bear fruit: She underperformed Biden's numbers with these voters. Simply put, almost nothing about the Harris game plan worked. But as easy as it is to play Monday-morning (or rather, Wednesday-morning) quarterback--and her dubious campaigning provides plenty of material to work with--the reality is that Harris was probably doomed from the jump.

The reason is that she had an 81-year-old albatross hanging around her neck: Joe Biden. When Biden got into the 2020 presidential race, he said he was motivated to defeat the man who blamed "both sides" for a neo-Nazi rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. Five years later, Biden's inability to see his own limitations handed that same man the White House once more. Nobody bears more responsibility for Trump's reascension to the presidency than the current president. This failure lies at his feet.

Biden was supposed to be a one-term candidate. During his 2019 campaign, he heavily signaled that he would not run again if he won. "He is going to be 82 years old in four years and he won't be running for reelection," one of his advisers declared. Biden himself promised to be a "transition" candidate, holding off Trump for four years while making room for a fresh Democratic challenger in 2024. "Look, I view myself as a bridge, not anything else," he said at a Michigan campaign event with Governor Gretchen Whitmer, one of those promising younger Democrats Biden was ostensibly making room for.

Of course, that's not what happened. Scranton Joe, supposed paragon of aw-shucks decency, ultimately wouldn't relinquish his power. He decided in the spring of 2023 to run for reelection despite no shortage of warning signs, including a basement-level approval rating, flashing bright red. He also ignored the will of the voters. As early as 2022, an overwhelming percentage of Democratic voters said they preferred a candidate other than Biden, and support for an alternative candidate persisted even as the president threw his hat back in the ring. This past February, one poll found that 86 percent of Americans and 73 percent of Democrats believed Biden was too old to serve another term, and another revealed that only a third of Americans believed that he was mentally fit for four more years.

The idea that Americans would vote for a man who they overwhelmingly thought was too old and cognitively infirm stretched reason to its breaking point. And yet Biden and his enablers in the Democratic Party doubled down on magical thinking. This was a species of madness worthy of King Lear shaking his fist before the encroaching storm. And like Lear, what the current president ultimately raged against was nature itself--that final frailty, aging and decline--as he stubbornly clung to the delusion that he could outrun human biology.

Adam Serwer: There is no constitutional mandate for fascism

Nature won, as it always does. After flouting the will of his own voters, after his party did everything in its power to clear the runway for his reelection bid, and after benefiting from an army of commentators and superfans who insisted that mounting video evidence of his mental slips were "cheap fakes," Biden crashed and burned at the debate in June. He hung on for another month, fueling the flames of scandal and intraparty revolt and robbing his successor of badly needed time to begin campaigning. And yet when he finally did stand down, Biden World immediately spun up the just-so story that the president is an honorable man who stepped aside for the good of the country.

He did not stand down soon enough. The cake was baked. The powers that be decided the hour was too late for a primary or contested convention, so an unpopular president was replaced with an unpopular vice president, who wasted no time in reminding America why her own presidential bid failed just a few years before. The limitations of Harris's campaign are now laid bare for all to see, but her grave was dug before she ever took the podium at the Democratic National Convention.

Harris could not distance herself from Biden's unpopular record on inflation and the southern border. She could not distance herself from his unpopular foreign policy in the Middle East. She could not break from him while she simultaneously served as his deputy. And she could not tell an obvious truth--that the sitting U.S. president is not fit for office--when asked by reporters, and so she was forced into Orwellian contortions. If the worst comes to pass, if the next four years are as bad as Biden warned, if the country--teetering before the abyss--stumbles toward that last precipice, it will have been American democracy's self-styled savior who helped push it, tumbling end over end, into the dark.
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There Is No Constitutional Mandate for Fascism

No matter what the Supreme Court says, the president is not a king.

by Adam Serwer




Former President Donald Trump won a sweeping victory in the Electoral College, four years after executing multiple schemes to overthrow an election he lost and seize power by force, and months after being convicted of state crimes in New York. He ran a race of slander and lies against immigrants and his political opponents, vowing to seize dictatorial powers in a campaign of vengeance.

But he won. When all the votes are counted, he may not have won the popular vote, but he will have won a decisive victory in the Electoral College nonetheless. Behind him are Republican Party apparatchiks who see the devotion of Trump's followers as a vehicle for their most extreme ideological schemes, including national bans on abortion, a mass deportation that could wreck the economy and subject Americans of any immigration status to invasive state scrutiny and force, and an immense distribution of income upward. The Democrats' reward for steering the economy out of the post-pandemic economic crisis will be watching their opponent claim credit for the prosperity that their work created--an economy unencumbered by inflation and the high interest rates once needed to tame it. If Trump seems popular now, he will likely be much more popular in a year.

Trump will claim a popular mandate for everything he does. He did that when he eked out a narrow Electoral College victory in 2016, and he will do it now. But there is no constitutional mandate for authoritarianism. No matter what the Roberts Supreme Court says, the president is not a king, and he is not entitled to ignore the law in order to do whatever he pleases.

Americans cannot vote themselves into a dictatorship any more than you as an individual can sell yourself into slavery. The restraints of the Constitution protect the American people from the unscrupulous designs of whatever lawless people might take the reins of their government, and that does not change simply because Trump believes that those restraints need not be respected by him. The Constitution does not allow a president to be a "dictator on day one," or on any other day. The presidency will give Trump and his cronies the power to do many awful things. But that power does not make them moral or correct.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

The Trump administration's record of union busting, repealing workplace regulations, and cutting the welfare state to enrich the already wealthy will have few obstacles. The coterie of extremists that surrounds Trump has a radical conception of what America should be that includes suppressing the speech and expression of their political opponents; a racial hierarchy entitled to legal protection and enforcement; a society in which women's bodies are treated as state property and LGBTQ people have few rights that others need respect. They will have a willing partner in an already extreme-right Supreme Court, which will be emboldened to enable this agenda of discrimination, deportation, and domination, using a fictionalized historical jurisprudence to justify it.

The Biden administration sought to bring down the temperature of the Trump era by offering aid to families, revitalizing American manufacturing, and easing inflation without increasing unemployment. That politics brought them few rewards, and the Democrats are unlikely to pursue such an agenda again, if they ever return to power. Trump has expressed admiration for nationalist strongmen such as Hungary's Viktor Orban, who holds power in a country that still has elections but where there is little chance of the opposition succeeding, because both the state and social levers of power are under the purview of one man. The Trump entourage will return with more detailed plans for authoritarian governance; perhaps the only guardrail they now face is that they prize loyalty over genuine expertise. But fewer people will be willing to stand up to Trump than last time.

I believe that, as in previous eras when the authoritarian strain in American politics was ascendant, the time will come when Americans will have to face the question of why democracy was so meaningless to them that they chose a man who tried to overthrow their government to lead it. They'll have to decide why someone who slandered blameless immigrants as pet-eating savages and vowed to deport them for the crime of working hard and contributing to their community, something conservatives claim they want from newcomers, should lead a nation where all are supposed to be created equal. They'll have to determine why a country conceived in liberty would hand power to the person most responsible for subjecting women to state control over their bodies, to the point of treating them as mere reproductive vessels not worth saving until they are bleeding out in an emergency room.

Millions of Americans are already asking themselves these questions this morning. All of the potential answers are disquieting. Choosing Trump in 2016, prior to everything he did as president, was frightening enough. Choosing him in full knowledge of how he would govern is worse. But there is no sunset on the right and duty of self-determination; there are no final victories in a democracy. Americans must continue to ensure that they live in one.
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What Trump Understood, and Harris Did Not

The former and future president got one big thing right.

by David A. Graham




Ironically, it may have been Donald Trump's discipline that won him a return trip to the White House.

The former and future president is infamous for his erratic approach to politics, which was on flagrant display in the past couple of weeks of the campaign. But Trump consistently offered a clear message that spoke to Americans' frustration about the economy and the state of the country, and promised to fix it.

Throughout the campaign, Trump told voters that President Joe Biden, Vice President Kamala Harris, and undocumented immigrants were responsible for inflation, and that he would fix the problem. His proposals were often incoherent and nonsensical. For example, Trump promised to both whip inflation and also institute enormous tariffs, a combination nearly all economists agree is impossible. The mass deportation that Trump has promised would also likely drive up prices, rather than soothing the economy. But in a country where roughly three-quarters of Americans feel that things are on the wrong track, a pledge to fix things was potent.

David Frum: Trump won. Now what?

Trump may be the most negative mainstream candidate in American history. Observers including my colleague Peter Wehner have noted the contrast between Trump's disposition and Ronald Reagan's sunny optimism. But in a strange way, Trump does offer a kind of hope. It is not a hope for women with complicated pregnancies or LGBTQ people or immigrants, even legal ones. But for those who fit under Stephen Miller's rubric that "America is for Americans and Americans only," Trump promised a way out.

"We're going to help our country heal," Trump said in remarks early this morning. "We're going to help our country heal. We have a country that needs help, and it needs help very badly. We're going to fix our borders, we're going to fix everything about our country, and we've made history for a reason tonight, and the reason is going to be just that."

You can contrast that with the message coming from Kamala Harris and the Democratic Party, which was more outwardly hopeful but suffered from a serious, perhaps unfixable, flaw.

Read: The night they hadn't prepared for

Harris won praise for her positive campaign message, especially in the immediate weeks after Joe Biden dropped out of the race and she became the nominee. Biden had spent months warning darkly about Trump's threat to democracy, but Harris offered something more forward-looking--explicitly. "We're not going back," she told voters.

Harris promised to protect things like Social Security and Medicare, and warned that Trump would ruin everything that was great about America. This was a fundamentally conservative answer, coming from a Democratic Party that, as I wrote last year, has become strikingly conservative, but it came at a time when too many voters were disgusted with the status quo.

Democrats may have been slow to take seriously the economic pain of inflation. In its first two years, the Biden administration was single-mindedly focused on revving and restructuring the economy after COVID, and treated inflation more as a transitory annoyance than a long-term danger. But also, it seems to have concluded that it lacked a good answer to inflation. The administration argued with frustration that inflation was a worldwide trend, caused by COVID, and pointed out that inflation in the U.S. had dropped faster than in peer countries, and that the American economy was running better than any other. All of this was true and also politically unhelpful. You can't argue people into feeling better with statistics.

David A. Graham: The Democrats are now America's conservative party

In theory, the mid-summer switch from Biden to Harris gave Democrats a chance to reset. But Harris struggled to create distance from Biden. When she was offered chances to do so, she demurred. In early October, the hosts of The View asked her what she'd have done differently from the president, and she replied, "There is not a thing that comes to mind in terms of--and I've been a part of most of the decisions that have had impact, the work that we have done." Republicans were delighted and made that a staple of attack ads and stump speeches.

Whether this was out of loyalty to her boss or some other impulse, it's not clear that Harris would have been able to pull off a more radical switch. She was still the Democratic nominee, and voters around the world have punished incumbent parties in recent elections. Her coalition meant she couldn't run an aggressively protectionist or anti-immigrant campaign, even if she had been so inclined. Her strategic decision to court centrist and Republican voters closed off moving very far to the left on economics, though past campaigns do not offer clear evidence that would have been a winner either. Besides, Democrats had a good empirical case that what they had done to steward the economy was very successful. They just had no political case.

In a bitter turn for Democrats, Trump will now benefit from their governing successes. If he truly attempts to, or succeeds at, speedily deporting millions of people or instituting 60 percent tariffs, he will drive inflation higher and wreck the progress of Biden's term, but Trump's own political instincts and the influence of many very wealthy people around him may temper that. Having clearly promised to fix the problem and vanquished his enemies, he'll now be able to declare a swift victory.
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The Night They Hadn't Prepared For

As the evening wore on, the news got worse--and the guest of honor never showed.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.

For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brilliant-blue robes, performed a gorgeous rendition of "Oh Happy Day," and people sang along in a way that made you feel as if the university's alumna of the hour, Kamala Harris, had already won.

But Harris had not won--a fact that, by 10:30, had become very noticeable. As the evening drew on, the clusters of giddy sorority sisters and VIP alumni stopped dancing, their focus trained on the projector screens, which were delivering a steady flow of at best mediocre and sometimes dire news for Democrats. No encouragement had yet come from those all-important blue-wall states, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Somewhere between Georgia turning red and Senator Ted Cruz demolishing Colin Allred in Texas, attendees started trickling out the back.

It was starting to feel pretty obvious, even then, that Donald Trump would be declared the winner of the 2024 presidential election. And soon after 5:30 a.m. Eastern this morning, he was, when the Associated Press called Wisconsin for him, giving him an Electoral College majority even with a number of states yet to declare. An across-the-board rightward shift, from Michigan to Manhattan, had gradually crushed the hopes of Democrats in an election that, for weeks, polling had indicated was virtually tied. But a Trump victory was a reality that nearly everyone at Harris's watch party seemed to have prepared for only theoretically.  

Before last night, Democrats felt buoyant on a closing shot of hopium. While Harris stayed on message, Trump had what seemed a disastrous final week: His closing argument was incoherent; his rally at Madison Square Garden was a parade of racism; he stumbled getting into a garbage truck and looked particularly orange in photos. Democratic insiders crowed that early-vote totals were favoring Harris, and that undecided voters in swing states were coming around. Then there was Ann Selzer's well-respected poll in Iowa, which suggested that the state might go blue for the first time since Barack Obama's presidency.


(OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



On a breezy and unseasonably warm evening in Washington, D.C., thousands of people had gathered on the grassy campus at Harris's alma mater to watch, they hoped, history being made. No one mentioned Trump when I asked them how they were feeling--only how excited they were to have voted for someone like Harris. Kerry-Ann Hamilton and Meka Simmons, both members of the Delta Sigma Theta sorority, had come together to witness the country elect the first Black woman president. "She is so well qualified--" Hamilton started to say. "Overqualified!" Simmons interjected.

Leah Johnson, who works at Howard and grew up in Washington, told me that she would probably leave the event early to watch returns with her mother and 12-year-old daughter at home. "It's an intergenerational celebratory affair," she said. "I get to say, 'Look, Mom, we already have Barack Obama; look what we're doing now!'"

Everyone I spoke with used similar words and phrases: lots of firsts and historics and references to the glass ceiling, which proved so stubbornly uncrackable in 2016. Attendees cheered in unison at the news that Harris had taken Colorado, and booed at Trump winning Mississippi. A group of women in tight dresses danced to "1, 2 Step," by Ciara and Missy Elliott. Howard's president led alumni in the crowd in a call-and-response that made the whole evening feel a little like a football game--just fun, low stakes.

Several people I talked with refused to entertain the idea that Harris wouldn't win. "I won't even let myself think about that," a woman named Sharonda, who declined to share her last name, told me. She sat with her sorority sisters in their matching pink-and-green sweatshirts. Soon, though, the crowd began to grow restless. "It was nice when they turned off the TV and played Kendrick," said one attendee who worked at the White House and didn't want to share her name. "Just being part of this is restoring my soul, even if the outcome isn't what I want it to be," Christine Slaughter, a political-science professor at Boston University, told me. She was cautious. She remembered, viscerally, she said, the moment when Trump won in 2016, and the memory was easy to conjure again now. "I know that feeling," she said. She was consoling herself: She'd been crushed before. She could handle it again.

Harris herself was expected to speak at about 11 p.m., but by midnight, she still hadn't appeared. People bit their cheeks and scrolled on their phones. There was a burst of gleeful whoops when Angela Alsobrooks beat Larry Hogan in Maryland's U.S. Senate election. But soon the trickle of exiting attendees became a steady flow. Potentially decisive results from Pennsylvania and Wisconsin were not due soon, but Michigan didn't look good. North Carolina was about to be called for Trump.

I texted some of my usual Democratic sources and received mostly radio silence in response. "How do you feel?" I asked one, who had been at the party earlier. "Left," she answered. Mike Murphy, a Republican anti-Trump consultant, texted me back at about 12:30 a.m: "Shoot me."

Donors and VIPs were streaming out the side entrance. The comedian Billy Eichner walked by, looking sad, as the Sugarhill Gang's "Apache (Jump on It)" played over the loudspeakers. A man pulled me aside: "There will be no speech, I take it?" he said. It was more of a comment than a question.


(OK McCausland for The Atlantic)



"I'm depressed, disappointed," said Mark Long, a software salesman from D.C., who wore a T-shirt with a picture of Harris as a child. He was especially upset about the shift toward Trump among Black men. "I'm sad. Not just for tonight, but for what this represents." Elicia Spearman seemed angry as she marched out of the venue. "If it's Trump, people will reap what they sow," she said. "It's karma."

Just before 1 a.m., the Harris campaign co-chair Cedric Richmond came onstage to announce that the candidate would not be speaking that night. The former Louisiana representative offered muted encouragement to the crowd--an unofficial send-off. "Thank you for being here. Thank you for believing in the promise of America," he said, before adding, "Go, Kamala Harris!" The remaining members of the crowd cheered weakly. Some of the stadium lights went off.
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Trump Won. Now What?

The United States is about to become a different kind of country.

by David Frum




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


Donald Trump has won, and will become president for the second time. Those who voted for him will now celebrate their victory. The rest of us need to prepare to live in a different America: a country where millions of our fellow citizens voted for a president who knowingly promotes hatred and division; who lies--blatantly, shamelessly--every time he appears in public; who plotted to overturn an election in 2020 and, had he not won, was planning to try again in 2024.

Above all, we must learn to live in an America where an overwhelming number of our fellow citizens have chosen a president who holds the most fundamental values and traditions of our democracy, our Constitution, even our military in contempt. Over the past decade, opinion polls have showed Americans' faith in their institutions waning. But no opinion poll could make this shift in values any clearer than this vote. As a result of this election, the United States will become a different kind of country.

When he was last in the White House, the president-elect ignored ethics and security guidelines, fired inspectors general and other watchdogs, leaked classified information, and used the Department of Homeland Security in the summer of 2020 as if it were the interior ministry of an authoritarian state, deploying U.S. Customs and Border Protection and Coast Guard "troops" in American cities. Trump actively encouraged the January 6, 2021, insurrection at our Capitol. When he left the White House, he stole classified documents and hid them from the FBI.

Because a critical mass of Americans aren't bothered by that list of transgressions, any one of which would have tanked the career of another politician, Trump and his vice president-elect, J. D. Vance, will now try to transform the federal government into a loyalty machine that serves the interests of himself and his cronies. This was the essence of the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, and its architects, all Trump fans, will now endeavor to make it become reality. Trump will surely try again to dismantle America's civil service, replacing qualified scientists and regulators with partisan operatives. His allies will help him build a Department of Justice that does not serve the Constitution, but instead focuses on harassing and punishing Trump's enemies. Trump has spoken, in the past, of using the Federal Communications Commission and the Internal Revenue Service to punish media organizations and anyone else who crosses him, and now he will have the chance to try again.

Read: The Democrats' dashed hopes in Iowa

Perhaps the greater and more insidious danger is not political repression or harassment, but corruption. Autocratic populists around the world--in Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela--have assaulted institutions designed to provide accountability and transparency in order to shift money and influence to their friends and families, and this may happen in America too. This is not just a theoretical threat. As loyalists take over regulatory agencies, filling not only political but also former civil-service jobs, American skies will become more polluted, American food more dangerous. As a result of this massive shift in the country's bureaucratic culture, Trump-connected companies will prosper, even as America becomes less safe for consumers, for workers, for children, for all of us.

American foreign policy will also reflect this shift toward kleptocracy. In his first term, Trump abused the powers of his office, corrupting American foreign policy for his personal gain. He pressured the Ukrainian president to launch a fake investigation of his political opponent; altered policy toward Turkey, Qatar, and other nations in ways that suited his business interests; even used the Secret Service to funnel government money to his private properties. In a second term, he and the people around him will have every incentive to go much further. Expect them to use American foreign policy and military power to advance their personal and political goals.

There are many things a reelected President Trump cannot do. But there are some things he can do. One is to cut off aid to Ukraine. The Biden administration has three months to drop all half measures and rush supplies to Ukraine before Trump forces a Ukrainian surrender to Russia. If there's anything in the American arsenal that Ukraine might successfully use--other than nuclear weapons--send it now, before it's too late.

Another thing Trump can do is to impose further tariffs--and intensify a global trade war not only against China but also against former friends, partners, and allies. America First will be America Alone, no longer Ronald Reagan's "city on a hill," but now just another great power animated by predatory nationalism.

Around the world, illiberal politicians who seek to subvert their own democracies will follow America's lead. With no fear of American criticism or reaction, expect harassment of press and political opponents in countries such as Mexico and Turkey to grow. Expect the Russian-backed electoral cheating recently on display in Georgia and Moldova to spread. Expect violent rhetoric in every democracy: If the American president can get away with it, others will conclude that they can too. The autocratic world, meanwhile, will celebrate the victory of someone whose disdain for the rule of law echoes and matches their own. They can assume that Trump and Vance will not promote human rights, will not care about international law, and will not reinforce our democratic alliances in Europe and Asia.

But the most difficult, most agonizing changes are the ones that will now take place deep inside our society. Radicalization of a part of the anti-Trump camp is inevitable, as people begin to understand that existential issues, such as climate change and gun violence, will not be tackled. A parallel process will take place on the other side of the political spectrum, as right-wing militias, white supremacists, and QAnon cultists are reenergized by the election of the man whose behavior they have, over eight years, learned to imitate. The deep gaps within America will grow deeper. Politics will become even angrier. Trump won by creating division and hatred, and he will continue to do so throughout what is sure to be a stormy second term.

David A. Graham: The institutions failed

My generation was raised on the belief that America could always be counted upon to do the right thing, even if belatedly: reject the isolationism of America First and join the fight against Nazism; fund the Marshall Plan to stop communism; extend the promise of democracy to all people, without regard to race or sex. But maybe that belief was true only for a specific period, a unique moment. There were many chapters of history in which America did the wrong thing for years or decades. Maybe we are living through such a period now.

Or maybe the truth is that democracy is always a close-run thing, always in contention. If so, then we too must--as people in other failing democracies have learned to do--find new ways to champion wobbling institutions and threatened ideas. For supporters of the American experiment in liberal democracy, our only hope is education, organization, and the creation of a coalition of people dedicated to defending the spirit of the Constitution, the ideals of the Founders, the dream of freedom. More concretely: public civic-education campaigns to replace the lessons no longer taught in schools; teams of lawyers who can fight for the rule of law in courts; grassroots organizing, especially in rural and small-town America; citizens and journalists working to expose and fight the enormous wave of kleptocracy and corruption that will now engulf our political system.

Many of those shattered by this result will be tempted to withdraw into passivity--or recoil into performative radicalism. Reject both. We should focus, instead, on how to win back to the cause of liberal democracy a sufficient number of those Americans who voted for a candidate who denigrated this nation's institutions and ideals.
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The Democrats' Dashed Hopes in Iowa

As in many other areas across the country, Kamala Harris could not match Joe Biden's 2020 performance.

by Russell Berman




Iowa Democrats had gotten their hopes up, and honestly, how could they not? On Saturday night, J. Ann Selzer--the most renowned pollster in Iowa, if not the entire country--released her final preelection survey, finding that Kamala Harris was leading Donald Trump by three points in a state the former president had carried by eight in 2020.

The poll seemed to portend a big night for Harris not only in Iowa but across the Midwest, suggesting a surge of support from women that would virtually assure her election. It also found a pair of Democratic House candidates in Iowa leading Republican incumbents, pointing to a Democratic majority in the chamber.

On Monday night, as Democrats packed inside a gymnasium in Des Moines for a rally, Selzer's survey was all anyone could talk about. "I know that was exciting," Lanon Baccam, the Democrat running for the local congressional seat, told the crowd, which erupted in cheers at the mere mention of the poll, "but I don't think anyone in this room is surprised."

Read: How to understand the election returns so far

The following night, many of the same Democrats gathered for a watch party inside a hotel ballroom downtown, their hopes turning to nerves and finally to resignation as a far bleaker picture emerged. The Selzer poll was way off, and Trump was poised to win Iowa by his largest margin ever. Iowa Democrats haven't had much to celebrate since Barack Obama's victory in 2012, and last night wasn't any different.

"Iowa has changed dramatically over the past 20 years. Republicans are in the advantage right now," Bill Brauch, the Democratic Party chair in Polk County, which includes Des Moines, told me. "We hoped that would change someday, but it isn't today."

Democrats had been optimistic about Iowa for the same reasons they were optimistic across the country. After forgoing most door-knocking in 2020 because of the pandemic, they had built a robust turnout operation that dwarfed the GOP's organizing efforts, which Democrats saw little evidence of as they canvassed neighborhoods. Enthusiasm, Brauch told me, was "through the roof." And indeed, he said turnout was high in Des Moines. But more voters went Republican than Democrats had expected, cutting into the margins that Democrats needed to offset the GOP's strength in rural counties, where Republican turnout was also high.

The dynamic was the same across the country as returns came in: Despite strong turnout in many areas, Harris could not match Joe Biden's 2020 performance in the counties that had powered his victory over Trump. As of early Wednesday morning, the GOP had flipped at least two Senate seats, in West Virginia and Ohio, giving Republicans an all-but-certain majority, and they had a chance of ousting Democratic incumbents in several other battlegrounds that were too close to call. The House landscape was less certain, as Democrats still had a chance to flip enough GOP districts to recapture control.

They needed a net gain of four House seats for a majority, and although some of the party's best pickup opportunities were in blue states such as New York and California, Democrats began seeing races in the Midwest trend in their direction in the closing weeks, opening up the possibility of more paths to the majority and larger gains nationally. But the Midwest surge did not materialize.

Democrats had poured late money into the two most competitive House races in Iowa, where they saw evidence that voters wanted to punish Republicans for enacting a state abortion ban--one of the strictest in the country--that took effect this summer, following months of legal battles. In 2022, low Democratic turnout in places such as Polk County helped Republicans flip a House seat, giving them all four in the state. The abortion ban, however, sparked hope among Democrats that Iowa would see the same blue shift that other states saw in 2022 after the Supreme Court overruled Roe--a belief that the Selzer poll reinforced.

Selzer has achieved a near-mythic status among political insiders. On Monday night, when I asked Tom Vilsack, the secretary of agriculture and former two-term Iowa governor, whether he believed her latest findings, he replied with a detailed history of Selzer's past predictive successes. In 2008, her polling correctly forecast that Obama would defeat Hillary Clinton in the Iowa caucus, and in both of the past two presidential elections, it came close to nailing Trump's margin of victory when most other polls underestimated his support. "Anyone who doubts Ann Selzer when it comes to Iowa does so at their own risk," Vilsack told me. "So do I believe it?" he added, referring to her Saturday poll. "Absolutely."

On Tuesday night, the Democrats who showed up to rejoice instead realized that Selzer's survey was just another poll--one of many that appeared to once again underestimate Trump's support. As the night wore on, they held out hope that Baccam would defeat Representative Zach Nunn, a first-term Republican. (As of this writing, the Democrat in Iowa's other competitive House race is narrowly trailing with nearly all precincts reporting.) But a podium set up for victory speeches stayed empty, and when, at about 11:20 p.m. local time, the Associated Press called the race for Nunn, only a smattering of Democrats were there to see the news.

Brauch, the county Democratic chair, was at a loss to explain how his party had fallen so far short once more. "I don't think any of us knows what the answer is," he told me. "If we did, we'd be doing better tonight."
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How to Understand the Election Returns So Far

In the three crucial swing states, a large majority of voters were fiercely discontented.

by Ronald Brownstein




For the third consecutive election, the nation remains divided almost exactly in half around the polarizing presence of Donald Trump.

Early this morning, the race between Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris appears likely to again come down to Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, the same states that decided Trump's 2016 and 2020 races by razor-thin margins. Trump held a narrow but clear advantage in all of them as of midnight.

In 2016, those three Rust Belt battlegrounds made Trump president when he dislodged them by a combined margin of about 80,000 votes from the "Blue Wall" of states Democrats had won in all six presidential races from 1992 to 2012; four years later, they made Joe Biden president when he wrested them back from Trump by a combined margin of nearly 260,000 votes. Now, with Trump regaining an upper hand across Sun Belt battlegrounds where Biden made inroads in 2020, the three Rust Belt behemoths appeared likely to decide the winner once more.

The results as of midnight suggested that those three states were tipping slightly to Trump; the patterns of returns looked more like 2016, when Trump beat Hillary Clinton in them, than 2020, when Biden beat Trump. Given that Trump appears highly likely to also win the Southeast battlegrounds of North Carolina and Georgia, and has a strong hand in Arizona, Trump will likely win the presidency again if he captures any of the three Blue Wall states. He would become only the second man, after Grover Cleveland in the late 1800s, to win the presidency, lose it, and then regain it again on a third try.

Not only are the same industrial-state battlegrounds at the fulcrum of Trump's third race, but they remain mostly divided along very familiar lines. As he did in both 2016 and 2020, Trump is running up big margins in exurbs, small towns, and rural communities where most voters are white, culturally conservative people without a college degree. Harris is amassing big--though, in some cases, diminished--margins in the populous, well-educated suburbs around the major cities of Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and Milwaukee. The one potentially crucial shift from 2020: The exit polls conducted by Edison Research for a consortium of media organizations showed Trump making gains among Black and Latino voters, and especially men, not only in the pivotal former Blue Wall states but also elsewhere.

In many respects, the results available as of midnight were a reminder that even in a race involving a figure as unique as Donald Trump, in politics (as in Casablanca), the fundamental things apply. Since World War II, it has been extremely difficult for parties to hold the White House when an outgoing president was unpopular: The White House flipped partisan control when Harry Truman left office in 1952, Lyndon Johnson in 1968, and George W. Bush in 2008. Popular presidents haven't always been able to guarantee victory for their party when they leave (the White House changed hands when relatively popular chief executives stepped down in 1960, 2000, and 2016), but unpopular outgoing presidents have usually presented an insurmountable obstacle.

If Harris ultimately falls short, that pattern would represent a big part of the reason. Biden's deep unpopularity at the end of his term operated as a huge headwind for her. In the national exit poll, only 40 percent of voters said they approved of Biden's job performance as president. In the battlegrounds, Biden's approval rating ranged from a low of only 39 percent (in Wisconsin) to a high of 43 percent (Pennsylvania). Harris ran better than usual for a nominee from the same party among voters who disapproved of the outgoing president's performance. But even so, the large majority of discontented voters in all of these states provided a huge base of support for Trump. In the national exit poll, fully two-thirds of voters described the economy in negative terms. Only one in four said they had suffered no hardship from inflation over the past year.

A lot has changed for Trump since the 2020 election. He launched a sustained campaign to overturn the results of that election, which culminated in the January 6 insurrection; Supreme Court justices he'd appointed helped overturn the constitutional right to abortion; he was indicted on multiple felony counts in four separate cases, and convicted on 34 of them; and he was hit with civil judgments for financial fraud and sexual abuse.

Yet the exit polls, at least, found remarkably little change in his support levels from 2020 among white voters across the battlegrounds. In Michigan, Wisconsin, and Georgia, his white support was virtually unchanged from 2020; he suffered a small decline in Pennsylvania, and a slightly larger one in North Carolina.

Compared with 2020, white voters with at least a four-year college degree moved slightly, but not dramatically, away from Trump in those five big battlegrounds. Harris won about three in five white women with a college degree, a big improvement from what the exit polls recorded in 2020. But Trump offset that by improving at least slightly since 2020 among white voters without a college education, who tended to give Biden especially low marks for his performance. Crucially for Trump, he retained overwhelming support among white women without a college degree everywhere except Wisconsin, where he split them evenly. Democrats had hoped those women might abandon him over abortion rights and a general revulsion to his demeaning language about women. Because those blue-collar white women appeared on track to provide Trump as big a margin as they did in 2016 and 2020, the national exit polls showed Trump winning most white women against Harris--just as he did against Biden and Clinton. That will likely be a subject of intense frustration and debate among Democrats in the weeks ahead, whether or not Trump wins the race.

Overall, the abortion issue benefited Harris substantially, but not as much as it did the Democratic gubernatorial candidates who swept Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin in 2022, the first election after the Supreme Court decision overturning Roe. In that election, the exit polls found that Democrats Gretchen Whitmer in Michigan and Josh Shapiro in Pennsylvania won more than four-fifths of voters who said abortion should remain legal in all or most circumstances; in Wisconsin, Democrat Tony Evers won three-fourths of them. But this time--with the economy weighing on those voters--Harris won only about two-thirds of those pro-choice voters in Michigan and Wisconsin, and about seven in 10 in Pennsylvania. That slight shift might prove decisive. (In the national exit poll, Trump won almost three in 10  voters who said abortion should be legal all or most of the time; one-fourth of women who supported legal abortion backed Trump.)

Because abortion rights did not give her as much of a lift as it did the Democratic gubernatorial candidates in 2022, Harris did not appear on track to expand on Biden's margins in many of the big suburban counties key to the modern Democratic coalition. She looked to be roughly matching Biden's huge advantages in the big four suburban counties outside Philadelphia. But she did not narrow the roughly 3-2 deficit Biden faced in Waukesha County, outside Milwaukee, perhaps the biggest Republican-leaning white-collar suburb north of the Mason-Dixon line, as of midnight. In Oakland County, outside Detroit, Trump appeared on track to slightly narrow her margin, perhaps dealing a fatal blow to her chances.

In the well-educated county centered on Ann Arbor, Harris's margin of victory seemed on track to decline from 2020, in what might be a reflection of youthful discontent over the support she and Biden have provided for Israel's war in Gaza. In Dane County, Wisconsin, centered on Madison, she appeared in line to match only Biden's 2020 share and not the even higher number Evers reached in 2022. Overall, in several of the suburban counties across the Blue Wall states, Harris appeared on track to finish closer to Hillary Clinton's margins in 2016, when she lost these states, than Biden's in 2020, when he won them.

The failure to expand on Biden's performance in suburban areas left Harris vulnerable to what I've called Trump's pincer movement against her.

As in both of his earlier races, he posted towering numbers in rural areas and small towns. Trump posted his usual imposing advantages in the blue-collar suburbs around Pittsburgh, and appeared to gain dramatically in the mostly blue-collar counties including and around Green Bay.

From the other direction, he appeared to further narrow the traditional Democratic margins in heavily minority central cities. That was particularly evident in Philadelphia. Exit polls showed Trump slightly improving among Black voters in North Carolina, Michigan, and Pennsylvania; that contributed to his win in North Carolina and gave him gains that placed him on the brink of flipping Wisconsin and Michigan as of midnight. In the national exit poll, Harris basically matched Biden's vote share among white voters overall--but she fell slightly among Black voters and more substantially among Hispanic voters.

Almost lost in the ominous news for Democrats from the battleground states was the possibility that Harris would win the national popular vote, even if Trump also appeared likely to improve on his showings on that front from 2016 and 2020. If Harris did win the national popular vote, it would mark the eighth time in the past nine presidential elections that Democrats have done so--something no party has done since the formation of the modern party system, in 1828.

Yet even if Democrats achieved that historic feat, they faced the bracing prospect that Republicans could win unified control of the House, the Senate, and the White House while losing the national popular vote. Until the 21st century, that had happened only once in American history, in 1888; if it happens again this year, it would mark the third time in this century that Republicans will have won complete control of Washington while losing the popular vote.

Trump isn't likely to view losing the national popular vote, if he does, for a third time (something only William Jennings Bryan had previously done) as a caution light. If anything, he will likely view the prospect that he could win the decisive battleground states by bigger margins than he did in 2016 and gain among voters of color as a signal to aggressively pursue the combative agenda he laid out this year. That includes plans for massive new tariffs, the largest deportation program in U.S. history, a purge of the civil service, and the use of the military against what he calls "the enemy from within." Unless something changes dramatically in the final counts from the decisive states, American voters will have chosen, once again, to leap into that murky unknown.
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Three Tips for Following Election Results Without Losing Your Mind

How to watch the election without falling for conspiracy theories

by Derek Thompson




Election Night is upon us, with all of its nail-biting anxiety, its cortisol-driven fear, and, for roughly half the country, the possibility of ecstatic relief after another surreal presidential campaign.

Results could take days, even weeks, to shake out. But the state of the race could also reveal itself surprisingly quickly. At 7 p.m. eastern time tonight, polls will close in the battleground state of Georgia. At 7:30 p.m., polls will close in North Carolina, another crucial toss-up. Both swing states are known for counting their ballots quickly, because of state laws that allow them to tally early and mail-in votes before Election Day.

Read: Election anxiety is telling you something

So when will we know the results, how can we sensibly extrapolate the early returns, and--perhaps most important--what information and analysis should we ignore? David Wasserman, a political analyst with the Cook Political Report, joined my podcast, Plain English, to explain how to watch the election returns like a pro--without falling for false hope or conspiracy theories. Here are three tips for following Election Night without losing your mind.

1. This might sound weird, but don't expect this election to be as close as 2016 or 2020.

Wait, what? Aren't Kamala Harris and Donald Trump essentially tied in national and swing-state polling averages? Didn't Nate Silver put the odds that Harris will win this election at an exquisitely decimaled number between 50.00 and 50.99 percent? Isn't there a nonzero chance that both candidates win 269 electoral votes?

Yes, yes, and yes. "This is the closest election in polling that I've covered in my 17 years, but that doesn't mean it's going to produce the closest result," Wasserman told me. The 2016 and 2020 elections were absurdly close contests, both of them decided by about 78,000 votes. But, he said, "even elections as balanced as 2024 aren't likely to hinge on 80,000 votes distributed across a handful of states." Close polling does not predict historically close elections.

To understand what Wasserman means, perhaps a sports analogy is useful. Both sports betting and political polling try to express uncertain future events in the language of probabilities. The 2016 and 2020 elections were a bit like Super Bowls that went into overtime--something that's happened only twice in the game's six-decade history. Let's say the next Super Bowl, in 2025, looks like a statistical dead heat, with two 13-4 teams with the exact same point differential. Let's furthermore say that Vegas sports books throw up their hands and declare the game a "pick-'em," meaning neither team is favored to win. Even with all of this balance, it's still very unlikely that the game will go to overtime, because so few games ever go to overtime. It's the same with this election. We are still a normal polling error from either Trump or Harris winning the seven closest swing states, which would be a decisive victory.

Brian Klaas: The truth about polling

We don't know how to forecast future events in any language outside of probabilities, and it's hard to make peace with a world of probabilities. If you flip a coin 10 times, the median outcome is five heads and five tails. But you shouldn't expect that 10 flips will yield five heads, because that outcome has less than a 25 percent chance of occurring. You're actually three times more likely to get a number of heads other than five. So don't get too invested in any particular electoral map. It's very unlikely that your highly specific prediction will come to pass, and that includes an election decided by 80,000 votes.

2.  Ignore the exit polls.

Exit polls are exciting, because they provide a morsel of data during a highly anxious evening when audiences and news organizations are starving to know what's going to happen in the next four hours, or four days. But there's nothing particularly special about an exit poll. In many ways, it's just another poll, but with a larger--and possibly misleading--sample. Exit polls might actually be less useful than other public-opinion surveys, Wasserman said, because the majority of voters now cast their ballots before Election Day.

If you're watching a newscast that's making a huge deal out of exit polls, it might have more to do with the need to fill time before we get actual election results. Rather, if you want to get an early sense of how things are trending on Election Night, the best thing to do is focus on county-level results that report the complete tally of votes. That means you'll also want to avoid being overconfident about election results that are incomplete.

3. For the earliest bellwether counties, watch Nash, Cobb, Baldwin, and Saginaw.

By the end of the night, we're likely to have nearly complete results from counties in Georgia, North Carolina, and Michigan. Here are a few to watch:

Nash County, North Carolina

If you're looking for a coin-flip county in a coin-flip election, it's hard to find a better one than Nash, just outside North Carolina's Research Triangle. According to Wasserman, the county has been decided by fewer than 1,000 votes in every presidential race since 2004. In 2016, out of about 47,000 votes counted, Trump won by fewer than 100 ballots. In 2020, out of about 52,000 votes counted, Joe Biden won by fewer than 200 ballots. If Harris keeps Nash in the Democratic column, it would suggest that she can fight Trump to a draw in poorer areas while she racks up votes in Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill.

Listen: It could all come down to North Carolina

Cobb County, Georgia

Metro Atlanta makes up most of Georgia's vote, and Cobb County is packed with the sort of highly educated suburban dwellers who have shifted left in the Trump years. In 2012, Mitt Romney won Cobb by more than 12 percentage points. In 2020, Biden won the county by 14 points. For Harris to win the election, she'll need double-digit margins in highly educated counties like Cobb across other swing states.

Baldwin County, Georgia

Although most eyes will be on Atlanta's Fulton County, Wasserman told me that he'll also be scrutinizing smaller and midsize Georgia counties, such as Baldwin County. Just outside Macon, in the middle of the state, Baldwin County is about 40 percent Black, and as a college town, it has a lot of young people. In 2016, Baldwin voted for Hillary Clinton by 1.7 percentage points. In 2020, Biden won it by 1.3 points. If Trump breaks through in Baldwin, Wasserman said, "it would be a sign that Harris is perhaps underperforming in both turnout and vote preference among younger Black voters and young voters" across the country.

Saginaw County, Michigan

How will we know if polls yet again undercounted Trump's support among white men without a college degree? By looking at working-class counties like Saginaw, where Democrats won cycle after cycle before 2016. No Republican presidential candidate had won the plurality of votes in Saginaw since 1984, until Trump carried the county by just over one percentage point against Clinton, only for Biden to claw Saginaw back into the Democratic column by a mere 0.3 percentage points in 2020. "This is a place where organized labor powered Democrats to victory for many years," Wasserman said. "If Trump wins Saginaw by five points, it's going to be very difficult for Harris to overcome that."
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The Lessons of 1800

Two key components of a contentious presidential election are speaking loudly to the present.

by Joanne Freeman




Americans are headed to the polls today to cast their ballots in a crucial election. People are anxious, hopeful, and scared about the stakes of the election and its aftermath. But this is not the only such electoral test that American democracy has faced. An earlier contest has much to say to the present.

The presidential election of 1800 was a crisis of the first order, featuring extreme polarization, wild accusations, and name-calling--the Federalist John Adams was labeled "hermaphroditical" by Republicans, and, in turn, Federalists warned that Thomas Jefferson would destroy Christianity. People in two states began stockpiling arms to take the government for Jefferson if necessary, seeing him as the intended winner. Federalist members of Congress considered overturning the election; thousands of people surrounded the Capitol to learn the outcome; and an extended, agonizing tie between Jefferson and Aaron Burr took 36 votes to resolve in the House of Representatives.

We're not looking at a replay of the 1800 election; history doesn't repeat itself. But two key components of that electoral firestorm are speaking loudly to the present: the threat of violence and the proposed solution to the electoral turmoil after the contest's close.

The unfortunate truth is that democratic governance is often violent. When the promises and reach of democracy expand, it almost always brings an antidemocratic blowback, sometimes including threats and violence. Black men gaining the right to vote during the Civil War was met with bluntly hostile threats, intimidation, and voter suppression during Reconstruction. The advancing demands for the civil rights of Black Americans in the 1960s led to vicious beatings and murders. In both eras, white Americans who felt entitled to power--and who felt threatened by the expanding rights and opportunities granted to racial minorities through democratic means--resorted to violence.

Elaine Godfrey: The real election risk comes later

At the end of the 18th century, the Federalists were the party of extreme entitlement. They favored a strong central government with the power to enforce its precepts and were none too comfortable with a democratic politics of resistance, protest, and pushback. They wanted Americans to vote for their preferred candidates, then step aside and let their betters govern.

When Jefferson and Burr--both Democratic Republicans--received an equal number of electoral votes, the Federalists were horrified. They faced the nightmare choice between Jefferson, a Republican notoriously opposed to the Federalists, or Burr, an unpredictable and opportunistic politico with unknown loyalties. They largely preferred Burr, who seemed far more likely to compromise with the Federalists.

Tied elections are thrown to the House of Representatives to decide, with each state getting one vote. Given this chance to steal the election, Federalists inside and outside Congress began plotting--perhaps they could prevent the election of either candidate and elect a president pro tem until they devised a better solution.

Federalist talk of intervention didn't go unnoticed. Governors in Pennsylvania and Virginia began to stockpile arms in case the government needed to be taken for Jefferson. This was no subversive effort; Jefferson himself knew of their efforts, telling James Madison and James Monroe that the threat of resistance "by arms" was giving the Federalists pause. "We thought it best to declare openly & firmly, one & all, that the day such an act [of usurpation] passed the middle states would arm."

Ultimately, there was no violence. But the threat was very real--a product of the fact that Federalists felt so entitled to political power that they were unwilling to lose by democratic means. And losing is a key component of democracy. Elections are contests with winners and losers. Democracy relies on these free and fair contests to assign power according to the preferences of the American people. People who feel entitled to power are hostile to these contests. They won't accept unknown outcomes. They want inevitability, invulnerability, and immunity, so they strike out at structures of democracy. They scorn electoral proceedings, manipulate the political process, and threaten their opponents. Sometimes, the end result is violence. In the election of 2024, this is the posture adopted by former President Donald Trump and his supporters. As in 1800, a steadfast sense of entitlement to power is threatening our democratic process.

The election of 1800 was just the fourth presidential contest in American history, and only the election of 1796, the first without George Washington as a candidate, had been contested. After the crisis of 1800, some people sought better options. At least one Federalist favored ending popular presidential elections altogether. Thinking back to the election a few years later, the Connecticut Federalist James Hillhouse proposed amending the constitutional mode of electing presidents. The president should be chosen from among acting senators, he suggested. A box could be filled with balls--most of them white, one of them colored--and each senator who was qualified for the presidency would proceed in alphabetical order and pull a ball from the box. The senator who drew the colored ball would be president. Chief Justice John Marshall, who agreed that presidential contests were dangerous, declared the plan as good as any other.

Most people didn't go that far, but Federalists and Republicans alike understood that the threat posed by fiercely contested partisan elections could be dire. Although the presidency had been peacefully transferred from one party to another, the road to that transfer had been rocky. Stockpiling arms? Threats of armed resistance? Seizing the presidency? The entire nation rocked by political passions, seemingly torn in two?

One Republican asked Jefferson in March 1801: What would have happened if there had been the "non election of a president"? Jefferson's response is noteworthy. In that case, he wrote, "the federal government would have been in the situation of a clock or watch run down ... A convention, invited by the republican members of Congress ... would have been on the ground in 8 weeks, would have repaired the constitution where it was defective, and wound it up again."

The political process would save the nation. A convention. Perhaps amending the Constitution. The solution to the crisis, Jefferson argued, lay in tried-and-true constitutional processes of government. As he put it, they were a "peaceable & legitimate resource, to which we are in the habit of implicit obedience."

David A. Graham: How is it this close?

And indeed, that is the purpose of the Constitution, a road map of political processes. As Americans, we agree to abide by its standards or use constitutional and legal political means to change them. When people attack the Constitution--threaten it, ignore it, violate it--they are striking a blow to the constitutional pact that holds us together as a nation. We don't often think about this pact, or even realize that it's there--until it's challenged.

Which brings us to the present. Today's election presents a stark choice. Americans can either respect the basic constitutional structures of our government or trample them with denial and lies. The Constitution is far from perfect. It needs amending. But it is our procedural starting point for change.

By voting, you are signaling your belief in this process. You are declaring that you believe in the opportunities presented by democracy, even if they sometimes must be fought for. Democracy isn't an end point; it's a process. This election is our opportunity to pledge our allegiance to that process--to the constitutional pact that anchors our nation. The choice is ours.
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What Do Wives Want?

Democrats are guessing that some nominally conservative married women will vote for Harris so long as they are certain their votes will be kept secret.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




In the final weeks of Kamala Harris's campaign for president, her supporters have taken on a harrowing task: sorting out the thorny entanglements of politics and marriage. In late September, NBC reported that a viral trend of stochastic vote whipping saw women affixing stickers and sticky notes to places other women are likely to encounter privately: women's restrooms, locker rooms, and the backs of tampon boxes. They all contained an appeal for the Harris-Walz ticket: "Woman to woman," one read: "No one sees your vote at the polls! Vote for the women and girls you love!" Intimate little letters, meant to be read in secret with the promise of secrecy. Unlike typical campaign-season material, they arrive as whispers between friends.

But a new pro-Harris ad recently took the private movement public. Last month, the progressive evangelical group Vote Common Good produced a Harris-Walz video featuring Julia Roberts as narrator, saying: "In the one place in America where women still have a right to choose, you can vote any way you want and no one will ever know." A woman is seen parting from her male partner to mark her ballot--and over the partition locks eyes with a second woman, about her age, who sends her a knowing smile. The first woman casts her vote for Harris and then reunites with her husband (a conservative, we gather, based on his patriotic hat) and assures him she made the right choice. She shares a private glance with the second woman as the two pat on their I Voted stickers. Last week, the Lincoln Project, a conservative anti-Trump PAC, tweeted a video along the same lines: Canny wife assures husband she'll vote for Donald Trump, then catches the eye of a young woman voting for Harris and does the same.

These invitations to quiet rebellion tend to lack a substantive pitch, though some of the grassroots messages allude to abortion rights. The point seems to be not persuading conservative women, but rather providing permission to women who are privately liberal to vote for Harris. In this micro-campaign, Democrats are guessing that some nominally conservative married women would vote for Harris so long as they were certain their vote would be kept secret. If they're right, they have unearthed a new source of liberal votes formerly presumed lost to the left. But that's a big if.

Read: What the Kamala Harris doubters do not understand

Conservatives have been predictably outraged by this narrative. "If I found out [my wife] was going to the voting booth and pulling the lever for Harris, that's the same thing as having an affair," the Fox host Jesse Watters seethed on air. "I think it's so gross," the right-wing activist and commentator Charlie Kirk told Megyn Kelly on her SiriusXM talk show. "I think it's so nauseating where this wife is wearing the American hat, she's coming in with her sweet husband who probably works his tail off to make sure that she can go and have a nice life and provide to the family, and then she lies to him saying, 'Oh, yeah, I'm gonna vote for Trump,' and then she votes for Kamala Harris as her little secret in the voting booth." It is unsurprising that the same political faction obsessed with cuckoldry would see the ad through that particular lens. Watters and Kirk appear to have been provoked by the same themes: Implications of secrecy between spouses and domestic pluralism both undermine the right-wing preference for families as traditionally unified under the authority of a father. That, more than the specific candidates in play, seemed to account for much of the conservative backlash.

The electoral prospects matter too, and both sides have the same interest in the votes of America's tens of millions of married women. In this respect, conservatives have a historical advantage. A 2018 Pew Research Center survey of the 2016 electorate found that about half of validated voters (both men and women) were married, and that a majority of them--55 percent--supported Trump. After the 2020 presidential election, the American Enterprise Institute issued a report stating that 52 percent of married women had voted for Trump, compared with 56 percent of married men and 37 percent of unmarried women.

Again, what backers of Harris's campaign seem to hope is that some of these married women are in fact quietly liberal, or at least liberal enough to vote for Harris against Trump. And there is a bit of evidence to that effect. A YouGov poll conducted at the end of October found that one in eight women have voted differently from their partners in secret. This is perhaps why CNN recently noted the rise of a Facebook group devoted to "wives of the deplorables," who discuss their gradual alienation from their MAGA spouses. Prompted to describe how they came to oppose their husband's politics in New York magazine, four women offered similar stories: Their marriage hadn't been especially political in the beginning, but then their partner had been radicalized by right-wing media orbiting Trump. These anecdotes tease a broader phenomenon of women voters who find themselves at odds with their male partner.

The likelier scenario may be that women who have previously voted Republican are simply conservative. Marriage itself is associated with conservative politics. Right-leaning pundits speculate that a difference in values between the married and unmarried explains the gap. "We know that marriage is simply a higher priority for people with a more conservative worldview," Peyton Roth and Brad Wilcox wrote for AEI, adding that "marriage may push men and women to the right." An analysis of American and Australian voting patterns published in 2019 suggested that married white women lack a sense of "gender-linked fate," or the notion that their fortunes are tied to those of their sex. The researchers pointed out that only 18 percent of married white women reported a sense of gender-linked fate, compared with 38 percent of single white women and 30 percent of divorced white women. "Women become more conservative and see themselves as less connected to other women over the duration of the marriage," they concluded.

This micro-effort to get married women to support Harris is obviously part of a much larger campaign for these voters. Whether this reaches dozens or thousands of women is unknowable, but in an election that could be decided by minuscule margins, a secret Harris-supporting wife is a reasonable target. Traditional matrimonial advice may hold that no secrets should exist between spouses, but perhaps the interests of democracy preempt the interests of domestic harmony. All is fair in love--and the voting booth.
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Americans Who Want Out

Some liberals insist that they're not joking this time: They are very scared, and very ready to leave the country if Donald Trump is reelected.

by Bushra Seddique




Every four years, some liberal Americans threaten to leave the country if a Republican wins the presidency. Canada has become almost a joke--or maybe a fantasy--in certain left-leaning circles, not just a country but an escape hatch, a next life waiting if the election goes the "wrong" way. But some liberals insist that they're not joking this time: They are very scared, and very ready to leave if Donald Trump is reelected.
 
 I spoke with Americans from different backgrounds and communities about their plans to emigrate if Trump wins. Some are worried about their physical well-being, others about the future of same-sex marriage, and still others are distressed about the possibility of large-scale violence in the aftermath of his victory--or even his defeat. How many Americans are seriously considering leaving is unknown, but a New York Times callout to readers over the summer generated some 5,000 responses from across the political spectrum, including people who had already moved and others who were planning to. Whatever the true number, these Americans' plans are evidence of the unusually tumultuous and threatening period the country now finds itself in. Some of them certainly will not follow through; emigrating is not easy, and many would lose benefits both hard and soft--Medicaid, jobs, friendships, familiarity--by leaving. But even so, their fear is great enough that they are seriously considering it.

I am a refugee. I came to this country from Afghanistan, in 2021. There, women have lost all basic rights, including the right to education. There is no longer freedom of speech. The economic system has collapsed. Daily life is permeated by an atmosphere of fear. Trump is a different sort of threat--an obviously lesser threat than the Taliban, I would argue. But I still empathize with would-be emigres. I can very much understand the need to leave a place that no longer feels safe, and I believe that their concerns are genuine.

Mira Kamdar: Why I'm glad I left America

Pamela Reading-Smith, a Democratic activist from South Carolina, told me she believes that most Americans are underestimating what is at stake in this election. "He is going to turn this country into an authoritarian country," she said of Trump. She fears that if he comes to power, violence will follow, and he will "crack down on the media," including this publication. "Once we lose the media," she said, "who are the people of the country? They are no one, because they have no knowledge of what's going on." If Trump wins, she plans to move to Spain, where her son and his wife live.

Many of the people I spoke with told me they fear political violence. Cynthia, also from South Carolina, said: "My perspective is that he did encourage people to take over the Capitol. If Trump were to lose, I would be concerned about far more widespread violence." She and her husband are considering moving to the suburbs of Vancouver, Canada, starting with six-month visas. They will stay in the Pacific Northwest of the United States around election time and make their final move from there. Tony Proscio, a 70-year-old from New York, told me that a second Trump presidency is one of several reasons that he and his husband may soon move to London, where they have visited many times and have a good number of friends. "When you're two men married to each other, it's not hard to imagine how that could go badly for you," Tony told me by phone during a recent trip to London to meet with realtors. He said he was very worried about whether Obergefell v. Hodges, the decision that legalized same-sex marriage, can survive a future Supreme Court, if Trump makes yet more appointments.

Margaret, 83, a Floridian who is retired from medicine, said that if Trump wins, she will be leaving the country as soon as she can. Like Pamela, she is considering Spain. "I don't trust him. I don't think that he knows what he's doing," Margaret told me. "I just find the man's behavior, his attitude toward women, shocking." (Both Cynthia and Margaret asked that I not use their last names, as they live in deeply conservative areas and their views are unpopular.)
 
 Kim Lawson, 63, from Newnan, Georgia, is also considering leaving if Trump wins. "He's a very fluid liar, and I don't share values that he has; he is demeaning and derogatory towards people. And I don't want to listen to it for four more years," she said. She and a group of her single friends are looking at Spain or Mexico for their possible relocation. Lawson pointed to Project 2025 as evidence of changes Trump might make to the country. "I don't want to be part of it," she told me.

Of course, many people who want to or even make plans to leave won't actually do so in the end. It is hard to move to a different country, obtain residency, and build a new life, especially for those who don't speak the local language. And moving can be politically and morally complicated; some may decide that they want to stay and fight Trump's policies, working toward electing Democrats in other elections. "I personally can't imagine giving up my country unless my family were starving, [or] if we were under threat of death," Cynthia Lowe, a Democrat from South Carolina, told me, though she said she understood why other people who were more personally threatened by Trump's policies, such as immigrants, would be quicker to go.

Most of the people I interviewed for this story are past retirement age; they have enough financial resources to consider moving abroad. Many younger citizens may not be able to do so, and may have additional challenges--building a career as an immigrant, the difficulties of living away from family--to consider.

From my perspective as a refugee to America, there is something surprising about all of this. For those outside the U.S., it can be hard to really see its challenges, to understand the intensity with which people living here fear for their country. This is a liberal nation. But for the people I spoke with, it will no longer be a place to call home if Trump returns to power. You cannot realize what is going on in America until you start living in America.
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Why Evangelicals Are Comparing Trump to This Biblical Monarch

Analogizing the former president to Jehu may carry some disturbing implications.

by Asaf Elia-Shalev




This article was originally published by Jewish Telegraphic Agency.

Donald Trump's fans and critics alike have compared him to some of history's most famous rulers: Cyrus the Great, Adolf Hitler, King David, and more.

But on the eve of the election, a celebrity pastor named Jonathan Cahn wants his evangelical followers to think of the Republican candidate as a present-day manifestation of a far more obscure leader: the biblical king Jehu, who vanquished the morally corrupt house of Ahab to become the tenth ruler of the Kingdom of Israel.

"President Trump, you were born into the world to be a trumpet of God, a vessel of the Lord in the hands of God. God called you to walk according to the template; he called you according to the template of Jehu, the warrior king," Cahn told the hundreds of Christian leaders who gathered last week for the National Faith Summit outside Atlanta. He also shared a clip of his prophecy about Trump on his YouTube channel, which has more than a million followers.

What Cahn means--and why at least one scholar of the Christian right says he is worried--requires some background. Cahn, 65, is the son of a Holocaust refugee and grew up in a Jewish household in New Jersey. When he was 20, he says he had a personal revelation that led him to Jesus, and he eventually became the head of a Messianic congregation, blending Jewish rituals with Christian worship and a focus on doomsday prophecies.

Cahn helped popularize the interpretation of 9/11 as an apocalyptic biblical allegory. In his telling, the terrorist attacks were akin to God's rebuke of the biblical nation of Israel, and they happened because God wanted the United States to revert to a time before legalized abortion and gay rights when religion held a more central place in society--or else. His book on the topic, The Harbinger, came out in 2011 and spent months on the New York Times best-seller list.

Cahn continued to release commercially successful books, and combined with his social-media activity, he established a growing and enthusiastic audience for his prophetic warnings.

Then Trump came along. During Trump's first term, many evangelical-Christian supporters explained his lack of religiosity by comparing him to Cyrus, the pagan ruler of ancient Persia, who served as God's agent by, according to the Bible, helping the Israelites return home from exile. In 2018, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, amid an effort to build stronger ties with the evangelical movement, praised Trump as a modern-day Cyrus.

But Cahn had spun a different prophetic narrative about the new American president. He released a book called The Paradigm the year after the 2016 election, which cast Trump as Jehu, the biblical king who took control of and restored the Kingdom of Israel, whose territory largely overlapped with parts of present-day Israel and Lebanon. Just as Jehu killed the idol-worshippers who had taken over the kingdom, Trump would "drain the swamp" of Washington and "make America great again." In this contemporary rendition, Hillary and Bill Clinton play the role of Ahab and Jezebel, the evil rulers who had led the kingdom astray. Jezebel is also seen as wicked in the Jewish tradition, but she is far more prominent as a symbol in evangelical discourse today, representing feminism, sexual promiscuity, and moral decay.

In the 2024 election, Joe Biden's replacement with Kamala Harris as the Democratic candidate challenging Trump allowed the template of Jehu versus Jezebel to get updated and become salient again.

Two weeks before Cahn spoke at the National Faith Summit, an ally of his named Che Ahn evoked the comparison at another mass religious event. Ahn heads Harvest Rock Church in Pasadena, California, as well as a network of thousands of ministries all over the world. He is a leader of a spiritual movement known as New Apostolic Reformation, which aims for Christians to dominate society and government. Major Republican figures such as Mike Pompeo, Sarah Palin, and Josh Hawley have visited Ahn's church, reflecting the growing influence of Christian nationalism on the Republican Party.

On October 12, Yom Kippur, Ahn appeared at the "Million Women March" event on the National Mall, speaking before a crowd of tens of thousands, with many wearing prayer shawls or blowing shofars--traditionally Jewish symbols highlighting the movement's overlap with Messianic Judaism.

"Jehu will cast down Jezebel," Ahn said, and prophesized a victory by Trump over Harris.

The social-media user who brought the recent Jehu comparisons to wider notice through posts on X is Matthew Taylor, a scholar of the Christian right at the Institute for Islamic, Christian, and Jewish Studies, a Baltimore-based interfaith research and advocacy group, dedicated to "[dismantling] religious bias and bigotry."

"Since Harris became the candidate this summer, we've seen the Jehu image really rise to the surface much more," Taylor said in an interview. "This is the story [Cahn and Ahn] want running through their followers' heads, their lens for interpreting the election and its aftermath."

In the grim biblical story, recounted in the book of 2 Kings, as Jehu ascends the throne, he kills Jezebel by ordering her thrown out of a palace window, after which he stomps on her body, which is then eaten by dogs. The new warrior king then goes on a killing spree, slaying the families of Ahab and Jezebel and other Baal-worshipping pagans who had despoiled the kingdom.

"Jehu came to the capital city with an agenda to drain the swamp," Cahn said in his speech, addressing Trump, who also spoke at the National Faith Summit. "Jehu formed an alliance with the religious conservatives of the land. So, it was your destiny to do the same. Jehu overturned the cult of Baal by which children were sacrificed. So, God chose you to overturn America's cult of Baal, Roe v. Wade."

Cahn and Ahn did not respond to my request to their ministries to discuss the theology of their recent statements.

Neither pastor elaborated on the analogy they were drawing, and neither made an explicit call for violence. But Trump has generated widespread concern by speaking of retribution, calling his political opponents "the enemy from within," and talking about using the military against political enemies if he wins.

Given the riot that took place at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, after Trump challenged the election results, and his ongoing promotion of election-fraud narratives, independent experts and government agencies are warning of increased political violence. Many Jewish leaders are particularly concerned because Trump recently blamed Jews for his potential defeat.

Taylor says the pastors' followers would be familiar with the biblical story of Jehu, and he believes that they are priming their audience to accept violence during the election or afterward.

In a post on X, formerly Twitter, that surfaced the Jehu prophecies, Taylor voiced his alarm.

"If Trump wins in this election, the Jehu 'template' tells Trump's Christian supporters: some real-world violence may be needed to purge America of her demons," Taylor wrote. "If Trump loses this election, particularly to Kamala Harris their 'Jezebel,' the Jehu template prescribes vengeance."
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Let's Reclaim the Value of National Unity

A Medal of Honor recipient urges Americans to bridge internal differences.

by Florent Groberg




We Americans are a vulnerable and divided people. The election today isn't just about choosing which politicians should lead us; this is only one issue before us. We have to decide what sort of country we want to be, and how we want to be understood--by ourselves, and by the world.

Domestic political differences are usually superficial and temporary. But the divide we're seeing doesn't seem like a momentary rift. We have to heal our deeper rifts and remember that we are one people. If we don't address these rifts, we will be a country in perpetual crisis, suffering from economic instability and social turmoil. And we will be weak in the face of our actual adversaries. These adversaries know how to exploit our weaknesses. If we don't try to bridge our internal differences, we're handing our enemies a gift.

In the Army, I saw firsthand the power of unity in the most challenging possible circumstances. I served, fought, and sometimes risked my life alongside people who didn't share my background or beliefs. We had no choice but to break down the walls that separated us, to set aside our differences and focus on what bound us together: our mission and our loyalty to one another. Those experiences taught me that respect and understanding aren't luxuries--they're survival skills. They're what make us strong in the face of adversity. What I try today to convey to my fellow Americans, especially those who didn't serve in uniform and didn't learn on the battlefield that nothing at all really divides us, is that we need to spend much less time tangling ourselves up in anger and distrust.

Peter Wehner: How to prevent the worst from happening

On the day in Afghanistan when I was wounded, and when three of my fellow soldiers, and a  civilian American-government employee, made the ultimate sacrifice, nothing divided me from my fellow citizens. Nothing at all. But back home, we are driven by a cycle of rhetoric that pushes us further apart. We've allowed ourselves to be pulled into silos of belief, where headlines and sound bites define who we are and whom we see as "other." But we cannot let these forces tear us apart. We must find a way back to one another, not just for our children's sake but for our own survival as a nation.

I learned something else in battle: We are all dependent on one another. I trusted people of different religions, different backgrounds, different beliefs--and they trusted me. We understood that we were one unit, and that we had to refuse to let anyone or anything break that bond. What is true for an Army unit is true for the nation: We must not let anyone break us apart.

This isn't just about politics. It's about our identity. We can't afford to lose sight of what makes us strong: our ability to work through our differences, to respect one another even when we disagree. Our enemies know this. They know that the easiest way to weaken America is to fuel division from within, to make us believe that we're enemies rather than partners. If we want to keep them from using this division against us, we have to reclaim the value of national unity.

Our greatest strength lies not in agreement, because we're always going to disagree. We don't even have to like one another. I learned in the Army that liking one another matters less than loving one another. We have to love what we have in common, even if we disagree. Our strength is in our shared commitment to one another as Americans. We have to listen to one another, we have to commit to not tearing one another down, and we have to show one another that we're bigger than our differences.

After the votes are counted, we'll have a choice to make. We can let our anger fester, exacerbating the kind of division that benefits only those who would see us weak. Or we can take this moment to turn toward one another, to seek understanding over judgment, to stop letting anyone--politicians, pundits, news channels--tell us whom we should hate or fear.

Read: Election Day is just the beginning

This isn't easy work. It takes courage to open ourselves to perspectives that challenge our own. But we owe it to ourselves, to our neighbors, and, yes, to the next generation, to try. Our enemies would love nothing more than to see us fail. Let's deny them that satisfaction. Let's be the nation we know we can be--strong, resilient, and united, not in perfect agreement, but in purpose and respect for one another.

Now is the time to rise above what divides us, and reclaim our common goal. This election is not an ending, but a beginning--a moment to choose a path of empathy, resilience, and respect. The challenges we face--from threats abroad to struggles here at home--demand a unity that transcends politics. We cannot afford to see one another as enemies; our true strength lies in our ability to hold together even in disagreement. America was built on the resilience and diversity of its people, on a willingness to struggle and compromise to find common ground. Let us commit, today and every day, to building a nation where our differences deepen our resolve, where our shared purpose makes us strong. If we truly believe in America, we must believe in one another. Our future depends on it.
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The 'Blue Dot' That Could Clinch a Harris Victory

Everything just might come down to Omaha.

by Russell Berman




It's the evening rush hour on the Friday before Election Day in Omaha, and about two dozen die-hard Democrats are making a racket. They're standing on a bridge overpass, cheering, whooping, blowing whistles, holding up little American flags, and waving white signs emblazoned with a blue circle. Even in this Republican area on the outskirts of Nebraska's biggest city, the cars passing by are honking in approval.

The signs say nothing--it's just that big blue dot in the middle--but their message is no mystery here. "I don't think there's anybody in this city who doesn't know what the blue dot represents," Tim Conn, a 70-year-old retiree who has spray-painted a few thousand of the signs in his backyard, told me. More than 13,000 blue dots have popped up on Omaha lawns in the past three months, an expression of political pride in what has become a Democratic stronghold on the eastern edge of a deep-red state.

The blue dots embody a surge of enthusiasm for both Kamala Harris and Omaha's outsize significance to the national election. Nebraska allocates some of its electoral votes by congressional district, and if Harris defeats Donald Trump in the Rust Belt's "Blue Wall" states--Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin--while losing the battlegrounds to the south, Omaha and its suburbs would likely deliver her the 270th vote that she needs to win the presidency. The district is so important that Trump and his allies repeatedly pressured Republicans in Nebraska's legislature to change the rules in his favor. (The legislators rebuffed him a final time in September, and Trump has made little effort since to win Omaha the old-fashioned way--by earning more votes.)

Omaha could also determine control of Congress. Democrats view the GOP-held House district as one of their best opportunities to flip a seat and help recapture the majority. And in at least one postelection scenario, an upset victory by the independent Dan Osborn over Senator Deb Fischer--polls show the race is close--would give him the power to choose which party controls the Senate.

David A. Graham: How is it this close?

All this has made a region that's hundreds of miles from the nearest swing state a potential tipping point for the balance of federal power. "Nebraska is literally in the middle of everything," Jane Kleeb, the Democratic state party chair, told me. "They try to say that we're a flyover state, but ha-ha, joke's on them."

Nebraska began splitting up its electoral votes more than three decades ago, but only twice since then has Omaha's vote in the Second Congressional District gone to a Democrat; Barack Obama won it by a single point in 2008, and Joe Biden beat Trump by six points in 2020.

This year, however, Harris is poised to carry the district by more than either of them. The area is filled with the white, college-educated voters who have largely recoiled from Trump since 2016, and a New York Times/Siena poll last week found the vice president leading by 12 points. Neither Harris nor Trump, nor their running mates, are campaigning in Omaha in the closing days of the election--a sign that both candidates see the district going to Harris.

Still, the Harris campaign and allied groups have spent more than $4 million in the area, which has also imperiled Omaha's Republican representative, Don Bacon. Trump has spent only about $130,000. "That's the biggest undertow for us," Bacon told me on Saturday before a GOP get-out-the-vote rally in a more conservative part of the district. Public polls have shown Bacon's opponent, the Democratic state senator and former middle-school science teacher Tony Vargas, ahead by a few points. Last week, the Cook Political Report, a leading congressional prognosticator, shifted its rating of the race as a "toss-up" to one that Vargas is slightly favored to win.


Public polls show Tony Vargas (right) narrowly leading his opponent, Republican Representative Don Bacon.  (Wesaam Al-Badry for The Atlantic)



A retired Air Force general serving his fourth term in Congress, Bacon outran Trump in 2020, winning reelection by 4.5 points. He defeated Vargas by a slimmer margin two years ago, and Vargas is running again--this time with more money and more backing from prominent members of his party.

Bacon has positioned himself as a moderate--he's a member of the bipartisan Problem Solvers Caucus--and frequently criticized the conservative hard-liners who ousted Speaker Kevin McCarthy. But Bacon has been reluctant to cross Trump, and he lost some supporters by backing the former president's late push to award all of Nebraska's electoral votes to the statewide winner, which would have effectively stripped power from many of his own constituents. "They're so mad about that," Vargas told me on Saturday, noting that Bacon received an endorsement from Trump soon after he signed a letter supporting the change. "Now we know what Don Bacon actually is. He'll sell out Nebraskans if it means holding on to his seat of power." At an Osborn event the next day, I met a former Republican and Bacon voter, Paul Anderson, who told me that he wrote in a friend's name on his ballot rather than support Bacon again. "He's afraid of Donald J. Trump," Anderson said.

Vargas's previous campaign and his plentiful TV ads have made him a recognizable face in the district. When one elderly woman answered her door on Saturday and saw him standing on her stoop, her eyes widened as if he were Ed McMahon about to hand her a giant check. She assured Vargas that both she and her daughter would vote for him. "I'll remember, don't worry," she said. As we walked away, Vargas showed me the canvassing app on his phone: The woman was a registered Republican.

For Nebraska Democrats, the most pleasant Election Night surprise would involve a race in which they haven't even fielded a candidate. Osborn, a Navy veteran and local union leader, rejected the party's endorsement and elected to campaign instead as an independent, and he's stunned Republicans and Democrats alike by running nearly even with Fischer, a two-term incumbent who won both her previous races by more than 15 points.

Osborn has caught on with a cross-partisan, populist campaign that mixes support for abortion rights, labor unions, and campaign-finance reform with a hawkish, Trump-like stance on border security. Republicans in the state have accused him of being a Democrat in disguise, but he's appealed to voters in Nebraska's conservative rural west by backing so-called Right to Repair laws--popular with farmers. He has also hammered Fischer's opposition to rail-safety measures and her vote that delayed the provision of benefits to military veterans injured by toxic burn pits. In one commercial, Osborn, a longtime mechanic, takes a blowtorch to a TV showing one of Fischer's attack ads.

Mostly, though, he seems to be winning support by criticizing both parties, and his success is validating his decision to spurn the Democrats. "This wouldn't be close if he were running as the Democratic candidate," says Lee Drutman, a political scientist who has written about the "two-party doom loop," a term Osborn has used during the campaign. Osborn has vowed to stay independent and said that he would refuse to align with the GOP or the Democratic Party as a senator (unlike the four independents currently serving in the Senate, who all caucus with the Democrats).

Lee Drutman: America is now the divided republic the Framers feared

Osborn's pledge has its doubters, including fans such as Drutman. If either party has a clear majority, Osborn might be able to stay independent. But if both Osborn and Harris win, and Republicans wind up with exactly 50 Senate seats, his refusal to caucus with either party would hand the GOP a majority--and with it the ability to block Harris's agenda and potentially her nominees to the Supreme Court. "There's going to be so much pressure on him," Drutman told me, "and he's going to have to build a pretty strong infrastructure around him to manage that."

Osborn has insisted that he wouldn't budge. "I want to challenge the system, because the system needs to be challenged," he told me. Osborn acknowledged that leaders in both parties "are gonna come knocking on my door, and then that's going to allow me to use leverage to make deals for Nebraska." Yet he gave other indications that he'd want to empower Democrats. He told me, for instance, that he supported filibuster reform and would back the Democrats' push to remove the Senate's 60-vote threshold to pass a law restoring abortion rights--a move the party might be able to make only if he helped them assemble a majority.

Republicans are confident that, come Wednesday morning, the question of Osborn's party alliance will be moot. The national GOP has sent money and reinforcements to rescue Fischer's bid--Senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas was stumping for her on Saturday--and her campaign has released polls showing her ahead of Osborn by several points. Independent candidates have threatened Republican incumbents a few times in recent years, only to fall short when GOP voters rallied around their party's candidate in elections' final weeks; in Kansas in 2014, the independent Greg Orman was polling close to Senator Pat Roberts for much of the campaign, but he lost by more than 10 points.


Left: Veterans protest at Republican Senator Deb Fischer's rally on Saturday. Center: Senator Tom Cotton stumps for Fischer. Right: Dan Osborn, Fischer's challenger, has run nearly even with her in polling. (Wesaam Al-Badry for The Atlantic)



Fischer has kept a low profile as a senator, and Republicans privately say she initially did not take Osborn seriously enough as a challenger. She's embraced Trump in the apparent hope that his coattails will carry her to victory. When I asked Fischer why the race was so close, she pointed at me and the other national reporters who had come to one of her final rallies. "I explain his success to you folks in large part," she said, "because I think you wanted to see a race here and you believed a lot of his polls that he put out early. We are going to win this race, and we are going to have a strong, strong showing."

For his part, Osborn is courting Trump voters aggressively, recognizing that he cannot win with Democrats and independents alone. He has refused to say whether he's voting for Trump or Harris. "As soon as I say who I'm voting for, I become that," he told me. But Osborn's closing ads leave the distinct impression that he's backing Trump. "I'm where President Trump is on corruption, China, the border," he says in one. "If Trump needs help building the wall, well, I'm pretty handy."

Osborn's rightward turn has made it awkward for Democrats like Kleeb, the state party chair, who is clearly rooting for him even if she can't say so publicly. "Yeah, it's complicated!" she said when I asked about Osborn, letting out a big laugh. Kleeb told me she's frustrated that Osborn has backed Trump on border policy and even more so that he assails both Republicans and Democrats as corrupt. "It's unfair to criticize us as the same," she said. Still, Kleeb continued, it's obvious that on most issues, Osborn is preferable to Fischer, a down-the-line Republican: "We've told all of our Democratic voters--you need to weigh the issues that you deeply care about and who is closest to you. That's who we suggest you vote for."

To most Democrats in Omaha, the choice is easy. When I visited Jason Brown and Ruth Huebner-Brown, I found an Osborn sign on a front lawn festooned with campaign placards. None were bigger, however, than the one Jason created: the blue dot.

The Browns have been Harris enthusiasts since 2019, when she was their first choice in the crowded field of Democratic primary contenders then campaigning over the Iowa state line a few miles away. Inspired by the Democratic National Convention's exhortation to "do something," Jason began tinkering in their garage. He cut off the top of a bucket, used it to outline a circle, and spray-painted over a sign for a local lawn service. He showed it to Ruth and asked if he should add any writing, like Vote or Kamala. "No," she replied. "It makes you stop and think for a second. Just leave it plain."


Attendees pray at a Fischer rally (left), and the Browns make blue-dot signs (right). (Wesaam Al-Badry for The Atlantic)



They put the sign up in their yard in August, and soon after, neighbors started asking where they had gotten it and whether they could get one too. Before long, the Browns were ordering blank white signs from Amazon, first by the tens, and then by the hundreds. Jason made the first couple thousand by hand in their backyard, and then they enlisted the help of another neighbor, Conn, who had better equipment. After they had distributed 5,000 blue dots, the Browns finally gave up and started having them mass-produced by a political-sign company.

Jason and Ruth were telling me the story as we sat at their dining-room table, where they resembled the kind of superfans you might see satirized in a Christopher Guest movie. Both wore blue-dot T-shirts over blue jeans and blue long-sleeved shirts. Jason, 53, had a Kamala hat and blue shoes--he also has blue-shaded sunglasses--while Ruth, 58, wore blue-dot-shaped earrings. As we were speaking, the doorbell rang: A pair of young men were there to pick up more signs. (They give them out for free, though most people make donations that cover their costs.) The Browns have taken a leave of absence from their consulting business through the election; earlier this fall, they postponed a long-planned cruise.

At first, they told me, they saw the signs as part of an education campaign, because they found that many Omaha voters did not appreciate the city's importance in the presidential election. Although the Second District has had its own electoral vote since the 1990s, the reapportionment following the 2020 census has made it more important for Harris than it was for past Democratic candidates--a result of shrinking blue states losing electoral votes to growing red ones. (In 2020, Biden wouldn't have needed the district's vote to reach 270, so long as he carried the Blue Wall states; he ultimately won 306 electoral votes.)

Ronald Brownstein: The Democratic theory of winning with less

As the blue dots took off, the Browns said they came to represent a sense of local pride, as well as inspiration to Democrats who feel isolated and powerless in red states. Ruth has tried to keep the vibe positive--she calls the signs "happy blue dots"--but she told me that the anxiety Democrats feel about the election has also played a part in the movement's popularity. "I think there's more enthusiasm because people are more scared this time," she said.

I mentioned that I had spoken with one Democrat who worried that if Omaha delivered the election to Harris, Trump would make another attempt to lean on Republicans in the legislature to hand him all of Nebraska's votes before the Electoral College meets in December. The Second District's vote was saved in September by a GOP holdout, Mike McDonnell, who resisted pressure from other Republicans. Would he hold firm if he was all that stood in the way of Trump's election?

Jason told me he's sure that Republicans would come for the blue dot again, and he's prepared for one more fight. If Omaha is responsible for electing Harris, "we'll be running up and down that street, waving flags, tears of joy," he said, "followed by, Oh, shit."
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How to Get Through Election Day

Store up some enlightenment for the white-knuckle hours ahead.

by Mark Leibovich




This might be nostalgia talking, but I miss the old Election Nights, the kind we used to have before the stakes became so gruesomely high. No one was warning of "existential consequences" or calling trauma counselors into the office.

The end of a campaign was once something to celebrate, a shining marker of our participatory traditions--a jubilee of civic duty, a peaceful transfer of power. Now the once-routine exercise of certifying electoral votes has been officially designated a "National Special Security Event."

Ideally, this ordeal won't last too long, and we will have something in the ballpark of clarity soon enough. Ideally, no one will get hurt or killed this time. I wish I could reassure you that our democracy will survive, no matter what.

Elaine Godfrey: The real election risk comes later

Alas, I can say only this: Elections matter. And this one really matters. I'm guessing that you're with me on this, and that you're not one of those "undecideds" from the cable focus groups "still waiting to hear more specifics" from Kamala Harris or whatever. But if you're reading this, I'm assuming that you'll be watching tomorrow with a rooting interest. And you will not be calm.

Why not at least try? Perhaps attempt something that approximates "grief minimization," a term I came across recently that has been bubbling back up into my brain a lot. Grief minimization is a choice--or at least a worthy goal, especially this week.

I've spent the past several days gathering wisdom. I've gone back and revisited some of the solace I found useful after the earthquake of 2016. "This is not the apocalypse," then-President Barack Obama said in a postelection interview with David Remnick of The New Yorker. "I don't believe in apocalyptic--until the apocalypse comes. I think nothing is the end of the world until the end of the world." Certainly, Donald Trump's presidency was bad, maybe worse than feared. But I took Obama's point to be that prolonged grieving would be counterproductive, a kind of self-inflicted paralysis.

Likewise, preemptive anguish achieves nothing good. My friend Amanda Ripley wrote in The Washington Post last week about a study in which women waiting to learn the results of breast biopsies were found to have similar levels of stress hormones in their saliva as women who had already learned that they had cancer. "In experiments, people who believe they have a 50-50 chance of getting a painful electric shock become significantly more agitated than people who think they have a 100 percent chance," Ripley wrote. "Anticipating possible pain feels worse than anticipating certain pain."

In other words, don't wallow in the potential for, or inevitability of, a worst-case scenario. Instead, seek out distractions. Maybe edibles too.

Shop for enlightenment beforehand, which you can apply during the white-knuckle hours. To that end, I spent a few days last week reaching out to some of my favorite campaign gurus. I wasn't seeking intel about the election itself. Rather, my goal was to assemble a last-minute tool kit of coping mechanisms and best mental-health practices.

As much as possible, we should try to make ourselves sensible consumers of the treacherous and triggering torrent of information we will soon be drowning in. Note the metaphor here, as it segues into the important piece of guidance: Be careful where you swim. Avoid needless waves and currents. This includes the majority of information you get on TV before a critical mass of returns are processed, not to mention most of the inane opinions and guesswork and "partial data" you're getting from the various walls of broadcast noise (disguised as maps) before 9 or 10 o'clock.

"It's extremely important to consume news on your own terms," CNN's Paul Begala, the longtime Democratic consultant, told me. As Election Day approaches, Begala tries to turn off every news notification on his phone that could increase his level of tension. "You cannot let anyone weaponize your amygdala against you," Begala said, referring to the brain area that helps regulate emotions such as fear. Text bulletins, algorithms, and (God knows) social media are engineered to prey on our amygdala. But resist. You do not need this information right now, let alone predictions or useless speculation. It's just empty-calorie pregaming. Trust me, you will learn who won and who lost. The news will find you.

In the meantime, be humble and surrender to the unknown. Again, no one knows who is going to win. I'm pretty sure it will be Donald Trump or Kamala Harris (you're welcome). Yet people still have a primal need for certainty, even when it's obvious that none is possible. They are convinced that some special class of TV decoders exists that is in possession of secret knowledge otherwise off-limits to the uninitiated. They want to believe that these alleged super pundits are hoarding the "big secret" for themselves and their various co-conspirators.

"Some woman at LaGuardia came up to me and said, 'Who's going to win?'" James Carville, who will be yapping on Election Night with Brian Williams on Amazon Prime, told me. "And the guy who's with her said, 'Oh, he knows who's going to win. He's just not telling you.'"

Carville gets this a lot. "People think people like us have all the answers," he said. Here's a not-so-big secret: They do not.

I used to watch a lot of live sports on TV. I did this in large part because I wanted to see what happened in real time. Now, thanks to any number of screens that didn't exist 30 years ago, I can be confident of learning exactly what happened and seeing what it looked and felt like as many times as I want. I partake of far more 10-minute YouTube synopses of NFL games than I do of full three-hour slogs (with the endless penalty flags, referee huddles, commercials, injury time-outs, official reviews, etc.). This saves me a whole lot of time and spares me a whole lot of the roller coaster.

I'm always hesitant to make sports analogies, especially with events of such terrifying magnitude as this election. Excluding those who have money on a game, sports will have very little real-life impact on most of the people who are choosing to invest emotionally in them.

Regardless, sporting events are much better-suited to television than election coverage is. When you watch a live game, the result is unfolding chronologically in front of you. That's not possible for an event as huge and diffuse as Election Night, where partial data, secondhand projections, and "unconfirmed reports" are flying in haphazardly from all around the country. Chris Hayes had a good riff about this on MSNBC: "When you think about Election Night," he said, "it's like hearing the results of a full basketball game, basket by basket, but being read totally out of order, after the game already ended."

You should really consider skipping most of this. Take a walk. Leave your phone at home. Steer clear of any news, stimuli, or people that could raise your blood pressure. This almost certainly includes Trump, who will probably declare a massively premature (and maybe erroneous) victory, no matter what the early returns say. Yes, this will be deeply irresponsible, but it should surprise no one. And any energy you devote to reacting will only sap your reserves for later, when you will need them.

David A. Graham: How is it this close?

I've seen landslide projections for both sides, and cogent arguments for why pollsters might be undercounting the support of both candidates. But a very close race remains the most likely scenario. Pace yourself and be realistic. Breathe, meditate, pray, seek simple pleasures, and be kind. It's okay to be scared about whatever might unfold. Appropriate, even.

Rest assured, you will have a sizable community of fellow basket cases to commiserate with. Take comfort in them. Reach out and say you love them.

"This is easily the highest-stakes election of my life where I have not been personally involved," Mac Stipanovich, a longtime GOP operative and lobbyist in Florida, told me. Stipanovich, a Never Trump Republican, says he is as nervous about tomorrow "as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs."

Stipanovich wouldn't speculate on an election result. But I got the gist: Anxiety is a natural side effect of this exercise, and maybe even a privilege of a democracy--if we can keep it.
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Trump's Followers Are Living in a Dark Fantasy

MAGA adherents deny and dismiss what they are a part of, but they believe Trump's lies, and will support him until the end.

by Adam Serwer




At a rally just outside Atlanta in late October, thousands of Donald Trump supporters lined up in the punishing southern sun to see their hero; some had driven hours from out of state. Vendors hawked T-shirts with slogans such as Say no to the ho, and Roses are red, Hunter smokes crack, Joe Biden has dementia and Kamala isn't Black, sometimes chanting the phrases out loud to amused onlookers.

Hundreds of people still standing in the winding queue shuffled off into a disappointed crowd when told that the venue was now full. Many hung around outside, browsing the vendors' wares or grabbing a bite at one of the nearby food trucks. They were there to see Trump, but also to enjoy the sense of belonging that comes from being surrounded by the like-minded. They were there to see and be seen, dressed in MAGA hats, MAGA shirts, MAGA tights. Service dogs decked out in stars and stripes, men in silk shirts printed with an image of a bloodied Trump raising his fist. As "Y.M.C.A." blared from inside the venue, Trump supporters stopped their conversations to sing along and shape their arms with the chorus.

The first time Trump ran for president as a Republican, when I spoke with his followers I encountered a superficial denial of Trump's prejudice that suggested a quiet approval of it. They would deny that Trump made bigoted remarks or proposed discriminatory policies while also defending those remarks and policies as necessary. What I found this time around were people who were far more deeply embedded in an unreality carefully molded by the Trump campaign and right-wing media to foment a sense of crisis--and a belief that they were being exploited by a shadowy conspiracy that Trump alone could vanquish. Whereas many supporters I spoke with at rallies in 2016 rationalized or dismissed Trump's yarns as exaggerations or bombast, in 2024 they would repeat them solemnly and earnestly, as gospel.

The conspiracy theories, particularly surrounding immigration, are significant because they justify extreme measures--Trump's promises to strip critical news outlets of their broadcast licenses, prosecute political rivals, and purge the federal government of "the enemy within." Yet some supporters I spoke with also seemed either unaware or disbelieving of the plans that Trump and his allies have for a second administration. There is a disconnect between what Trump and his allies intend to do in power and what many of the people who would vote him in believe he would do.

This disconnect was apparent earlier in the 2024 campaign, when Democrats began attacking Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation "blueprint" for a second Trump administration. The agenda contemplates not only a political purge of the federal government, and a president who can order the Justice Department to prosecute his enemies, but drastic limits on abortion; drastic cuts to education, the social safety net, and efforts to fight climate change; and using federal powers to discriminate against LGBTQ people. Although Project 2025 was not affiliated with the campaign, it was largely a Trumpworld project, conceived by former Trump aides. Trump surmised that his own followers would not support what was in Project 2025 and distanced himself from it, posting late one night in July that he knew "nothing about Project 2025. I have not seen it, have no idea who is in charge of it, and unlike our very well received Republican Platform, had nothing to do with it." (CNN reported that at least 140 people who worked for Trump were involved in the project, including six of his former Cabinet members.) Its architects were left to quietly reassure their fellow travelers that he was saying this for political reasons. "He's running against the brand," Russell Vought, a Project 2025 contributor and potential future Trump chief of staff, told an undercover reporter. "He's very supportive of what we do."

I noticed a particular disconnect on immigration; people I spoke with emphasized their support for legal immigration and, unlike Trump, did not single out particular ethnicities or nationalities for scorn. They said they would welcome anyone as long as they came legally. It's possible that this was merely something they were telling themselves they believed so as not to interrogate their own motives further. They were ultimately also in thrall to Trump's narrative about how Joe Biden and Kamala Harris were conspiring to repopulate the country with undocumented immigrants living on the dole at their expense. That fiction was not just a source of rage but a predicate for whatever radical action might be needed to rectify it.

One Trump voter I met among the cheerful crowd of supporters milling around outside a packed rally outside Atlanta, who identified himself only as Steve and said he worked in telecommunications, managed to touch on virtually every immigration conspiracy theory put forth by the Trump campaign in about 30 seconds. Yet even Steve told me the issue was people coming in illegally, not that they were coming in at all. "You're not coming in legally; you're not pledging to the country; you're not saying you're going to support that country," Steve said.

Adam Serwer: The cruelty is the point

Another Trump supporter named Rebecca Cruz told me, "We need immigration in this country, but we need safe, safe immigration." Referring to the Biden administration, she explained that "they take them from other countries, bringing them. They're going into certain countries, and they fly them in here ... because they want to destroy America. They hate what America stands for."

A few days earlier, at another Trump rally, in Greenville, North Carolina, the crowd cheered when Trump demanded that news outlets be taken off the air for criticizing him or for giving positive coverage to Harris. They laughed when Trump played a bizarre video mocking trans people in the military. They cheered for the death penalty. They booed when Senator Ted Budd warned that Harris would let "the illegals who are here ... use your taxpayer dollars for transgender surgeries." Trump insisted that "Kamala Harris has imported an army of illegal-alien gang members and migrant criminals from prisons and jails, from insane asylums and mental institutions all around the world, from Venezuela to the Congo, not just South America." Trump repeated "the Congo" three times, in case the audience didn't understand that the immigrants he was attacking were Black. He would occasionally pay lip service to legal immigration, or vow to defend Americans of "any color and creed," but this was only after invoking a litany of stereotypes designed to justify state violence against whichever marginalized group he had just finished demonizing.

When I spoke with people one-on-one, they reflected back to me Trump's rhetoric, occasionally with a somewhat more human touch. A retired English teacher who did not want to give her name emphasized that "I believe in immigration, but do it legally. Don't make your first act of coming to America be coming illegally ... We're taking away from servicing children who don't even get to eat because you're giving housing to the people coming in." Another retiree in North Carolina, named Theresa Paul, gave me a hard look and said she was supporting Trump because "when you take illegals over our citizens, that's treason ... We're being worked to death, taxed to death, and for what? So we can put up people that's coming in illegally, and putting them up way superior to us." I asked her why she thought the Biden administration would want to do that. She grasped my arm lightly and said, "To replace us, right?"

I began to realize that these Trump fans--diehards though they may be--represent a distinct space in the MAGA landscape. They enjoy his cruelty, seeing it as righteous vengeance for the constellation of wrongs they have been told they are the victims of, but they aren't the architects of these conspiracy theories, and neither do they stand to profit from them. Their conspiracism serves to distract them from Trump's actual policy agenda and his authoritarian ambitions.

There are, I've come to see, three circles of MAGA that make up the Trump coalition. The innermost circle comprises the most loyal Trump allies, who wish to combine a traditional conservative agenda of gutting the welfare state and redistributing income upward while executing by force a radical social reengineering of America to resemble right-wing nostalgia of the 1950s. Trump's advisers and other conservative-movement figures understand Trump's populism as a smoke screen designed to conceal their agenda of cutting taxes for the wealthy, banning abortion, eviscerating the social safety net, and slashing funding for education, health care, and other support for low-income people. All of this is consistent with how Trump governed when he was in the White House, although many people seem to have forgotten what he was actually like. This faction wants a government that works to preserve traditional hierarchies of race, gender, and religion, or at least one that does not seek to interfere with what it sees as the natural order of things.

This innermost circle includes legislative allies such as House Speaker Mike Johnson, who has vowed to repeal the Affordable Care Act; policy aides such as Vought, who has spoken of mass deportation as a means to "end multiculturalism"; and elite backers such as Elon Musk, who hopes to use his influence to inflict hardship on Americans by dramatically cutting the welfare state so that he can reduce his own tax burden. It is no coincidence that Musk has transformed the social network formerly known as Twitter into a haven for racist pseudoscience that he himself consciously amplifies.

This faction also includes those far-right figures who are not official members of Trumpworld but who see the reality-show star as a champion of a resurgent white-nationalist identity. These people understand what Trumpism's goals are, and most of them also understand that, absent the particular devotion Trump inspires, their plans would not be politically viable.

There is a second, slightly larger circle around this first one, comprising devoted Trump fans. These fans are the primary target for a sanitized version of the "Great Replacement" theory, which holds that American elites have conspired to dispossess them of what they have in order to give it to unauthorized immigrants who do not belong. They are not ideologically hostile to the welfare state--indeed, many of them value it--but they believe it is being wasted on those who have no claim to it. People in this circle are acting rationally in response to conspiracy theories they have chosen to believe, and are bewildered by those who refuse to acknowledge what they are certain is true. This bewilderment serves only to further cement their feeling that they are the victims of an elite plot to take from them that which they deserve. This is the group you might refer to as true believers.

In a different political and informational environment, many of these true believers would be unlikely to support the Project 2025 agenda--or at least not much of it--but here they are so isolated from mainstream news sources that they believe Trump's claims that he has no ties to it, and that he has their best interests in mind because "he cannot be bought" by the same elites they believe are responsible for their hardships.

Then there is the outer circle: Americans with conservative beliefs who may be uneasy about Trump but whose identification with conservative principles and the Republican Party mean they wish to persuade themselves to vote for the Republican candidate. They may be ardently anti-abortion, or small-business owners, or deeply religious. They do not believe everything Trump says; in fact, their approach to the man is dismissiveness. These are voters who fall into what my colleague David Graham calls the "believability gap." They don't like Trump's authoritarian rhetoric but also don't think he will follow through with it. This is the "What's the downside for humoring him?" faction.

This group of Trump voters treat his authoritarianism as mere bombast or as exaggerations from the media, seeing this election as an ordinary one in which a party with a bad economic record should be replaced by a party with a better one, not an election in which a man who tried to destroy American democracy is running for a chance to finish the job.

Denial is the mortar that holds the three MAGA circles together. The innermost circle denies the radicalism of its agenda to the middle ring of fervent Trump supporters, presenting any criticism as the lies of the same liberal elites responsible for dispossessing real Americans of what is owed them. The outer circle treats Trump's authoritarianism and racism as regrettable and perhaps too colorful, but equivalent or similar to other common character defects possessed by all politicians. To acknowledge the liberal critique of Trump as correct would amount to a painful step away from a settled political identity that these outer-circle members are not willing to take--they would have to join the Never Trumpers in exile.

As different as some of the people I spoke with at these Trump rallies could be, when they went into the crowd, they experienced the ecstasy of the cruelties they would perhaps not allow themselves to indulge in alone. The rationalizations and explanations and denial melted away. They understood that they were there to mock and condemn those they hate and fear, and to listen to all of Trump's vows to punish them.

A person, alone in conversation, can be rational. People, in a crowd, become something else.

Conspiracism is not an inherently right-wing indulgence. After September 11, many in liberal circles fell for nonsense alleging that the Bush administration was secretly behind the attacks. After George W. Bush's reelection in 2004, some liberals indulged absurd theories about voting machines in Ohio switching votes and thus delivering the state to Bush. More recently, conspiracy theories about the assassination attempt on Trump being staged spread in certain liberal circles online.

Political leaders, intellectuals, and public figures can play a crucial role in containing such conspiracism. Democratic leaders shamed 9/11 truthers out of the party. John Kerry conceded the election rather than champion baseless allegations about voter fraud. Unlike Trump, who gleefully promoted conspiracy theories around the violent assault on Nancy Pelosi's husband, no prominent Democrats embraced any of the conspiracy theories that emerged about the attempt on Trump's life. But when elites cultivate and indulge conspiracism--when they exploit it--they can create the conditions for authoritarianism and political violence.

"In social movements ... conspiracy theories that may be absurd and specious on their face nevertheless contain valid information about the motivations, grievances, insecurities, and even panics among their promoters, so they cannot be simply dismissed," the historian Linda Gordon wrote in The Second Coming of the KKK. "Among Klan leaders, conspiracy theories also did a great deal of organizing work: they provided identifiable and unifying targets, supplying a bonding function that explanations based on historical analyses do not deliver." Political and national identities of any ideology can be forged by the sense that some part of your identity is under assault. When that assault does not truly exist, conspiracism can provide it.

Trumpist conspiracy theories perform a similar function. In his stump speeches, the former president calls the United States an "occupied country" that will be "liberated" from criminal migrants when he retakes power. He tells his audience that crime by undocumented immigrants is not simply a social problem that might be solved with more restrictive immigration policy but a deliberate plan by those in office. "Kamala is importing millions of illegals across our borders and giving them taxpayer benefits at your expense," Trump declared in Greenville.

Humiliation is an essential part of the Trumpist style. Trump appeals to his audiences' pride by telling them they have been hoodwinked by their adversaries, but that he has the power to avenge this injustice. Invoking that sense of humiliation is part of how he primes his audiences to be manipulated, knowing that their sense of shame will make them both angry and eager to reassert that pride. It is one of the most obvious con-man tricks in history--you got scammed, you paid too much, but if you give me your money, I'll get you a better deal--and it has worked on tens of millions of Americans for a decade.

Read: The malignant cruelty of Donald Trump

These conspiracy theories create communities that are hostile to dissenters, and they legitimize radical, even violent actions. This is how thousands of Trump supporters ended up ransacking the Capital on January 6, 2021, hoping to overturn an election on the basis of a conspiracy theory about voting machines, spread by elite figures who knew it to be false. The Dominion lawsuit against Fox News and the congressional inquiry into January 6 revealed that although much of the right-wing leadership class understand they have created a monster they cannot control, they lack the courage to confront it. Trump and his closest aides, by contrast, are well aware of the hold they have on their audience and see it as useful for their own purposes.

"Before they seize power and establish a world according to their doctrines," Hannah Arendt wrote, "totalitarian movements conjure up a lying world of consistency which is more adequate to the needs of the human mind than reality itself; in which, through sheer imagination, uprooted masses can feel at home and are spared the never-ending shocks which real life and real experiences deal to human beings and their expectations." Trumpism is neither Nazism nor Stalinism, but Arendt's observation about people living in a universe of complete unreality still applies.

All of us navigate the world on the basis of information sources we trust, and millions of people trust Donald Trump. Understanding his longevity is perhaps impossible absent an information environment in which people come to passionately believe things that are not true. This is not a false-consciousness argument. If banning abortion matters more to you than raising the minimum wage, and you make your choice with that in mind, that is your right as a voter. But that decision should be based on values, not on a universe of unreality.

The former president and his surrogates have woven a totalizing conspiracy theory in which virtually every problem facing the nation can be laid at the feet of immigration. Violent crime is rising because of immigrants (it isn't). Democrats are chartering planes from other countries to bring in illegal immigrants (they aren't), whom they are paying to come (it's not happening) and who are smuggling in fentanyl (it's overwhelmingly citizens who are doing the smuggling, actually), in the hopes that these illegal immigrants will vote for them (they can't vote, and they wouldn't necessarily vote for Democrats if they could). Immigrants are the main reason for the housing crisis (they aren't--it's a lack of supply); they're getting FEMA money meant for citizens affected by the hurricanes in the South (wrong); and none of this would have happened if Biden and Harris hadn't opened the border (the Biden administration is on pace to match Trump's border deportations) to undocumented immigrants who don't pay taxes (false). There really was a rise in illegal border crossings after the pandemic, but the response of the Democratic Party was to move closer to Trump's positions on immigration.

Nor will mass deportation, framed as a means to fight crime, resolve any of these issues. Mass deportation will not raise wages. It will not make housing less expensive. It will not create jobs. It will not make the welfare state more generous to those who need its assistance. And indeed, during Trump's term as president, his administration shirked prosecuting undocumented criminals in favor of destroying families and removing as many people as possible, regardless of what roots they might have established. Trump aides are planning an attack on the kind of legal immigration that supporters at his rallies repeatedly told me they wanted--an attack that, if prior experience holds, will take precedence over enforcing the law against criminals.

But for some today, just as in the past, the presence of immigrants threatens a "dominance" that, as Gordon wrote of the 1920s, "many white native-born Protestants considered a form of social property." It is an odd but insufficient sign of progress that such status anxiety is no longer confined to white, Protestant, or native-born people--the irony is that America is such a powerful machine of assimilation that the ascendant reactionary coalition includes millions of people descended from those once deemed unassimilable aliens by their predecessors movements. Unfortunately, lies and conspiracy theories directed at those we see as unlike us are far more likely to be believed.

Like Trump's lies about voter fraud in 2020, the conspiracy theories about immigration are important not because there is truth to them but because they forge a political identity that is not amenable to fact-checking or correction. It does not matter if the "voter fraud" in 2020 did not happen; believing that it did expresses the symbolic view that the opposing coalition should not be considered truly American. To point out that very little of what Trump and his allies say about immigration is factual cannot dispel the worldview that causes one to embrace it: that the America you know has been stolen by people who have no claim to it.

The workings of American immigration policy are complicated, though, and any sufficiently complicated process can appear to someone who doesn't understand it as a conspiracy--if you don't understand the weather, for example, you might think the U.S. government has a hurricane gun it can aim with pinpoint accuracy at Republican-majority districts. If you don't understand something--and if understanding it might leave your conception of your own identity teetering, Jenga-like--it is much easier to believe what the people you love and trust are telling you, even if that thing is untrue.

Perhaps most important, the breadth of the conspiracy and the power of the conspirators place any solutions beyond the reach of ordinary politics. At the rally prior to the storming of the Capitol, Trump warned the audience that "if you don't fight like hell, you're not going to have a country anymore." Then he retreated to the safety of the White House and watched the mob attack Congress, hoping that by some miracle his supporters would succeed in keeping him in power by force. In such dire circumstances, only a messianic figure will rescue the virtuous from the corrupt. The logic of grand conspiracy thus elevates the strongman.

In the conspiracist mind, Trump is not simply the only logical solution but the only hope, the only man not compromised by the grand cabal that opposes him and its puppet politicians. Trump's followers are convinced that Trump's wealth means he cannot be bought. Few politicians have ever been more clearly for sale.

Doubtlessly, many liberals would deny a distinction between the devotion of Trump supporters who flock to his rallies and the ideological vanguard that aims to use him as a vehicle to remake the country. While I was out reporting this story, The Atlantic published an account of how, according to Trump's former chief of staff General John Kelly, Trump spoke admiringly of Adolf Hitler and his generals. Typically, when I go out to rallies, I do not argue with voters or offer my own views, because I am there to find out what they believe and why. But because of my affiliation with The Atlantic, several people I spoke with asked me to explain my views--occasionally referring to the story as "fake news" or "Democrats calling Trump Hitler," having heard the story wrongly characterized this way.

In one exchange, I mentioned that as a man married to a woman born to a West African immigrant father, I did not appreciate Trump's remarks about Black immigrants, and recounted the story of Trump complaining about not wanting immigrants from "shithole countries." The Trump supporter had not heard of the 2018 incident and refused to believe that it had occurred as I relayed it.

In two other conversations, when asked about my views, I explained that, as a Texan, if I choose to have another child, I have to worry that if something goes wrong, doctors may refuse to treat my wife because of the state's abortion ban. Doctors in Texas are afraid to provide lifesaving medical care to mothers with pregnancy complications because the Republican-controlled state government has passed laws that punish abortion providers with steep fines, loss of their medical license, and jail time. The Texas courts have repeatedly refused to clarify or expand the exceptions to the ban--these exceptions are simply meant to ensure sufficient political support for those bans. Because of this, Texas parents have to roll the dice with a pregnancy, knowing that their existing children may end up without a mother.

Not only did the people I spoke with react in disbelief that an abortion ban would be so strict; they did not believe that a doctor would refuse to treat a woman until she was at death's door. Last week, ProPublica reported that a Texas mother, Josseli Barnica, died after doctors thought it would be a "crime" to treat her while she was having a miscarriage. ProPublica also reported that in 2023, a pregnant teenager from Vidor, Nevaeh Crain, died after three emergency rooms refused to treat her. Texas has fought the Biden administration's attempt to set federal rules allowing emergency abortions. Last month, the Supreme Court let a ruling siding with Texas remain in place.

Read: Gullible Mr. Trump

There is a distance between the views of many of the most ardent Trump fans and the policy goals of the people they would put in power. The innermost MAGA circle understands this, even if many of the people whose votes they rely on don't. This is why the role played by Fox News and other conservative media outlets is so crucial--not only in maintaining a sense of conspiracism and emotional siege but in ensuring that stories about women like Barnica and Crain never reach the eyes and ears of their audience.

This is an observation, not an excuse. In a democracy, citizens are responsible for knowing the consequences of their votes. They are responsible for not being enthralled by a jumped-up con man who tells them flattering lies. They are responsible for knowing the difference between fact and fiction. And yet few of us would find it easy to extract ourselves from a social universe in which belief in those fictions is a requirement for good standing.

Trump rallies are where the mask usually comes off. At the rallies, the different circles of MAGA lose their distinctiveness; in the anonymity and unity of the crowd, they can indulge the feelings of anger and hatred without the oversensitive, judgmental liberals of the outside world making them feel ashamed. Here, they can be themselves.

This is why the insult comedian Tony Hinchcliffe thought he was in the right place to call Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage" at Trump's rally at Madison Square Garden in late October. "These are the kind of jokes that normal people tell," the conservative media figure Matt Walsh declared. Hinchcliffe was hardly an outlier. Other speakers that night called Harris a prostitute, "the anti-Christ," "the devil." The disgraced former Fox News host Tucker Carlson mocked Harris as "the first Samoan Malaysian, low-IQ former California prosecutor ever to be elected president."

The big mistake made by Hinchcliffe was that, in wrestling parlance, he broke kayfabe. The Trump campaign has fine-tuned its line-stepping over the years, invoking racist stereotypes with just the thinnest veneer of deniability, the better to cast liberal criticism as hypersensitive hysteria. In 2016, Trump campaigned on banning Muslims writ large, not just jihadist terrorists. In 2020, he publicly vowed to meet the nationwide Black-rights protests with violence. In 2024, Trumpism remains a politics of bullying marginalized groups and framing those unwilling to do so as possessing a lack of virtue. Do you want to coddle murderous illegal aliens? Do you want men in women's sports? Why are you okay with gangs taking over our cities?

Trump's agenda of using state power to maintain traditional American hierarchies of race, religion, and gender has not changed. But for much of his 2024 run, the sweeping generalizations of previous outings resembled more traditional dog whistling with superficially plausible connections to actual policy concerns. The shift can be imperceptible to people who have paid close attention to politics--Trump's personality and ideology have not really changed--but to those who have not, his racial animus and misogyny are less obvious. About two-thirds of Hispanic voters in one recent poll said that Trump's attacks on immigration were not directed at them.

The rightward shift of some Hispanic and Black voters seems to have persuaded the Trump campaign to tone down the explicit racial stereotyping of his previous campaigns, though not the promises to use state power to crush his political enemies. But when you put a guy in front of a Trump campaign sign to warm up the crowd with hacky jokes about Black people liking watermelon, it gets harder to suspend disbelief.

Amid the comedian's insult to Puerto Rico and the barrage of racist stereotypes--not only about Black people and Puerto Ricans, but about Jews being cheap and Palestinians being terrorists--the word routine takes on another meaning: dull, tedious, boring. Yet the line about Puerto Rico broke through, and a growing list of Puerto Rican celebrities are now endorsing Harris, and perhaps moving crucial Hispanic votes in key swing states to her column.

The crisis caused by Hinchcliffe's routine and remarks by other speakers that night is that they troubled voters in that outer MAGA circle by briefly revealing what Trump's entourage actually believes--that when Stephen Miller says "America is for Americans and Americans only," he is referring to a very limited number of people. The event pierced the veil of denial for those who are otherwise inclined to dismiss such criticisms as the tedious whining of an oversensitive age.

The Puerto Rican Reggaeton singer Nicky Jam renounced his support for Trump after the rally, saying, "Never in my life did I think that a month [after I appeared at a rally to support Trump] a comedian was going to come to criticize my country and speak badly of my country and therefore, I renounce any support for Donald Trump, and I sidestep any political situation." Those people who renounced their support for Trump after realizing that the contempt he has expressed for others also applies to people like them must understand: He was always talking about people like you, even when you didn't want to believe it.

At Trump rallies, the denial and the dismissal cease, and the nature of Trumpism is revealed. This is why, despite the fact that the Puerto Rico "joke" bombed at a comedy club the night before, Hinchcliffe thought everyone at the rally would love it. His set was not a divergence from Trumpism. It was ... Well, it was routine.
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The Shadow Over Kamala Harris's Campaign

In presenting the nation with the catastrophic notion of his return to office, Donald Trump is robbing his opponent of her full moment--and the moment of its full meaning.

by Megan Garber




On August 18, 2020, Americans marked the 100-year anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment and of women's right to vote. The next day, Kamala Harris accepted the Democratic nomination for her current role, vice president of the United States. The consonance punctuated an already historic candidacy: Harris was the first woman of color to seek that office on a major-party ticket. She acknowledged the moment's gravity at the beginning of her acceptance speech, thanking Fannie Lou Hamer, Shirley Chisholm, Mary McLeod Bethune, and many of the other women whose paths had led to the ground she broke that evening.

Harris now seeks to go further still, aiming for the U.S. presidency. But the history-making possibilities of her campaign have been easy to overlook, in large part because of the man Harris faces in her bid. Donald Trump, so ignorant of the past and so careless about the future, is a present-tense kind of candidate. The history he has brought to his fight for a second term--the attempt to overturn an election; the promises of deportations and retributions and violence; the racism; the misogyny; the incompetence, lies, and fraud; the assault; the boast that he has grabbed women "by the pussy"; the installation of judges who have grabbed away women's rights--has imbued the 2024 contest with a sense of latent emergency. His flaws, as so often happens, have become someone else's problem.

If the Democrats' 2020 campaign was a "battle for the soul of America," its 2024 counterpart has been a battle for the national body: the policies and practicalities that allow the country to function as a democracy. An opponent whose party is "Republican" but whose posture is "dictator" turns talk of history-making into a luxury. Harris rarely mentions her gender or race on the campaign trail. Her recent ads, MSNBC noted, have described her childhood primarily in terms of class. During the nomination speech she delivered at the Democratic National Convention in August, Harris briefly described her background--her South Asian mother, her Jamaican father--but focused on her career as a prosecutor. (The most conspicuous mention of history-making came from Hillary Clinton, whose speech acknowledged the structural integrity of "the highest, hardest glass ceiling.") As Vox's Constance Grady put it, "A woman is running for president and has decent odds of making it. She just seems to think her chances of being the first woman president are better as long as she never, ever talks about it."

Read: Kamala Harris's ambition trap

That reticence may well be good strategy. Clinton's 2016 loss chastens strategists still: once bitten by the Electoral College, twice shy. And the brevity of Harris's campaign--Joe Biden's decision to step down in July left her just over three months at the top of the ticket--has required her to triage her messaging. "Well, I'm clearly a woman," Harris told NBC News's Hallie Jackson. Better, she suggested, to spend the time she had telling voters what they might not already know. "My challenge," she said, "is the challenge of making sure I can talk with and listen to as many voters as possible and earn their vote."

You could read Harris's disinclination to talk about history-making as, in its own way, historic. She is campaigning to become the president, full stop, no other qualifier required. This doesn't mean she has not focused on traditionally feminist priorities--reproductive freedom and care-related policies are at the center of her campaign messaging. She just hasn't made her identity an explicit part of her pitch. This is a notable departure from the era of "I'm with her." Progress can be exhilarating. It can also be condescending. (After Biden promised early in his 2020 campaign that he would name a woman as his running mate, the satirical website Reductress offered a headline that neatly captured the resulting discourse: "Biden Says VP Pick Is Between Elizabeth Warren, Kamala Harris, and a Beautiful Lady Ostrich.")

The candidate who has most directly acknowledged the historical nature of Harris's candidacy has been, instead, her opponent. After "Sleepy Joe" stepped aside, Trump began auditioning insults with the frenzy of a Hollywood casting agent, suggesting by turns that Harris "happened to turn Black"; that she is "mentally impaired"; that she has the "laugh of a crazy person"; that she will be seen by world leaders as a "play toy"; that she'd traded sexual favors to propel her rise to power. In a rally held shortly after Biden left the race, Trump made a great show of mispronouncing the name of a politician who has been nationally famous for years--butchering "Kamala" more than 40 times over the course of a single speech. J. D. Vance, Trump's running mate, tried to denigrate Harris by accusing her of membership in that shadiest of cabals: "childless cat ladies."

Americans tend to talk about history's march as a matter of physics: movements, momentum, progress, resistance. The language can imply that the advancement is inevitable, an arc that moves ever forward as it bends toward something better. It can, as such, mislead. Susan Faludi's 1991 book, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against America's Women, was premised on the fallacy, expressed repeatedly in the American media of the time, that feminism's fights had by that point been, essentially, won. Clinton's 2016 loss, and the many other kinds of losses that followed, served as a further rebuke: Gains can be ungained in an instant. Rights are inalienable, until they're not.

Backlash was published the year before a record number of women ran for, and won, national office. Media outlets, in a fit of ahistorical optimism, dubbed it the "year of the woman." What they might not have realized was that the "year of the woman" had already been proclaimed (as an analysis in Slate found) in 1966. And in 1968, 1984, and 1990. It would be declared again to describe the electoral results of 2008, 2010, 2016, 2018, and 2020.

History warns, in that way, against the easy comforts of "making history." The progress and backlash that Faludi identified tend not to take turns--the one giving, the other taking away--but instead to crash together. The 2016 election failed to produce a woman president and in that sense preserved the status quo, but many more people voted for Clinton than for Trump, and this was its own bit of progress. Polls attempting to measure Americans' opinions about a potential woman president have reflected a fairly steady increase in comfort since the idea was first tested, in the mid-1930s. But the endurance of such surveys--their treatment of a woman in the White House as a question to be debated, a disruption to be endured--is, itself, a concession.

Read: Pop culture failed to imagine Kamala Harris

Harris has had to contend with these tensions in her campaign. She has navigated them by emphasizing what her presidency might do rather than what it might mean. ("I am running," she told CNN's Dana Bash, "because I believe that I am the best person to do this job at this moment for all Americans, regardless of race and gender.") Along the way, though, she has also navigated backlash in human form. Some of the enduring images of the 2016 debates captured Trump looming over Clinton, blithely and menacingly, belittling her not only with his words but with his movements. He has been attempting to do something similar to Harris, even from a distance: Take up her space. Get in her way. Put the whole thing on his terms. The moments when his campaign has seemed the most flummoxed, the most pessimistic, are the ones when everyone seems to be paying attention to her, not him.

Trump has a unique kind of gravitational pull--a way of forcing everything else into his orbit, however strongly it might resist. And he has brought those brute physics to the 2024 campaign. When Harris delivered her "closing argument" speech in Washington on October 29, the location chosen for the event was the same one Trump had used for the speech that preceded the January 6 insurrection. And the address did not merely evoke Trump; it discussed him. As she spoke, Harris emphasized the disparities between herself and her opponent. She warned of what a second Trump presidency could do to the country. She expressed her desire to "turn the page." She emphasized the future she wants to prevent more than the history she herself wants to make.

This was the right speech, the rousing speech, the prudent speech--the speech Harris needed to deliver. In its message, though, the candidate who has argued that she is the "best person" for the presidency "regardless of race and gender" was consigned to the stereotypically feminine role: He acts, she responds. The man so accustomed to taking what he wants robbed her of her full moment, and the moment of its full meaning. Crises fix things to the present. They demand sacrifice for the sake of the future. In pursuing the presidency, Harris is "not concerned about being the first," a campaign official said. "She's concerned about making sure she's not the last."



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What the VW-Rivian Deal Means for Big Auto

The joint venture between a legacy giant and an EV start-up will be a fascinating test of the industry's effort to embrace technological change.

by James Surowiecki




Cars and trucks are the archetypal examples of industrial hardware. And automotive manufacturing historically has been all about finding ways to efficiently engineer and assemble metal, glass, and plastics into road-going vehicles with consumer appeal. But the big change in locomotion from the internal combustion engine to electric motors has shaken everything up. So when Volkswagen, the world's highest-earning automaker, announced last month that it was going to invest billions of dollars into a joint venture with the start-up electric-vehicle maker Rivian, it was a dramatic sign of how much automaking has changed over the past decade.

Volkswagen is partnering with Rivian not because it wants access to the company's manufacturing expertise or even its EV technology. It's doing so because it wants access to Rivian's software. What this deal represents is an admission by Volkswagen that it needs help, and that its attempt to go it alone with EVs has stalled. But that's progress. As they say, the first step to solving a problem is admitting that you have one.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Touch screens are ruining cars

On the face of it, the deal may look almost like an act of charity by Volkswagen. VW is investing $1 billion up front in Rivian itself, another $1 billion later this year in the joint venture (which will focus on developing software and electronics for EVs), and a further $2 billion if certain financial goals are met, plus an additional $1 billion loan to Rivian down the line. The EV maker, meanwhile, isn't putting up any cash; all it's contributing is its knowledge and intellectual property.

This is unquestionably a good deal for Rivian, because it's getting what it most needs right now: money. Running a car company is very expensive, especially in the early stages when the company needs billions in plant and equipment, and it has no economies of scale because it isn't making that many vehicles. (Rivian is supposed to sell 57,000 of its models this year. Volkswagen, in contrast, delivered more than 9 million vehicles worldwide last year.) Even though Rivian's SUV and pickup truck have gotten glowing reviews and are very popular among high-end car buyers, the company is still losing more than $38,000 per vehicle. So VW's billions will come in handy, which is why Rivian's stock--which had been bumping along at about 10 percent of its 2021 IPO price--jumped 50 percent when the deal was announced.

What's interesting, though, is that this could turn out to be an even better deal for Volkswagen. That's because it could solve one of the biggest problems VW has faced in recent years: making software for its electric vehicles that actually works. When VW rolled out its ID.3 model, which was supposed to be its flagship electric sedan, the vehicle's software was glitchy, the touch screen was unreliable, and some drivers complained that the traffic-detection technology was so erratic that their cars were braking suddenly for no reason.

Even more frustrating for owners, VW was unable to consistently update the software wirelessly in real time, something Tesla has been doing for years. At one point, ID owners had to drop their car off at the dealer to get a hardware update that was supposed to improve the software updates--an unofficial recall, in effect. Software problems also led to delays in the release of the ID.4 and actual recalls after its launch, as well as coding issues with vehicles from VW's luxury brands Audi and Porsche.

Read: Rivian wants to be the Apple of electric pickup trucks

The striking thing is that these failures were not for lack of trying. Volkswagen was not a latecomer to the EV party, trying to buy its way in. Nor was it unaware of the importance of what the auto industry now calls software-defined vehicles. On the contrary, the company has been very committed to electric vehicles and invested heavily in pursuit of the future. VW has poured billions of dollars into manufacturing plants and building more than half a million charging stations across Europe (and some 4,000 in the United States). In 2019, the firm invested $2.6 billion in an autonomous-vehicle start-up called Argo AI. VW also launched a huge in-house software-development arm, Cariad, which planned to employ 10,000 "digital experts." All of this investment made industry observers optimistic about VW's electric future: In 2022, the research firm Bloomberg Intelligence predicted that Volkswagen would overtake Tesla as the world's largest EV manufacturer by 2024.

That obviously did not happen. By market share, VW is now the fourth-largest EV maker in the world, behind Tesla and the Chinese companies BYD and SAIC. As yet, VW sells very few EVs in America. And the CEO who had championed the company's aggressive move into electric and software-defined vehicles, Herbert Diess, was fired not long after Bloomberg made that prediction.

What went wrong? It was, in some sense, a textbook example of why big, established companies have a hard time adapting to new technologies and markets. After all, even as Volkswagen has been trying to pivot to EVs, it has continued making millions of gas-powered, ICE vehicles every year. So a lot of vested interests at the company had little immediate incentive in helping EVs take off. VW is also a large, bureaucratic organization that changes slowly. And its expertise was very much in hardware--manufacturing cars--not in software. Successful software-defined vehicles (such Teslas or Rivians) also tightly integrate hardware and software from the start. VW has struggled to do that, as the company's leadership now seems well aware: Rivian is not, in fact, the only company VW has partnered with recently--it has also invested $700 million in a Chinese company named Xpeng, with which it's planning to build "intelligent connected vehicles" for the Chinese market.

Read: Tesla is not the next Ford. It's the next Con Ed.

To be sure, some electric vehicles from old-school car companies have become popular successes with fewer tech glitches; these include the Ford F-150 Lightning and Hyundai's Ioniq. But today's EV-market-defining companies (most obviously, Tesla and BYD) make only EVs and hybrids and are not weighed down by legacy investments, either physical or psychological. The same is true, of course, of Rivian.

All of this could mean that VW's new joint venture is doomed to be another false start, a halting effort to retrofit cutting-edge technology to legacy auto manufacture. But this conclusion would drastically overstate the nature of Volkswagen's problem as well as underestimate the potential gains of the deal. Volkswagen still has, after all, tremendous expertise in actually making vehicles, and that still matters in the car business. (When Tesla tried to ramp up manufacturing volume of its Model 3 sedan in 2018, the effort sent the company into what Elon Musk called "production hell.") So if working with Rivian puts software in those vehicles that's reliable and user-friendly, VW would be well on its way to realizing its ambition to be a force in the EV market. If you can't beat 'em, join 'em could be VW's winning strategy.
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The Rise of Poverty Inc.

How helping the poor became big business

by Anne Kim




In 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson declared "unconditional war on poverty," and since then, federal spending on anti-poverty initiatives has steadily ballooned. The federal government now devotes hundreds of billions of dollars a year to programs that exclusively or disproportionately benefit low-income Americans, including housing subsidies, food stamps, welfare, and tax credits for working poor families. (This is true even if you exclude Medicaid, the single-biggest such program.)

That spending has done a lot of good over the years--and yet no one would say that America has won the War on Poverty. One reason: Most of the money doesn't go directly to the people it's supposed to be helping. It is instead funneled through an assortment of private-sector middlemen.

Beginning in the 1980s, the U.S. government aggressively pursued the privatization of many government functions under the theory that businesses would compete to deliver these services more cheaply and effectively than a bunch of lazy bureaucrats. The result is a lucrative and politically powerful set of industries that are fueled by government anti-poverty programs and thus depend on poverty for their business model. These entities often take advantage of the very people they ostensibly serve. Today, government contractors run state Medicaid programs, give job training to welfare recipients, and distribute food stamps. At the same time, badly designed anti-poverty policies have spawned an ecosystem of businesses that don't contract directly with the government but depend on taking a cut of the benefits that poor Americans receive. I call these industries "Poverty Inc." If anyone is winning the War on Poverty, it's them.

Walk around any low-income neighborhood in the country and you're likely to see sign after sign for tax-preparation services. That's because many of the people who live in these neighborhoods qualify for the federal earned-income tax credit, which sent $57 billion toward low-income working taxpayers in 2022. The EITC is a cash cow for low-income-tax-prep companies, many of which charge hundreds of dollars to file returns, plus more fees for "easy advance" refunds, which allow people to access their EITC money earlier and function like high-interest payday loans. In the Washington, D.C., metro area, tax-prep fees can run from $400 to $1,200 per return, according to Joseph Leitmann-Santa Cruz, the CEO and executive director of the nonprofit Capital Area Asset Builders. The average EITC refund received in 2022 was $2,541.

Tax preparers might help low-income families access a valuable benefit, but the price they extract for that service dilutes the impact of the program. In Maryland, EITC-eligible taxpayers paid a total of at least $50 million to tax preparers in 2022, according to Robin McKinney, a co-founder and the CEO of the nonprofit CASH Campaign of Maryland--or about $1 of every $20 the program paid out in the state. "That's $50 million not going to groceries, rent, to pay down student debt, or to meet other pressing needs," McKinney told me.

Annie Lowrey: The war on poverty is over. Rich people won.

Low-income tax prep is just one of many business models premised on benefiting indirectly from government anti-poverty spending. Some real-estate firms manage properties exclusively for tenants receiving federal housing subsidies. Specialty dental practices cater primarily to poor children on Medicaid. The "dental practice management" company Benevis, for example, works with more than 150 dental practices nationwide, according to its website, and reports that more than 80 percent of its patients are enrolled in either Medicaid or the Children's Health Insurance Program. (In 2018, Benevis and its affiliated Kool Smiles clinics agreed to pay $23.9 million to settle allegations of Medicaid fraud brought by federal prosecutors. The companies did not admit wrongdoing.)

A second crop of companies that make up Poverty Inc. are the contractors paid directly to deliver services on the government's behalf. The 1996 welfare-reform legislation repealed a federal prohibition on contracting out for welfare services. Barely a month after President Bill Clinton signed it into law, behemoths such as Lockheed Martin, Andersen Consulting, and Electronic Data Systems were vying for multimillion-dollar contracts to run state welfare systems. Today, the sector is dominated by firms like Maximus, a full-service contractor that, among other things, operates the state of Texas's entire welfare system. Over the years, Maximus has been hit with multiple lawsuits and investigations, including a 2007 federal prosecution resulting in a $30.5 million settlement over allegations of Medicaid fraud and a 2023 federal class-action suit alleging that a data breach exposed the personal information of 612,000 Medicare beneficiaries. In 2023, Maximus reported revenues of $4.9 billion and gross profits of $1 billion. Its CEO made nearly $7 million in total compensation last year (including $5 million in stock).

Contractors also deliver most government-funded job-training programs, which have a well-deserved reputation for ineffectiveness. One reason is the abundance of companies that are approved to receive federal funds as "eligible training providers" despite showing unimpressive results. In California, that includes institutions such as Animal Behavior College in Valencia, which offers an online dog-grooming course for a total cost of $6,298.87--and whose graduates were making median quarterly earnings of just $5,000 six months after graduation, according to state data.

Perhaps the greatest damage that Poverty Inc. inflicts is through inertia. These industries don't benefit from Americans rising out of poverty. They have a business interest in preserving the existing structure of the government programs that create their markets or provide their cushy contracts. The tax-prep industry, for instance, has spent millions over the past 20 years to block the IRS from offering a free tax-filing option to low-income taxpayers. The irony is that this kind of rent-seeking is exactly what policy makers thought they were preventing when they embraced privatization 40 years ago.

In his second term, President Ronald Reagan empaneled the President's Commission on Privatization, which recommended the wholesale transfer of major government functions to the private sector, including Medicare, jails and prisons, public schools, and even air-traffic control. Privatization advocates were heavily influenced by "public-choice theory," posited by the Nobel-winning economist James M. Buchanan. According to Buchanan, government agencies are as motivated by self-interest as any other entity. Instead of serving the public good, Buchanan argued, bureaucrats act to preserve their own status by maximizing their budgets and job security. Insulated from competition, they become inefficient and detached from the public interest.

Privatization was supposed to pop that bubble of bureaucratic indolence. Instead, it merely shifted it from government agencies to corporate boardrooms.

Perhaps the clearest example of public-choice theory turned on its head is Job Corps, a $1.8 billion job-training program for young adults that, unlike most War on Poverty initiatives, has been contracted out since its inception in 1964. Decades of evidence suggest that the program accomplishes very little. It served barely 50,000 students a year before the pandemic, meaning it cost about $34,000 a student. (Job Corps largely shut down during the pandemic and hasn't fully restored operations since.) In one 2018 audit, the Department of Labor's inspector general concluded that the program "could not demonstrate beneficial job training outcomes." Another investigation, by the Government Accountability Office, noted more than 13,500 safety incidents from 2016 to 2017 at Job Corps centers, nearly half of them drug-related episodes or assaults. In 2015, two students were murdered in separate campus-related crimes. Critics have also questioned the value of running an expensive residential program in mostly rural areas, far from actual jobs.

K. Sabeel Rahman: Fix America by undoing decades of privatization

Nevertheless, Job Corps administrators manage to hang on to government contracts for decades. (One such company notes on its website that it won its first Job Corps contract in 1964.) Today, the biggest operator is the Management & Training Corporation, a Utah-based company that runs 20 Job Corps centers nationwide. In 2022, MTC won three multiyear contracts, worth a total of about $263 million, to run Job Corps Centers in Nevada, New Jersey, and Hawaii. The program remains popular in Congress, especially in districts where centers are located. The Friends of Job Corps Congressional Caucus, organized by a lobbying organization for Job Corps contractors, has 80 members. (MTC's president serves on the organization's board.)

Contractors' longevity stems in part from their ability to outlast administrations--and the simple fact that, once a contract is awarded, the company that wins it often becomes a de facto monopoly. When the next contract rolls around, there may be no credible competitors.

In short, an effort to curtail Big Government has instead preserved the worst of both worlds: all the spending and bloat of government, with none of the public accountability. No wonder, then, that poverty sticks around. There's simply too much demand for it.
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Why Your Vet Bill Is So High

Corporations and private-equity funds have been rolling up smaller chains and previously independent practices.

by Helaine Olen




In the pandemic winter of 2020, Katie, my family's 14-year-old miniature poodle, began coughing uncontrollably. After multiple vet visits, and more than $1,000 in bills, a veterinary cardiologist diagnosed her with heart failure. Our girl, a dog I loved so much that I wrote an essay about how I called her my "daughter," would likely die within nine months.

Katie survived for almost two years. My younger son joked that Katie wasn't going to let advanced heart failure get in the way of her life goal of never leaving my side, but the truth was that I was the one who wouldn't let her go. Katie's extended life didn't come cheap. There were repeated scans, echocardiograms, and blood work, and several trips to veterinary emergency rooms. One drug alone cost $300 a month, and that was after I shopped aggressively for discounts online.

People like me have fueled the growth of what you might call Big Vet. As household pets have risen in status--from mere animals to bona fide family members--so, too, has owners' willingness to spend money to ensure their well-being. Big-money investors have noticed. According to data provided to me by PitchBook, private equity poured $51.6 billion into the veterinary sector from 2017 to 2023, and another $9.3 billion in the first four months of this year, seemingly convinced that it had discovered a foolproof investment. Industry cheerleaders pointed to surveys showing that people would go into debt to keep their four-legged friends healthy. The field was viewed as "low-risk, high-reward," as a 2022 report issued by Capstone Partners put it, singling out the industry for its higher-than-average rate of return on investment.

From the December 2022 issue: How much would you pay to save your pet's life?

In the United States, corporations and private-equity funds have been rolling up smaller chains and previously independent practices. Mars Inc., of Skittles and Snickers fame, is, oddly, the largest owner of stand-alone veterinary clinics in the United States, operating more than 2,000 practices under the names Banfield, VCA, and BluePearl. JAB Holding Company, the owner of National Veterinary Associates' 1,000-plus hospitals (not to mention Panera and Espresso House), also holds multiple pet-insurance lines in its portfolio. Shore Capital Partners, which owns several human health-care companies, controls Mission Veterinary Partners and Southern Veterinary Partners.

As a result, your local vet may well be directed by a multinational shop that views caring for your fur baby as a healthy component of a diversified revenue stream. Veterinary-industry insiders now estimate that 25 to 30 percent of practices in the United States are under large corporate umbrellas, up from 8 percent a little more than a decade ago. For specialty clinics, the number is closer to three out of four.

And as this happened, veterinary prices began to rise--a lot. Americans spent an estimated $38 billion on health care and related services for companion animals in 2023, up from about $29 billion in 2019. Even as overall inflation got back under control last year, the cost of veterinary care did not. In March 2024, the Consumer Price Index for urban consumers was up 3.5 percent year over year. The veterinary-services category was up 9.6 percent. If you have ever wondered why keeping your pet healthy has gotten so out-of-control expensive, Big Vet just might be your answer.

To get a sense of what might happen when the profit-seeking dial gets turned up too high in veterinary medicine, we need look no further than human health care. An extensive body of research shows that when private equity takes over a hospital or physician practice, prices and the number of expensive procedures tend to go up. A study found serious medical errors occur more frequently after private equity buys the hospital. Another study found that costs to patients rise, too, sometimes substantially. And that's in a tougher regulatory environment. In veterinary medicine, there is no giant entity like Medicare capable of pushing back on prices. There is no requirement, in fact, to provide care at all, no matter how dire the animal's condition. Payment is due at the time of service or there is no service.

Whenever I told people I was working on this article, I was inundated with Big Vet complaints. Catherine Liu, a professor at UC Irvine, took her elderly pit-bull mix, Buster, to a local VCA when he became lethargic and began drooling excessively. More than $8,000 in charges later, there was still no diagnosis. "Sonograms, endoscopy--what about just a hypothesis of what the symptoms could be? Nothing like that at all was forthcoming," Liu told me. Shortly before Buster died, a vet in private practice diagnosed him with cancer. The disease, Liu said, had not once been mentioned by the vets at VCA. (Mars Petcare, VCA's parent company, declined to comment on the episode.)

I don't mean to single out VCA here--in fact, I should note that a VCA vet's medical protocol was almost certainly responsible for my dog's longer-than-expected life. One reason Mars-owned chains attract outsized attention for their high costs and customer-service failures is that the company actually brands its acquisitions. That's unusual. A study conducted by the Arizona consumer advocate Todd Nemet found that fewer than 15 percent of corporate-owned practices in the state slap their own brand identity on their vets; most keep the original practice name, leaving customers with the illusion of local ownership. (When I asked Thrive Pet Healthcare, a chain majority-owned by TSG Consumer Partners, about why the company doesn't brand its clinics, a spokesperson replied, "We realize the value of local hospital brands and are committed to preserving and supporting them.")

Indeed, some pet owners told me that they realized that ownership of their vet had changed only after what they thought was a routine visit resulted in recommendations for mounds of tests, which turned out to have shot up in price. Paul Cerro, the CEO of Cedar Grove Capital, which invests in the pet industry, says this issue is frequent in online reviews. "People will say, 'I've been coming here for four years, and all of a sudden I'm getting charged for things I've never been charged for,' and they give it one star."

Read: The great veterinary shortage

Big Vet denies charging excessive prices. VCA Canada, for instance, recently told The Globe and Mail that prices can increase after an acquisition because "the quality of the care, the quality of everything we offer to them, goes up as well." A spokesperson for Mars told me, "We invest heavily in our associates, hospitals, state-of-the-art equipment, technology, and other resources." NVA, which is planning an initial public offering in 2025 or 2026, did not directly answer a question about why veterinary prices were rising so rapidly, instead sending me a statement saying, in part, "Our vision is to build a community of hospitals that pet owners trust, are easy to access, and provide the best possible value for care."

Do rising prices really just reflect higher-quality care? There may be some truth to this, but there is also evidence to the contrary. A study published last year in the Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association, for example, found that vets working for large corporations reported more pressure to generate revenue, whereas veterinarians working for independent practices reported higher levels of satisfaction for such things as the "ability to acquire new large equipment" and the "ability to get new/different drugs." Preliminary research by Emma Harris, the vice president of Vetster, a veterinary telehealth start-up, found significant differences in pricing between corporate and privately owned veterinary clinics in the same geographic region. Usually, she told me, the increases "occurred immediately after the sale to a private-equity-owned group."

All of this doesn't sit well with many in the sector. Vets tend to be idealistic, which makes sense given that many of them rack up six figures in student-loan debt to pursue a profession that pays significantly less than human medicine. One vet, who worked for an emergency-services practice that, they said, raised prices by 20 percent in 2022, told me, "I almost got to the point where I was ashamed to tell people what the estimate was for things because it was so insanely high." (The vet asked for anonymity because they feared legal repercussions.) Others described mounting pressure to upsell customers following acquisition by private equity. "You don't always need to take X-rays on an animal that's vomited just one time," Kathy Lewis, a veterinarian who formerly worked at a Tennessee practice purchased in 2021 by Mission Veterinary Partners, told me. "But there was more of that going on." Prices increased rapidly as well, she said, leading to customer complaints. (Mission Veterinary Partners did not respond to requests for comment.)

The combination of wheeling-and-dealing and price increases in the veterinary sector is beginning to attract the government's attention. In the United States, the Federal Trade Commission required, in a 2022 consent decree, that JAB seek prior approval before purchasing any emergency or specialty clinic within 25 miles of one it already owns in California and Texas for the next decade. In her written comments, FTC Chair Lina Khan said she feared these one-by-one purchases could lead to the development of a stealth monopoly. (JAB denied any wrongdoing.) And in the United Kingdom, where corporate ownership is higher than in the United States (even the practice originally owned by the author of the classic veterinary novel All Creatures Great and Small has been rolled up), government authorities are moving forward with an investigation into high prices and market concentration after an initial inquiry drew what regulators called an "unprecedented" response from the public.

Pet owners used to have an easier time accepting the short lives of domestic animals. Few people were taking the barnyard cat or junkyard dog in for chemotherapy or ACL surgery, to say nothing of post-op aquatic physical therapy. "When we started out over 20 years ago, you had to live near a veterinary teaching hospital to have access to something like an MRI," Karen Leslie, the executive director of the Pet Fund, a charity that aids people with vet bills, told me. "Now it's the standard of care. It's available basically everywhere--but that starts at $2,000."

Big Vet, in Leslie's view, helped fuel an increase in expensive services. The same medical progress that's helped humans beat back once-fatal diseases is doing the same for cats and dogs, extending their life spans to record lengths. But only if you have the money to pay for it. Some pets--my late Katie, Liu's late Buster--receive one expensive test or treatment after another, sometimes helpful, sometimes not. Other equally loved pets may go without basic care altogether, or even fall victim to what the industry calls "economic euthanasia," where they are put down because their owners can't afford their medical bills. (Pet insurance, widely promoted by the industry, is unlikely to help much. Uptake rates are in the low single digits, a result of relatively high costs and often-limited benefits.)

Watch: Volunteer veterinarians in Ukraine

The American Veterinary Medical Association's tracker shows that vet visits and purchases of heartworm and flea-and-tick medications are down compared with this month last year, even as practice revenues are up, suggesting that some owners are having trouble affording routine, preventative care. The market researcher Packaged Facts found that a full third of pet owners say that they would take their animal to the vet more often if it were less expensive. Shelter Animals Count, an animal-advocacy group, reports that the number of pets surrendered to shelters rose in the past two years. Carol Mithers, the author of the upcoming book Rethinking Rescue, told me that some people give up pets because they believe the shelter system will provide them with necessary medical treatment--something that is, heartbreakingly, not true.

The veterinary past is easy to romanticize. The truth is that pets have never received all the needed care, and that wealthy pet owners have always had access to more care. But the emergence of Big Vet and the injection of cutthroat incentives into a traditionally idealistic, local industry threaten to make these problems far worse. It portends a future in which some pet owners get shaken down, their love for their pets exploited financially, while others must forego even basic care for their pets. I don't think Katie, who loved all animals, would approve. I certainly don't.
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Boeing and the Dark Age of American Manufacturing

Somewhere along the line, the plane maker lost interest in making its own planes. Can it rediscover its engineering soul?

by Jerry Useem




The sight of Bill Boeing was a familiar one on the factory floor. His office was in the building next to the converted boatyard where workers lathed the wood, sewed the fabric wings, and fixed the control wires of the Boeing Model C airplane. there is no authority except facts. facts are obtained by accurate observation read a plaque affixed outside the door. And what could need closer observation than the process of his aircraft being built? One day in 1916, Boeing spotted an imperfectly cut wing rib, dropped it to the floor, and slowly stomped it to bits. "I, for one, will close up shop rather than send out work of this kind," he declared.

When David Calhoun, the soon-to-be-lame-duck CEO of the company Boeing founded, made a rare appearance on the shop floor in Seattle one day this past January, circumstances were decidedly different. Firmly a member of the CEO class, schooled at the knee of General Electric's Jack Welch, Calhoun had not strolled over from next door but flown some 2,300 miles from Boeing's headquarters in Arlington, Virginia. And he was not there to observe slipshod work before it found its way into the air--it already had. A few weeks earlier, the door of a Boeing 737 had fallen out mid-flight. In the days following his visit, Calhoun's office admitted that it still didn't know quite what had gone wrong, because it didn't know how the plane had been put together in the first place. The door's restraining bolts had either been screwed in wrong, or not at all. Boeing couldn't say, because, as it told astonished regulators, the company had "no records of the work being performed."

The two scenes tell us the peculiar story of a plane maker that, over 25 years, slowly but very deliberately extracted itself from the business of making planes. For nearly 40 years the company built the 737 fuselage itself in the same plant that turned out its B-29 and B-52 bombers. In 2005 it sold this facility to a private-investment firm, keeping the axle grease at arm's length and notionally shifting risk, capital costs, and labor woes off its books onto its "supplier." Offloading, Boeing called it. Meanwhile the tail, landing gear, flight controls, and other essentials were outsourced to factories around the world owned by others, and shipped to Boeing for final assembly, turning the company that created the Jet Age into something akin to a glorified gluer-together of precast model-airplane kits. Boeing's latest screwups vividly dramatize a point often missed in laments of America's manufacturing decline: that when global economic forces carried off some U.S. manufacturers for good, even the ones that stuck around lost interest in actually making stuff.

The past 30 years may well be remembered as a dark age of U.S. manufacturing. Boeing's decline illustrates everything that went wrong to bring us here. Fortunately, it also offers a lesson in how to get back out.

In Bill Boeing's day, the word manufactory had cachet. You could bank at the Manufacturers Trust. Philadelphia socialites golfed at the Manufacturers' Club. Plans for the newly consecrated Harvard Business School called for a working factory on campus. The business heroes of the day--Ford, Edison, Firestone--had risen from the shop floor.

There, they had pioneered an entirely new way of making things. The American system of production--featuring interchangeable parts, specialized machine tools, moving assembly lines--was a huge leap beyond European methods of craft production. And it produced lopsided margins of victory for the likes of Ford, GM, and Boeing. To coordinate these complex new systems, two new occupations arose: the industrial engineer, who spoke the language of the shop floor, and the professional financial manager, who spoke the language of accounting.

Charlie Warzel: Flying is weird right now

At first the engineers held sway. In a 1930 article for Aviation News, a Boeing engineer explained how the company's inspectors "continually supervise the fabrication of the many thousands of parts entering into the assemblage of a single plane." Philip Johnson, an engineer, succeeded Bill Boeing as CEO; he then passed the company to yet another engineer, Clairmont Egtvedt, who not only managed production of the B-17 bomber from the executive suite, but personally helped design it.

After the Second World War, America enjoyed three decades of dominance by sticking with methods it had used to win it. At the same time, a successor was developing, largely unnoticed, amid the scarcities of defeated Japan. The upstart auto executive Eiji Toyoda had visited Ford's works and found that, however much he admired the systems, they couldn't be replicated in Japan. He couldn't afford, for instance, the hundreds of machine tools specialized to punch out exactly one part at the touch of a button. Although his employees would have to make do with a few general-purpose stamping presses, he gave these skilled workers immense freedom to find the most efficient way to run them. The end result turned out to be radical: Costs fell and errors dropped in a renewable cycle of improvement, or kaizen.

What emerged was a different conception of the corporation. If the managerial bureaucrats in the other departments were to earn their keep, they needed a thorough understanding of the shop floor, or gemba (roughly "place of making value"). The so-called Gemba Walk required their routine presence at each step until they could comprehend the assembly of the whole. Otherwise they risked becoming muda--waste.

When the wave of Japanese competition finally crashed on corporate America, those best equipped to understand it--the engineers--were no longer in charge. American boardrooms had been handed over to the finance people. And they were hypnotized by the new doctrine of shareholder value, which provided a rationale for their ascendance but little incentive for pursuing long-term improvements or sustainable approaches to cost control. Their pay packages rewarded short-term spikes in stock price. There were lots of ways to produce those.

Which brings us to the hinge point of 1990, when a trio of MIT researchers published The Machine That Changed the World, which both named the Japanese system--"lean production"--and urged corporate America to learn from it. Just then, the Japanese economy crashed, easing the pressure on U.S. firms. In the years that followed, American manufacturers instead doubled down on outsourcing, offshoring, and financial engineering. This round of wounds was self-inflicted. Already infused with a stench of decay, manufacturing was written off as yesterday's activity.

At GE, which produced three of Boeing's last four CEOs, manufacturing came to be seen as "grunt work," as the former GE executive David Cote recently told Fortune's Shawn Tully. Motorola--founded as Galvin Manufacturing and famed for its religious focus on quality--lost its lead in mobile-phone making after it leaned into software and services. Intel's bunny-suited fab workers were the face of high-tech manufacturing prowess until the company ceded hardware leadership to Asian rivals. "Having once pioneered the development of this extraordinary technology," the current Intel CEO, Pat Gelsinger, wrote recently, "we now find ourselves at the mercy of the most fragile global supply chain in the world."

Phil Condit, the talented engineer who had overseen design of the hugely successful 777, was atop Boeing when I visited the company in late 2000. He was no stranger to the shop floor. Traversing Boeing's Everett plant in a golf cart, he pointed out the horizontal tail fin stretching above us. Hard to believe it was larger than the 737's wing, he marveled. Waiting back in his office--still located on the bank of the Duwamish River but greatly swollen by the recent merger with McDonnell Douglas--was a different sort of glee. "Wow! Double wow!" his mother had emailed him, referring to Boeing's closing stock price that day. And, it would soon emerge, he wanted to get some distance from what he described to the Puget Sound Business Journal as "how-do-you-design-an-airplane stuff." The next year, he moved Boeing's headquarters to Chicago, pulling the top brass away from the shop floor just as the company was embarking on a radically new approach to airplane assembly.

Its newest plane, the 787 Dreamliner, would not be an in-house production. Instead Boeing would farm out the designing and building to a network of "partner" companies--each effectively its own mini-Boeing with its own supply chain to manage. "It used to be you'd have some Boeing people develop the blueprints, then march over and say, 'Hey, would you build this for me?'" Richard Safran, an analyst at Seaport Research Partners and a former aerospace engineer, told me. "Now, instead, you're asking them to design it, to integrate it, to do the R&D."

The allures of this "capital light" approach were many: Troublesome unions, costly machine shops, and development budgets would all become someone else's problem. Key financial metrics would instantly improve as costs shifted to other firms' balance sheets. With its emphasis on less, the approach bore a superficial resemblance to lean production. But where lean production pushed know-how back onto the shop floor, this pushed the shop floor and its know-how out the door altogether.

Beyond that were the problems that a Boeing engineer, L. J. Hart-Smith, had foreseen in a prescient white paper that he presented at a 2001 Boeing technical symposium. With outsourcing came the possibility that parts wouldn't fit together correctly on arrival. "In order to minimize these potential problems," Hart-Smith warned, "it is necessary for the prime contractor to provide on-site quality, supplier-management, and sometimes technical support. If this is not done, the performance of the prime manufacturer can never exceed the capabilities of the least proficient of the suppliers."

Boeing didn't listen. Wall Street dismissed Hart-Smith's paper as a "rant," and Boeing put each supplier in charge of its own quality control. When those controls failed, Boeing had to bear the cost of fixing flawed components. Most troubling was the dangerous feedback loop Hart-Smith foresaw. Accounting-wise, those fixes, which in reality are the costs of outsourcing, would instead appear as overhead--creating the impression that in-house work was expensive and furthering the rationale for offloading even more of the manufacturing process.

In the short term, this all worked wonders on Boeing's balance sheet: Its stock rose more than 600 percent from 2010 to 2019. Then the true folly of this approach made its inevitable appearance when two strikingly similar crashes caused by faulty software on Boeing planes killed a total of 346 people.

James Surowiecki: What's gone wrong at Boeing

Today, if you stand along the Seattle waterfront long enough, sooner or later you'll catch sight of a train headed south carrying the distinctive shape of a Boeing 737. Though it's colored a metallic green and missing its tail--clearly not the finished product--it's the kind of thing you point to and say, Look kids, a Boeing plane's on that train! Not so. The logomark on the side spells it out: Spirit AeroSystems of Wichita, Kansas, has built this fuselage, which isn't coming from Boeing. It's going to Boeing.

A plane is a complex system in which the malfunction of one piece can produce catastrophic failure of the whole. Assembly must be tightly choreographed. But now--especially with Boeing continually trying to wring costs from its suppliers--there were many more chances for errors to creep in. And when FAA investigators finally toured the premises of Spirit AeroSystems--maker of the blown-out door as well as the fuselage it was supposed to fit in--they did not find a tight operation. They found one door seal being lubricated with Dawn liquid dish soap and cleaned with a wet cheesecloth, and another checked with a hotel-room key card.

A dark age doesn't descend all at once. The process of emerging from one also takes time. It must begin with a recognition that something has been lost. Boeing's fall just might have provided that rush of clarity. You could be from the 12th century and still know that soap and cheesecloth aren't for making flying machines. Boeing's chief financial officer recently admitted that the company got "a little too far ahead of itself on the topic of outsourcing." It is in talks to reacquire Spirit AeroSystems and is already making the composite wings of its next-gen plane, the 777X, in-house at a new, billion-dollar complex outside Seattle. "Aerospace Executives Finally Rediscover the Shop Floor," Aviation Week declared on the cover of a recent issue.

As for the rest of corporate America, one of the strongest signals may be coming from the company Boeing has striven so hard to emulate: GE. Under operations-minded boss Larry Culp, the company is finally--only 40 or so years late--pushing itself through a crash course in lean manufacturing. It is belatedly yielding to the reality that workers on the gemba are far better at figuring out more efficient ways of making things than remote bureaucrats with spreadsheet abstractions.

In the crucial field of semiconductors, meanwhile, Intel has recognized that Moore's Law (the doubling of computing power roughly every 18 months) flows not from above but from manufacturing advances it once dominated. It has undertaken a "death march," in the words of CEO Pat Gelsinger, to regain its lost edge on the foundry floor. The CHIPS Act has put a powerful political wind at his back. Green and other incentives are powering a broader, truly seismic surge in spending on new U.S. factories, now going up at three times their normal rate. No other country is experiencing such a buildout.

Add all the capacity you want. It won't reverse the country's long decline as a manufacturing superpower if corporate America keeps gurgling its sad, tired story about the impossibility of making things on these shores anymore. It's a story that helped pour a whole lot of wealth into the executive pockets peddling it. But half a century of self-inflicted damage is enough. The doors have fallen off, and it's plain for all to see: The story was barely bolted together.
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Welcome to Pricing Hell

<span>The ubiquitous rise of add-on fees and personalized pricing has turned buying stuff into a game you can't win.</span>

by Christopher Beam

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


On February 15, Ron Ruggless was sitting in his home office in Dallas, listening to a Wendy's earnings call--something he does every quarter as an editor and reporter for Nation's Restaurant News. When the new CEO of Wendy's mentioned that the company might introduce "dynamic pricing" in 2025, Ruggless wasn't surprised; many restaurants have started adjusting prices depending on the time of day or week. It seemed like minor news, so he wrote up a brief report. He didn't even bother to post it on social media.

About 10 days later, Ruggless saw that Wendy's was going viral. The Daily Mail and the New York Post had picked up the story, framing the new policy as "surge pricing." On X, Senator Elizabeth Warren called the plan "price gouging plain and simple." Burger King trolled Wendy's: "We don't believe in charging people more when they're hungry." Wendy's went into damage control. In a statement, it claimed that it wasn't planning to raise prices during high-demand times, but rather to lower prices during low-demand times. That distinction was lost on most observers--including, frankly, this one--and the narrative took hold that Wendy's was the next Uber.

The anti-Wendy's backlash made sense. Who wants to pull into a drive-through without knowing how much the food is going to cost? But it was also selective. Dynamic pricing is hardly new. Airlines have been charging flexible fares for decades. Prices on Amazon change millions of times a day. Grocery stores have begun using digital displays to adjust prices on the fly. The list grows by the week.

Prices aren't just changing more often--they're getting more complex, too. Fees, long the specialty of banks and credit-card companies, have proliferated across industries. Previously self-contained products (toothbrushes, movies, Microsoft Word) have turned into subscriptions, while previously bundled items (Wi-Fi at hotels, meals on airplanes) are now sold separately. Buying stuff online means navigating a flurry of discount codes, often just expired. Meanwhile, prices are becoming more personalized as companies hoover up customer data.

We're used to thinking of prices as static and universal. Sure, they might rise with inflation or dip during a sale, but in general, the price is the price, and it's the same for everyone. And we like it that way. It makes our economic lives predictable, and, perhaps more importantly, it feels fair. But that arrangement is under attack from two directions. The first is obfuscation: the breaking down of prices into components and the piling on of fees. The second is discrimination: the charging of different prices to different customers at different times.

Contempt for fees is strong enough to unite even Republicans and Democrats, and price discrimination isn't any more popular. One survey showed that half of customers think of dynamic pricing as price gouging; surge pricing in rideshare apps leads to more customer complaints; and polls show that shoppers are worried about companies collecting their data to shape prices.

The battle is not just between businesses and consumers, but also between economists, who prize efficiency, and the rest of us, who care about fairness. And right now, efficiency is running away with it. For every Wendy's, there are a thousand companies quietly implementing similar schemes, in an ongoing quest to get every last burger--or car, or ink cartridge, or hotel room--into every last hand, for every last penny. Despite the occasional outcry, the era of the single price is rapidly fading into the past. In many ways, it's already gone.

Pricing occupies a murky space between the mind and the gut. Some early philosophers thought the price of a thing should be determined by its "intrinsic" value, whatever that means, while others argued that its utility mattered most. Plato was against variable pricing. "He who sells anything in the agora shall not ask two prices for that which he sells, but he shall ask one," he wrote in Laws. He also inveighed against the hotel fees of his day, condemning people who show hospitality to travelers but then extract "the most unjust, abominable, and extortionate ransom."

The rise of the market economy shifted the understanding of price to be whatever someone is willing to pay for it. But even then, price remained attached to our sense of right and wrong. John Wanamaker, the Philadelphia entrepreneur credited with inventing the price tag in the 1800s, was a devout Christian whose advertisements promised "no favoritism." According to a hagiographic history of the Wanamaker empire from 1911, "One price to all was neither more nor less than the application to merchandising of the immortal note of equality sounded in the second sentence of the Declaration on Independence." The price tag had practical benefits, too: You didn't have to train employees to haggle.
 
 Modern pricing "innovation" took off with the airlines. From the late 1930s through the 1970s, airfares were set by the government, so airlines competed on the basis of amenities. (In 1977, the syndicated columnist George F. Will reflected on his preference for United Airlines because it offered macadamia nuts instead of peanuts. "The macadamia nut is one of God's more successful efforts," he wrote. "It has a cachet that the pedestrian peanut cannot match.") That changed with the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978, which preceded decades of "fare wars." Discount carriers like People Express were soon undercutting the legacy airlines and encroaching on their routes. This forced the old-timers to revamp their pricing practices.

In his book Revenue Management: Hard-Core Tactics for Market Domination, the pricing consultant Robert Cross recalls watching a Delta employee hand out discounts for the last empty seats on a flight in the early 1980s. Cross knew the plane would fill up with business travelers at the last minute, so he suggested holding those seats and charging a higher fare. This idea--selling seats for a lower price if you book early and a higher price later--transformed the airline industry, and saved the legacy airlines.

Ganesh Sitaraman: Airlines are just banks now

From there, the field of revenue management, or adjusting price and availability based on real-time shifts in supply and demand, boomed. Multitiered pricing spread to airline-adjacent industries like hotels and cruise lines, and then beyond to telecoms, manufacturing, and freight. Companies adopted sophisticated software to track real-time supply and demand, and started hiring pricing consultants or even in-house pricers.

The internet, as you may have heard, changed everything. Consumer advocates hailed it as the great leveler, predicting that online shopping would facilitate price comparison and push prices down. Like many early forecasts about the internet, this one looks painfully naive in hindsight. Companies wasted little time making it harder for customers to compare prices. In 2004, the MIT economists Glenn and Sara Fisher Ellison found that online vendors were advertising the cheapest version of a product, then steering customers toward a pricier one. Websites also learned to block web crawlers that allowed their competitors to detect price changes.

One of the more powerful forms of price obfuscation was the fee. Retail platforms often listed products in order of price. "So, of course, certain retailers realized they could charge one cent for a video camcorder, and shipping would be $250," Sara Fisher Ellison told me. Fees were often obscured until the end of a transaction--a practice dubbed "drip pricing."

The airlines, having pioneered the use of dynamic pricing, now refined the art of the fee. In 2008, American Airlines began charging $15 for checked luggage. The practice spread and soon became a major driver of airline profits. In 2023, the airlines raked in $33 billion from baggage fees, and even more from other ancillary fees like seat selection, meals, and in-flight Wi-Fi. These add-on fees drove down the prices that were displayed to customers, thus making the offerings look more competitive. It was a win-win arrangement, with both wins going to the airlines.

The rest of the travel and events industry followed suit. Mysterious "resort fees" appeared on hotel bills. Car renters burned time poring over "facility fees," transponder fees, and third-party insurance. Ticketing websites charged markups as high as 78 percent for concerts. Some fees sounded like jokes. In 2014, an airport in Venezuela charged customers a fee to cover its ventilation system, a surcharge widely mocked as a "breathing tax." And fees mingled with the broader trend of digitization-enabled unbundling. Want to "unlock" your Tesla's full battery life? In 2016, that cost an extra $3,250.

If the rise of the fee broke the expectation that prices are transparent, dynamic pricing challenged the assumption that they're fixed. When Uber rolled out surge pricing in the 2010s, the company billed it as a way to lure more drivers when demand was high. But the phrase was perhaps too honest. It evoked a sudden price increase in response to extreme circumstances, and riders accused the company of gouging during emergencies. "It's a term I tried to stamp out when I was at Uber," said Robert Phillips, a pricing expert who worked there for almost two years. "It sounds like a digestive problem--I've got a little surge going on."

At least old-school dynamic pricing applies equally to everyone at a given moment. That's not the case with personalized pricing, which is made possible by the explosion of customer data available to firms. Everyone knows that companies use our data to target ads and decide which products we see. But the use of that data to set prices--to charge each person a different amount based on their calculated willingness to pay--is still taboo.

That doesn't mean it's not happening. Back in 2015, for example, The Princeton Review was caught charging higher prices to students who lived in zip codes with large Asian populations. Since then, the data that can be used to customize prices have become more fine-grained. Why do you think every brand suddenly has an app? Because if you download the Starbucks app, say, the company can access your address book, financial information, browsing history, purchase history, location--not just where you live, but everywhere you go--and "audio information" (if you use their voice-ordering function). All those data points can be fed into machine-learning algorithms to generate a portrait of you and your willingness to pay. In return, you get occasional discounts and a free drink on your birthday.

"Often, personalized pricing is embedded as part of a loyalty program," Jamie Wilkie, a partner at McKinsey & Company who advises consumer and retail firms, told me. "If there's a high-value customer who's price sensitive, you may be able to give them a personalized offer. If they're a lower-value customer, you may just want to reach out to them." The New York Times recently reported that airlines--of course--are migrating to a ticket-sales platform that allows them to target consumers "with personalized fares or bundled offers not available in the traditional systems."

Perhaps you don't like the idea of being designated a lower-value customer, and missing out on the best deals as a result. Perhaps you don't want companies calculating the precise amount of money they can squeeze out of you based on your personal data or a surge in demand. That's a perfectly natural way to feel. Unless, that is, you're an economist.

In a classic 1986 study, researchers posed the following hypothetical to a random sample of people: "A hardware store has been selling snow shovels for $15. The morning after a large snowstorm, the store raises the price to $20." Eighty-two percent said this would be unfair.

Compare that with a 2012 poll that asked a group of leading economists about a proposed Connecticut law that would prohibit charging "unconscionably excessive" prices during a "severe weather event emergency." Only three out of 32 economists said the law should pass. Much more typical was the response of MIT's David Autor, who wrote, "It's generally efficient to use the price mechanism to allocate scarce goods, e.g., umbrellas on a rainy day. Banning this is unwise."

The gap between economists and normies on this issue is huge. To regular people, raising the price of something precisely when we need it the most is the definition of predatory behavior. To an economist, it is the height of rationality: a signal to the market to produce more of the good or service, and a way to ensure that whoever needs it the most can pay to get it. Jean-Pierre Dube, a professor of marketing at the University of Chicago Booth School of Business, told me the public reaction to the Wendy's announcement amounted to "hysteria," and that most people would support dynamic pricing if only they understood it. "It's so obvious," he said: If Wendy's has the option to raise their prices when demand is high, then customers can also benefit from lower prices when demand is low.

Read: How money became the measure of everything

Economists think about this situation in terms of rationing. You can ration a scarce resource in one of two ways: by price or by time. Rationing by time--that is, first come, first served--means long lines during periods of high demand, which inconvenience everyone. Economists prefer rationing by price: Whoever is willing to pay more during peak hours gets access to the product. According to Dube, that can benefit rich people, but it can also benefit people with greater need, like someone taking an Uber to the hospital. You can find academic studies concluding that Uber's surge pricing actually leaves consumers better off.

When you think about it, though, dynamic pricing is a pretty crude way to match supply and demand. What you really want is to know exactly how much each customer is willing to pay, and then charge them that--which is why personalized pricing is the holy grail of modern revenue management. To an economist, "perfect price discrimination," which means charging everyone exactly what they're willing to pay, maximizes total surplus, the economist's measure of goodness. In a world of perfect price discrimination, everyone is spending the most money, and selling the most stuff, of all possible worlds. It just so happens that under those conditions, the entirety of the surplus goes to the company.

Economists I spoke with pointed out that perfect price discrimination is all but impossible in real life. But technology-enabled personalized pricing is pulling us in that direction. Adam Elmachtoub, an associate professor of engineering at Columbia who studies pricing and fairness (he also works for Amazon), told me that personalization can be good or bad for consumers, depending on how you apply it. "I think we can agree that if personalized pricing worked in a way that people with lower incomes got lower prices, we'd be happy," he said. "Or we'd say it's not evil."

Elmachtoub pointed to the example of university tuition. By offering financial aid to different groups, universities engage in personalized pricing for the purpose of creating a diverse student body. "We agree it's a good idea in this setting," he said. Likewise, he noted, it's good that drug companies can sell medications for lower prices in poor countries.

Dube argues that personalized pricing should benefit the poor overall, since, in theory, people with less money would exhibit lower willingness to pay. "By and large, when you personalize prices, the lowest-income consumers are getting the lowest prices," he told me. Plus, he pointed out, there's another, less controversial term for personalized pricing: negotiation. Consumers pay a personalized price every time they buy a car from a salesperson, who's likely sizing them up based on the car they already drive, what they're wearing, how they talk, and other factors. Data-driven personalized pricing merely automates that process, turning more and more transactions into miniature versions of going to a car dealership. Which, again, economists seem to believe is a point in its favor.

Most economists, but not all.

In a 2014 survey, prominent economists were asked whether they agreed or disagreed that surge pricing like Uber's "raises consumer welfare" by boosting supply and allocating rides more efficiently. Out of 46 economists, only two disagreed. (Four were uncertain, and one had no opinion.)

One of those two was Angus Deaton, a Princeton economist who won the Nobel Prize in 2015 for his work on poverty, and who in recent years has publicly questioned the way his discipline looks at the world. Deaton argues that when it comes to pricing, economists are too focused on maximizing efficiency, without taking fairness into account. In a world of scarce resources, perhaps rationing by time is fairer than rationing by price. We all have different amounts of money, after all, whereas time is evenly distributed. Then there's the way economists decide what's good. The mainstream economist thinks that the best policy is the one that maximizes total economic surplus, no matter who gets it. If that benefits some people (companies) at the expense of others (consumers), the government can compensate the latter group through transfer payments. "A lot of free marketers say you can tax the gainers and give it to the losers," Deaton says. "But somehow, miraculously, that never seems to happen."

In other words, economics doesn't pay enough attention to power. In the real world, corporations and consumers are rarely on equal footing. The more complex and opaque prices get, the more power shifts from buyer to seller. This helps explain why, in practice, poor people are often charged more than rich people for the same product or service. The poor pay higher rates for mortgages, bank loans, and other financial services. Wealthy Americans pay less on average for broadband internet. Neighborhoods with fewer grocery stores often have higher prices.

Or take Elmachtoub's example of college tuition. Yes, poor students who get a free ride thanks to financial aid benefit from personalized pricing. But colleges also collaborate with a thriving "enrollment management" industry that bases financial-aid offers not on students' need, but on how much an algorithm suggests they and their parents will be willing to pay. This can have perverse effects. As the higher-education expert Kevin Carey wrote for Slate in 2022, "parents of means who themselves have finished college are often sophisticated consumers of higher education and are able to drive a hard bargain, whereas lower-income, less-educated parents feel an enormous obligation to help their children move farther up the socioeconomic ladder and blindly trust that colleges have their best financial interests at heart." Accordingly, many colleges offer more money to wealthier admitted students than they do to poorer ones.

The concept of willingness to pay contains endless potential for mischief. "I worry about a hotel website knowing that you absolutely must travel to get to a funeral that has recently been scheduled, or a situation where your kid urgently needs some medicine or supplies," Rohit Chopra, the director of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and former FTC commissioner, told me. Improvements in AI technology make that process even easier and more opaque. When a bank denies you a loan, it has to provide a reason, Chopra pointed out. But with AI-based pricing, there's no such transparency, as algorithms make pricing decisions that humans can't understand.

According to Tim Wu, a professor at Columbia Law School who helped lead antitrust efforts as a special assistant to President Joe Biden, opacity is the point. The explosion of complex revenue-management schemes allows companies to increase their margins by innovating on pricing, rather than by improving their products or service. The closer we get to personalized pricing, Wu told me, the more we inhabit a world in which "everything in life is like paying for beer at the Super Bowl: Everything's at your maximum willingness to pay." There's a joy--or, in economic terms, a utility--in paying less for something than you might have. "In that model," Wu said, "you get none of it."

Is there any way to reverse the march toward ever-more-vampiric pricing schemes?

Tackling junk fees is the low-hanging fruit. Most people, including economists, agree that companies should not charge fees that don't correspond to actual services, especially when those fees are hidden or disguised. Even the CATO Institute, the libertarian think tank that never saw a regulation it liked, acknowledges that consumers "shouldn't be charged for products without their consent, and businesses should disclose mandatory fees before purchases are made." (It still opposes the Biden administration's anti-junk-fee initiative, which it calls "incoherent" and overbroad.)

The problem is that the incentives are too powerful for companies to resist on their own. In 2014, StubHub switched to an "all-in" pricing model, in which customers saw full ticket prices up front. Revenues went down, so they switched back. "There's a collective-action problem," says Shelle Santana, assistant professor of marketing at Bentley University, who has studied drip pricing. If one company refuses to switch to all-in pricing, it can undercut the rest.

Read: Hotel booking is a post-truth nightmare

Such a clear, popular case for government intervention is rare, and the Biden administration has pounced. New rules and guidances have poured out of the FTC, the CFPB, and the White House over the past year, capping late fees for credit cards and limiting surprise charges at car dealerships, among other measures. Biden mentioned fees four times in his recent State of the Union.

But industry groups are pushing back. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce says the crackdown will make inflation worse by increasing compliance costs. (In other words, the costs of not charging excessive fees will be higher than charging excessive fees.) A lobbyist for the major airlines said the new transparency rules around add-on fees would cause "confusion and frustration" for customers. Live Nation, the company that owns Ticketmaster, promised to display the full cost of tickets up front for events at venues that it controls, but it has drawn criticism for not extending that policy to cover all events for which it sells tickets. Credit-card issuers are resisting limits on late fees, saying they'd be forced to reduce rewards for other customers, and Republicans in both chambers oppose the cap. Court battles could drag on for years.

And that's the easy stuff. "The next frontier is going to be price," Samuel Levine, the FTC's director of consumer protection, told me. "Because that's the dream, if companies can actually set personalized prices to maximize profits."

Ultimately, preventing the dystopia of perfect price discrimination--or some more realistic approximation of it--means cutting off companies' access to the data they use to determine how much to charge us. This isn't complicated; it's just a politically heavy lift. Getting Americans fired up about their personal data has been notoriously difficult, which helps explain why we still have no federal digital-privacy law. Perhaps if more voters understood that strong privacy protections would also protect them from price discrimination, Congress would feel more pressure to get something done. (A glimmer of hope appeared earlier this month when lawmakers announced a bipartisan bill that would limit the user data that companies can collect.)

Near-term solutions might depend on the companies themselves. If prices become too complex, that creates an opening for a firm to commit itself to clear, simple pricing, Bentley University's Shelle Santana says. For example, Southwest Airlines allows two free checked bags. Mark Cuban's pharmaceutical wholesaler, Cost Plus Drugs, markets itself as a transparent alternative to the usual stress of buying medicine. Boring Mattress Co. promises to help customers "escape mattress hell" by offering a simple flat-rate mattress with free shipping. Santana cited JetBlue's early marketing. "Their whole campaign was, We like our customers," she said. "As a flier, you're like, You don't even have to love me. Just don't make me feel like I'm in hell." In a world of constantly shuffling prices, could predictability become a competitive advantage?

Wendy's might already be on it. A week after the dynamic-pricing flap, the chain announced that it would offer $1 burgers to celebrate March Madness. All you had to do was download the Wendy's app.
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Right-Wing Media Are in Trouble

The flow of traffic to Donald Trump's most loyal digital-media boosters isn't just slowing; it's utterly collapsing.

by Paul Farhi




As you may have heard, mainstream news organizations are facing a financial crisis. Many liberal publications have taken an even more severe beating. But the most dramatic declines over the past few years belong to conservative and right-wing sites. The flow of traffic to Donald Trump's most loyal digital-media boosters isn't just slowing, as in the rest of the industry; it's utterly collapsing.

This past February, readership of the 10 largest conservative websites was down 40 percent compared with the same month in 2020, according to The Righting, a newsletter that uses monthly data from Comscore--essentially the Nielsen ratings of the internet--to track right-wing media. (February is the most recent month with available Comscore data.) Some of the bigger names in the field have been pummeled the hardest: The Daily Caller lost 57 percent of its audience; Drudge Report, the granddaddy of conservative aggregation, was down 81 percent; and The Federalist, founded just over a decade ago, lost a staggering 91 percent. (The site's CEO and co-founder, Sean Davis, called that figure "laughably inaccurate" in an email but offered no further explanation.) FoxNews.com, by far the most popular conservative-news site, has fared better, losing "only" 22 percent of traffic, which translates to 23 million fewer monthly site visitors compared with four years ago.

Some amount of the decline over that period was probably inevitable, given that 2020 was one of the most intense and newsiest years in decades, propping up publications across the political spectrum. But that doesn't explain why the falloff has been especially steep on the right side of the media aisle.

What's going on? The obvious culprit is Facebook. For years, Facebook's mysterious algorithms served up links to news and commentary articles, sending droves of traffic to their publishers. But those days are gone. Amid criticism from elected officials and academics who said the social-media giant was spreading hate speech and harmful misinformation, including Russian propaganda, before the 2016 election, Facebook apparently came to question the value of featuring news on its platform. In early 2018, it began deemphasizing news content, giving greater priority to content posted by friends and family members. In 2021, it tightened the tap a little further. This past February, it announced that it would do the same on Instagram and Threads. All of this monkeying with the internet's plumbing drastically reduced the referral traffic flowing to news and commentary sites. The changes have affected everyone involved in digital media, including some liberal-leaning sites--such as Slate (which saw a 42 percent traffic drop), the Daily Beast (41 percent), and Vox (62 percent, after losing its two most prominent writers)--but the impact appears to have been the worst, on average, for conservative media. (Referral traffic from Google has also declined over the past few years, but far less sharply.)

Adrienne LaFrance: Mark Zuckerberg doesn't understand journalism

Unsurprisingly, the people who run conservative outlets see this as straightforward proof that Big Tech is trying to silence them. Neil Patel, a co-founder (with Tucker Carlson) of the Daily Caller, told me that the tech giants want "to crush any independent media that was perceived to have been helpful to Trump's rise." Patel calls this a form of "Big Tech-driven viewpoint discrimination" that "should scare any fair-minded individual."

A simpler explanation is that conservative digital media are disproportionately dependent on social-media referrals in the first place. Many mainstream publications have long-established brand names, large newsrooms to churn out copy, and, in a few cases, large numbers of loyal subscribers. Sites like Breitbart and Ben Shapiro's The Daily Wire, however, were essentially Facebook-virality machines, adept at injecting irresistibly outrageous, clickable nuggets into people's feeds. So the drying-up of referrals hit these publications much harder.

And so far, unlike some publications that have pivoted away from relying on traffic and programmatic advertising, they've struggled to adapt. Rather than stabilizing amid Facebook's new world order, traffic on the right has mostly continued south. Among the big losers over the past year are The Washington Free Beacon, whose traffic was down 58 percent, and Gateway Pundit, down 62 percent. Compare that with prominent mainstream and liberal sites, which, although still well below their 2020 heights, have at least stanched the bleeding. Traffic to The Washington Post and The New York Times from February 2023 to February 2024 was essentially flat. Slate's was up 14 percent.

For conservative media publishers, the financial consequences of such a steep decline in readership are hard to know for certain. None of the best-known names publicly reports revenue figures, and many are supported by rich patrons who may not be in it for the money. But the situation can't be good. Digital media still rely on advertising, and advertising still goes to places with more, not fewer, people paying attention. Traffic also drives subscriptions.

More broadly, the loss of readership can't be helpful to the ideological cause. Top-drawing sites like the conspiratorial Gateway Pundit and Infowars help keep the MAGA faithful faithful by recirculating, amplifying, and sometimes creating the culture-war memes and talking points that dominate right and far-right opinion. Less traffic means less influence.

Paul Farhi: Is American journalism headed toward an 'extinction-level event'?

The Daily Caller's Patel insisted that faltering traffic alone isn't a death sentence for the onetime lords of the conservative web. With the addition of a subscription service and tighter financial management, the Daily Caller's financial health is solid and improving, he said. Outlets like his own can still succeed with people who "have lost trust in the corporate media and are actively seeking alternatives."

The trouble is that there are now alternatives to the alternatives. The Righting's proprietor, Howard Polskin, pointed out to me that the websites that dominated the field in 2016--Fox News, Breitbart, The Washington Times, and so on--are no longer the only players in MAGA world. The marketplace has expanded and fragmented since then, splintering the audience seeking conservative or even extremist perspectives among podcasts, YouTube videos, Substack newsletters, and boutique platforms like Rumble. "There's a lot of choice," Polskin said. "Even if [the big] sites went out of business tomorrow, there are a lot of voices still out there."

The DIY ethic is embodied by the likes of Megyn Kelly, Bill O'Reilly, Steve Bannon, and Carlson, who became conservative celebrities while working for established media organizations but have maintained their profiles after leaving them in disgrace. Since being fired by Fox News last year, Carlson has moved his contentious commentaries and interviews (including one with Vladimir Putin) to X. Kelly has come back from a messy divorce with NBC in 2019 (which followed an unhappy exit from Fox News in 2017) to host a massively popular podcast. O'Reilly, likewise forced out of Fox in 2017, has kept talking via newsletters, video streams, and weekly appearances on the NewsNation cable channel. And Bannon, the former Trump consigliere who left Breitbart, which he founded, after publicly criticizing the Trump family, has gone the podcaster route himself; his War Room podcast was ranked as the leading source of false and misleading information in a broad study of the medium by the Brookings Institution last year.

The precipitous decline in traffic to conservative publications raises a larger and possibly unanswerable question: Did these operations ever really hold the political and cultural clout that critics ascribed to them at their peak? Recall the liberal anger in 2020 when Ben Shapiro was routinely dominating Facebook's most-engaged content list, generating accusations that Facebook's algorithm was favoring right-wing posts and pushing voters toward Trump. Yet Joe Biden went on to win the election easily, and Democrats overperformed in the 2022 midterms. Now, as conservatives cry that Big Tech has crushed their traffic, Trump is running neck and neck with Biden in the polls, even with a legal cloud hanging over him and shortfalls of campaign cash. Maybe who wins the traffic contest doesn't matter as much as it once appeared.
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Trump Media Is the New Bed Bath &amp; Beyond

Donald Trump gets into the meme-stock business.

by James Surowiecki




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


After the stock-market frenzy that ensued when Trump Media & Technology Group started trading on Tuesday (under the ticker symbol DJT), one thing is almost certainly true: Donald Trump is now the chairman of the most overvalued company on Nasdaq.

Trump Media had a grand total of $3.4 million in revenue in the first nine months of 2023, against more than $10 million in operating losses. Its only product is Truth Social, Trump's right-wing Twitter clone, which has a tiny user base, few advertisers, and no real prospect of challenging the dominant players in the social-media space. And yet, as of market close on Tuesday, Trump Media was valued at almost $8 billion, making it worth more on paper than The New York Times.

Trump Media is, in other words, a meme stock. Like GameStop and AMC before it, it trades not on fundamentals, but on emotion. Exploiting that emotion is, you might say, Trump Media's real business. And the only surprising thing about Trump orchestrating such a scheme is that it took him so long to do it.

What distinguished GameStop and AMC from classic bubbles, after all, was that the buying frenzies that propelled them to unsustainable heights were driven by a conscious collective effort on the part of retail investors, many of whom communicated with one another on Reddit and other message boards. These people wanted to make money, but they were also animated by a vague "Stick it to the man" worldview, built on resentment of short sellers, hedge funds, and "elites" more generally.

This was a situation tailor-made for Trump to exploit. He cultivates a populist, anti-elite image, and has legions of true believers who are convinced that, on top of having been a great president, he's a great businessman. For these people, buying Trump Media stock--which inflates Trump's net worth because he owns 58 percent of the company--is an easy way to register their commitment to him and own the libs, while also potentially getting rich. That's why Truth Social on Tuesday was replete with messages from users urging Trump supporters to drive up Trump Media's price and "drive the liberals insane!"

Derek Thompson: The GameStop story you think you know is wrong

The nice thing about this for Trump is that Trump Media's dismal business prospects are basically irrelevant to its valuation. The prospectus for the merger of Trump Media and the special-purpose acquisition company Digital World Acquisition Corp. includes a seemingly endless list of risk factors, including the fact that "a number of companies that were associated with President Trump have filed for bankruptcy." It offers no plausible path to rapid growth, let alone to profitability. And it doesn't even provide a detailed picture of Truth Social's current operations: Digital World--a shell company that appears to have been created for the sole purpose of taking Trump Media public--says in the prospectus that Trump Media did not provide it with "complete financial information." Remarkably, Trump Media says that it has no plans to report, and in fact doesn't even collect, data on how many active users Truth Social has, how many new users it's signing up, or how many ad impressions it's generating.

In other words, Trump Media's message to investors who might want to evaluate its performance boils down to "Trust us." And although that would normally send investors scurrying, it's just fine for the retail investors who have been snapping up shares of DJT. They most likely feel no need to peruse the Digital World prospectus for risk factors. They trust Trump.

Even if Trump Media can rely on Trump supporters to keep its stock up, at least for the moment, plenty of volatility is still in store, because speculators will look to cash in on the meme-stock mania by either riding the stock up or selling it short. On Tuesday, for instance, the stock rose as high as $79 a share but then tumbled 28 percent in a couple of hours to close at $58. But the Trumpian retail investors should help keep the stock from totally cratering.

The question, though, is: For how long? In principle, a company's stock price can stay completely out of whack with its fundamentals forever, as long as investors are collectively willing to pay more than it's worth. But the history of meme stocks suggests that investors' collective will to keep a stock up does eventually erode, whether because they cash out, lose faith, or just get bored. (GameStop and AMC now trade for a tiny fraction of their all-time highs, while Bed Bath & Beyond, another former meme-stock juggernaut, went bankrupt.) Trump Media investors may well feel more allegiance to Trump than GameStop investors felt to GameStop. But there's still little doubt that this will end poorly for most of them.

That doesn't mean it will end poorly for Trump, though. His stake in Trump Media is now worth more than $4.5 billion. Even if Trump Media's stock fell 90 percent by the time Trump is allowed to sell his shares, in six months, he would still have almost half a billion dollars' worth of stock to sell. Which, in a perverse way, suggests that he's every bit the shrewd businessman his investors believe him to be.
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Critics of the TikTok Bill Are Missing the Point

America has a long history of shielding infrastructure and communication platforms from foreign control.

by Zephyr Teachout




Does Congress really have the power to force a sale of TikTok? Last week, the House of Representatives voted overwhelmingly in favor of a bill that would require TikTok's parent company, the Beijing-based ByteDance, to sell the U.S. version of TikTok to an American buyer within six months or have the app blocked. The bill faces an uncertain future in the Senate, but its early momentum seems to have genuinely shocked and dismayed many people, who see it as a xenophobic provocation, a performative-messaging bill, or the first step in a dangerous unwinding of a global, free internet.

Underlying these somewhat confused critiques is a palpable sense of affront and bewilderment, a fierce instinct that something terribly wrong is afoot. In an era of globalization and free trade, the idea of the U.S. government blocking foreign ownership of a tech platform seems so extreme that there must be some darker explanation. But this intuition is mistaken. The idea that we must enact barriers to foreign-government surveillance and political interference is actually a very old one, embedded in both American history and the logic of democratic self-determination. Forbidding a hostile foreign power from controlling a major communication platform fits into a long and important tradition of American self-government.

Congress is worried about the Chinese government's potential access to the personal data of TikTok's 150 million U.S. users, and about its ability to influence American public opinion by shaping the content that those users see. ByteDance insists that it doesn't share user data with, or otherwise do the bidding of, the Chinese Communist Party, but any Beijing-based company must ultimately answer to the Chinese government. The specific substance of these fears--data privacy, algorithmic manipulation--is distinctly modern. But the underlying concerns would have been familiar to American political leaders since the dawn of the republic.

During the Constitutional Convention in 1787, the Framers were quite worried that foreign powers would exploit America's open form of government to serve their own interests. At the time, the United States was small and weak compared with the powerhouses of France and England, and the Framers feared that favors and financing could seduce officeholders. Alexander Hamilton cautioned that "foreign powers also will not be idle spectators. They will interpose, the confusion will increase, and a dissolution of the Union ensue." The Constitution therefore forbids foreigners from running for Congress until they have been U.S. citizens for seven years, and famously prohibits anyone but a natural-born citizen from being president. Elbridge Gerry, the great champion of the Bill of Rights, argued at the Constitutional Convention that "foreign powers will intermeddle in our affairs, and spare no expence to influence them. Persons having foreign attachments will be sent among us & insinuated into our councils, in order to be made instruments for their purposes. Every one knows the vast sums laid out in Europe for secret services."

Tim Wu: Courts are choosing TikTok over children

Even the treaty-ratification rule in the Constitution, which requires a two-thirds congressional vote, was included in order to reduce "the power of foreign nations to obstruct our retaliating measures on them by a corrupt influence," as James Madison put it. And as we all learned during the Trump presidency, Article I of the U.S. Constitution forbids federal officials, without a special dispensation from Congress, from receiving gifts or emoluments from foreign governments. (I was a lawyer on the emoluments lawsuit against Trump, which had overcome preliminary legal challenges when he lost reelection.)

After the Constitution was ratified, Congress regularly used limits on foreign ownership and influence as a mechanism of preserving sovereignty, democracy, and national security. The limits are most pronounced in areas that affect politics, elections, and communications. Foreign nationals who are not green-card holders cannot contribute to political campaigns. Under the Foreign Agents Registration Act, lobbyists for foreign governments are far more strictly regulated than other lobbyists. The law, passed in the run-up to World War II, was strengthened after hearings in the 1960s revealed the degree to which foreign money was influencing domestic policy.

Other laws limit foreign control of different forms of infrastructure. The Defense Production Act authorizes the executive branch to block proposed or pending foreign corporate mergers that threaten national security. Vessels transporting cargo between two points in the United States must be U.S.-built and U.S.-owned. Certain defense contracts cannot be awarded to foreign-government-controlled companies unless specifically authorized by the secretary of defense. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission can issue licenses for constructing dams or transmission lines only to U.S. entities, and geothermal lessees have foreign-ownership limits. As the Vanderbilt University law professor Ganesh Sitaraman has argued, the body of law limiting foreign ownership in various sectors can mostly be understood through the lens of platform regulation: They prevent foreign governments from taking over core elements of infrastructure.

This includes communications infrastructure. Limits on foreign ownership have been a part of federal communications policy for more than a century. The Radio Act of 1912 was the first federal limitation on ownership of communications infrastructure, forbidding foreign ownership of radio stations. It expanded and set a blueprint for later communications rules--Rupert Murdoch, for example, had to become an American citizen to avoid Federal Communications Commission rules banning foreign owners of American TV networks--which were based on the twin fears of espionage and propaganda. TikTok, of course, falls right at the intersection of those fears.

Any effort to restrict a communication platform inevitably invites concerns about the First Amendment, but constitutional claims on behalf of foreign governments are extremely weak. In 2011, for example, a federal court rejected a challenge to the federal laws prohibiting foreign nationals from making campaign contributions. Then-Judge Brett Kavanaugh wrote that the country has a compelling interest in limiting the participation of foreign citizens in such activities, "thereby preventing foreign influence over the U.S. political process."

Some opponents of the TikTok bill argue instead that if the app is blocked in the U.S., that will restrict the free-speech rights of its users. The ACLU, for example, argues that a TikTok ban would be "a dangerous act of censorship on the free speech of so many Americans." This is an argument that the ACLU and others might want to reconsider, because its boundless logic could swallow up any effort to regulate communication-based tech platforms. Suppose Congress passed a tough data-privacy law, for example, and Discord, unable to afford the cost of compliance, announced it would have to shut down U.S. operations. By the ACLU's logic, the data-privacy law could be struck down as a violation of Discord users' First Amendment rights. The free-speech argument against the TikTok bill is, in other words, a powerful and indiscriminate deregulatory weapon. (Although a federal court blocked Montana's TikTok ban last fall, it did so largely on the grounds that a state, as opposed to Congress, lacked the power to legislate on the basis of national-security concerns.)

Critics of the TikTok bill also argue that it would do nothing to solve the fundamental problems posed by the biggest tech platforms. A U.S.-owned TikTok would not inherently be better for public dialogue, data privacy, or teen mental health than the current version. Even if China were cut off from direct control, it could still easily get data on Americans from commercial data brokers. Moreover, the bill would not touch the activities of Google and Meta, which have more users than TikTok and exert vastly more control over public discourse. "All of the social media platforms are information minefields, rife with deceptive content from state actors, corporations, paid influencers and others," the tech journalist Julia Angwin wrote in a New York Times op-ed. "Their algorithms fuel our worst impulses by highlighting content that promotes anger and outrage. They strip mine our data to make money. Forcing TikTok to merge with another data-hungry social media platform won't solve any of that."

This is all true--it just isn't a reason to oppose the current TikTok bill. I have long advocated for legislation to ban surveillance-based business models and hold platforms accountable for the content they promote, as well as for aggressive antitrust enforcement to break up the big homegrown tech monopolies. Forcing a TikTok divestiture would do none of those things. It would address one specific issue: control over a dominant communication platform by a hostile foreign superpower with a well-documented interest in influencing domestic politics in the U.S. and other countries. Yes, Congress should do so much more: pass comprehensive privacy reform, impose regulations on dominant tech platforms, and strengthen competition laws. But a law that solves only one problem is a lot better than nothing. And for those who think that restricting a Chinese app will create a new era in a deglobalized internet, China already blocks Instagram, Google, YouTube, WhatsApp, X (formerly Twitter), and Facebook, and a number of Asian countries have banned or limited TikTok within their borders on grounds similar to the proposed American legislation.

Kate Lindsay: America will be fine without TikTok

In fact, passing piecemeal legislation might be the first step toward Congress rebuilding the legislative muscle to pass those other more sweeping laws. Since the 1980s, American policy has largely treated nonmilitary interactions with foreign states as a subset of supply-side economics, with the goals of maximizing production and efficiency while tearing down barriers to trade. As both Democrats and Republicans lionized the free flow of capital as the most urgent priority, we focused less on traditional, unquantifiable concerns, such as democracy and sovereignty.

The basic premise of democratic self-government is the idea that people collectively make the rules of their community and collectively direct their laws. That promise may be more honored in the breach, but it remains the right aspiration for liberal democracy. Self-rule requires a closeness between the people who are governed and the institutions of power. Could American corporations or individuals wreak just as much havoc on public discourse as the Chinese government? Yes. But on some level, that is part of the democratic bargain. Members of this political community must have unique rights to shape the institutions that coerce and constrain their behavior--rights not afforded to people, corporations, or governments outside the community. The U.S. has a sorry history of meddling in other countries' elections. It is not a history we should hold up proudly, or rely on to allow foreign meddling in our own elections. We should instead affirm the historic norm that countries have the right to protect their communications, politics, and private data from foreign governmental control.
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My Hope for Palestine

There's still a path to lasting peace. But we'll need a new set of leaders.

by Samer Sinijlawi




The conflict between Israelis and Palestinians is often assumed to be impossible to solve, a matter of two national movements with irreconcilable aspirations for one tiny piece of land. It has felt like this for nearly a century, and perhaps never more so than during the past year of anger and grief.

But as a Palestinian who was born in Jerusalem's Old City, who has lived through the occupation, who sat in an Israeli prison for five years, I see a way out. Even today, with the pain so fresh, I believe it's possible for Palestinians to get our state, and for the two peoples to coexist. But to arrive there, both sides will need to radically change their thinking--and their leadership.

The future I imagine is in some ways rooted in a past I remember from my childhood in the early '80s. In the busy streets of the Old City, you knew which community you belonged to, but everyone shared the space. As a boy, before I had any understanding of who was above whom, I knew only that everyone was bustling at the end of the week, with Jews going to synagogue, Christians heading to church, and Muslims following the sound of the muezzin to prayer. My family is Muslim, but I attended a Christian school. I never questioned how natural this layered reality was.

But then, in 1987, the First Intifada began. I was 14. All at once, I felt pulled into the conflict, drawn to what I heard on the streets and saw on television, which was a more straightforward story than what I'd known in Jerusalem--the struggle of my people, armed with stones, standing up to tanks. I wanted to throw stones as well, to feel a part of it. And so I did. And like many of my teenage friends, I was eventually arrested, and sentenced by a military judge to five years' imprisonment.

This was the most painful moment of my life. My childhood was over. I wasn't able to finish high school. But my experience in prison changed me in unexpected ways. It gave me a different kind of education. I was elected as a spokesperson to negotiate with the prison authorities, whether for better food or special permits for family visits. And my understanding of my enemy grew.

Out in the street, we wore keffiyehs over our faces, and they saw us only through the scope of a rifle. But now I got to know some Israelis. I could see their eyes, and they could see mine. I learned Hebrew. I learned their names. And I saw for the first time that these people, whom I had feared as my oppressors, had their own fears. They were scared of us, the Palestinians, of the violence we might cause them, of the violence we were causing them. It's hard for my own people, oppressed as we feel by Israeli power, to appreciate this, but the fears of Israelis are real, not exaggerated or invented. The images of October 7 are seared into their minds. Especially since the massacre, they desire the sort of security that any of us would want, and they will never bargain away the safety of their families. They are not a suicidal people.

I also learned how to negotiate with Israelis. Maybe because of their own history of survival, they can be stubborn. You cannot expect to get anything through pressure tactics. Believe me, Palestinians have tried: The strategy for decades has been to use violence against Israeli civilians while beseeching the world to force Israel into making concessions. But this hasn't worked. Trying to get the American president to use carrots and sticks with the Israelis is pointless. We need to deal with them directly. That's the only way. And just as we have needs--dignity, rights, independence--they have needs as well, and we must find ways to reassure them of their security, to defeat their fears.

Read: Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves

I have often thought of the conflict as having DNA. The need for security is one strand, and the other is a desire for dignity. This did not require any special education for me to learn. It comes with the reality of being a Palestinian. We live in a state of constant humiliation: at each checkpoint, every time we need to cross a border, when settlers in the West Bank attack and kill our people and burn our fields with impunity. Half of our lives seem to be spent waiting in line as an Israeli soldier stands over us with a gun. We lack freedom. We are denied basic human dignity. And this existence, to feel forever trampled on, has been ours now for at least three generations.

This is the DNA, a desire for both safety and self-determination. By acknowledging and attending to these twin desires--rather than parsing right from wrong or replaying history--people of goodwill can solve the conflict. I am part of an initiative--organized by Ehud Olmert, the former Israeli prime minister, and Nasser al-Kidwa, the former Palestinian foreign-affairs minister--to do just that. We envision a cease-fire in Gaza and a return of the hostages held by Hamas since October 7, and we have worked out the details of a two-state solution, proposing a plan for drawing borders, determining the status of Jerusalem, and rebuilding Gaza.

The contours are not hard to imagine, but many obstacles stand in the way. I see four main ones, two within our own societies and two from the outside.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his right-wing government aren't interested in making any concessions to the Palestinians. They hardly see us, and are intent on ignoring our demands indefinitely. But I don't think they represent the majority of Israelis, who dislike Netanyahu and want his rule to end. I believe that those who protest by the tens of thousands every week in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem know that the status quo is not acceptable for either people.

This is the first obstacle: Netanyahu and his reactionary, racist allies. Israelis must find a way to vote him and the extremists out. Nothing will change until Israeli leaders see the benefit of creating a Palestinian state, and do not act with such indifference to our lives and needs. But the second obstacle I see is closer to home for me, and just as crucial: the corrupt and ineffective leadership of Mahmoud Abbas, the president of the Palestinian Authority.

I first met Abbas as part of a Fatah youth delegation soon after the First Intifada ended. After being released from prison, in 1993, I became involved with the party, the largest faction in Palestinian politics at the time. My fellow delegates and I were in our 20s; Abbas was then in his 50s and Fatah's second-in-command. "You are tomorrow's leaders," he told us. Today, Abbas is nearly 90, and we are in our 50s. Over the years, he has worked to ensure that the tomorrow he promised never arrived. He was elected president in 2005 to serve for four years. He has served for almost 20, without a single reelection. Over that period, he has compromised our democracy, our security, our economy, and our dignity.

Abbas lost the 2006 legislative elections to Hamas, and then lost Gaza to Hamas control the following year. But he could have taken the past two decades to build up the West Bank, creating transparent, accountable institutions that would represent a thriving alternative to Hamas. Because he didn't, he allowed the extremists to fill the vacuum. As recently as 2021, Abbas canceled planned elections, this time after Fatah split into three factions. Younger, reformist Fatah leaders were ready to try to create that alternative, and might have offered a counterbalance to the extremism that led to October 7. But Abbas stood in their way.

Palestinians want change. Polls show that about 90 percent of the population wants Abbas to resign. But removing him isn't just important for the West Bank and the possibility of negotiating with the Israelis. It's also essential to Gaza's "day after." As brutal and oppressive as the Hamas regime has been, the people of Gaza don't want to see Hamas replaced with Abbas.

Instead, Palestinian political leaders should form a unity government that includes nonpartisan national figures; Fatah reformists such as al-Kidwa, the former security czar Mohammed Dahlan, and, with any luck, the imprisoned Fatah leader Marwan Barghouti; and even members of nonextremist Islamist factions like the Ra'am party, in Israel's Parliament. This broad coalition would be responsible for reconstructing Gaza and unifying it with the West Bank. It would need the support of Arab countries and the international community--and, of course, recognition by Israel.

All of this is impossible while Netanyahu and Abbas remain in power, which is why they are the biggest internal obstacles. But there are also two external ones.

The first is obvious: Iran is the mutual enemy of both Israelis and Palestinians who want peace, as well as of all the moderate forces in the Middle East. Iran has propped up Hamas and Hezbollah, whose ideologies and actions will lead to nothing but endless war. The best way to counter Iran is for Israel to build relationships with the Emiratis and the Saudis and a reformed Palestinian Authority. But to do that, Abbas and Netanyahu need to go.

Palestinians need a strategy that prioritizes the security of Israelis--not for the Israelis' sake, but for our own national interest.

The second external obstacle might seem surprising, but it's no less important to acknowledge: the extreme sentiments in the West. I understand what has motivated the protests on American college campuses. I have grieved the death of every Gazan, and I am certainly not against peaceful demonstration. But I think that some of those who call themselves pro-Palestine and rally under the Palestinian flag are doing us real harm--and I would say the same about some of those who rally under the Israeli flag and call themselves pro-Israel.

These protests have merely hardened the positions of Hamas and Netanyahu. They apply the wrong kind of pressure: against compromise. Against seeing each other and finding ways to move closer. They alienate everyday Israelis and Palestinians. As far as I'm concerned, there is only one idea to rally behind; only one pro-Israel, pro-Palestine slogan: "Stop the war and free the hostages." Nothing else is helpful, certainly not slogans such as "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free."

From the April 2024 issue: Franklin Foer on the end of America's Jewish golden age

I know how hard these obstacles will be to overcome; as a Palestinian, I am accustomed to endless heartbreak. It's far easier to remain self-righteous, to believe that with enough yelling or missiles, things will change for the better. But they won't, not until the two sides begin to look at each other honestly.

I have talked with many Israelis over the years, after I was elected international secretary for Fatah youth, and then as the head of Israeli relations for the party. I have become close friends with many of them, and not just with people on the left and in the center, but with those on the right as well. I've learned some lessons from all of this talking.

Primarily, I decided not to hate them. For a simple reason: We have killed them and they have killed us. Hate has never achieved anything for the Palestinians besides more misery. Additionally, I decided never to lecture Israelis on morality, on what to do and what not to do. I chose instead to focus on my side, on the example that I set.

That's why I went to Kfar Aza, one of the kibbutzim attacked on October 7, for a condolence visit early this year. Standing in front of cameras, I condemned the acts of Hamas. I didn't want history to document that no Palestinian spoke up against this atrocity. In Kfar Aza--a mile away from the city of Beit Hanoun, over the border in Gaza--I could see smoke, and I could hear bombs, and I knew what was happening there, but I had come only to denounce what Hamas had done in the name of Palestinians, in my name. One day, an Israeli will stand in front of us and denounce what has happened in Gaza. I don't have to lecture them. All I can do is offer my example.

I know it's controversial to say, but this is why I think Palestinians need to make the first move. There is more urgency for us than for the Israelis. They are suffering because of the conflict, but not as much as we are. They can wait another 75 years until it becomes necessary for them to share the land. We cannot wait another 75 hours. They have an air force; we don't. They have tanks; we don't. We have spent decade after decade not achieving any progress with them. As a practical person, I've concluded that we ought to try something else.

Palestinians need to put in place a strategy that prioritizes the security of Israelis--not for the Israelis' sake, but for our own national interest. We need to make sure that the Palestinian Authority properly criminalizes violence committed by Palestinians--just as Israel must end settler violence in the West Bank and respect that the lives of Palestinians are as sacred as the lives of Israelis. Both sides in this conflict need to gain control over their violent tendencies. And then our message to the Israelis will be: more for more. If we make you feel safer, if we build institutions that clamp down on violence effectively, that build a successful economy for Palestinians, that create stability and transparency, we expect from you more dignity, freedom, and trust.

The two-state solution feels impossible at this moment, so we need to build it step-by-step, offering more for more. Then we'll be ready for the tough decisions. This needs to start at the top, which is why I care so much about changing the leadership. People need to see how trust can form. If I were the prime minister of the future state of Palestine, I would want the Israeli prime minister to be my best friend. I would have him and his family over for dinner and let them get to know my wife and kids. Mutual trust between the top leaders will help facilitate trust among the people.

Even today, after tens of thousands have been killed in Gaza in the past year, I still maintain that the majority of mainstream Palestinians and mainstream Israelis want to find a way out of this.

I recently decided to pursue a master's degree in conflict resolution at Hebrew University, in Jerusalem. Every Monday, when I show up for class, I get a vivid illustration of what the future could be. When I was younger, Hebrew University seemed off-limits to Palestinians; even just walking by the campus gates felt disloyal. But these days, the student population is nearly 20 percent Arab, and there are many young women wearing hijabs.

When I look at these students, I see that many of them, Israeli and Palestinian alike, wear nearly identical pendants depicting the same territory--between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea--which each side claims in its entirety for their own people. (And I bet both pendants were made in the same factory in China.) But then they go to the same classes and listen to the same professors, and sometimes a professor will assign two Israeli students and two Palestinian students to the same research group, and those students, each with their own necklace, will work together. At this moment, their differences become irrelevant; they are just trying to get their studies done. And I promise you: They do not want to throw each other into the sea.

They wear those pendants because they are confused, because their political leaders have poisoned their minds. These young people, who know how to work so well together, who know how to give and take, already know how to be neighbors. They just need leadership that will reinforce the possibility. This leadership doesn't exist now, and that is the real enemy for both Israelis and Palestinians.



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "How to Build a Palestinian State."
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Xi May Lose His Gamble

North Korean troops are in Russia. Is that really what's best for Beijing?

by Michael Schuman




The revelation that North Korean troops have been gathering in Russia, ostensibly to assist President Vladimir Putin in his brutal invasion of Ukraine, has stoked Western fears of autocratic states banding together to undermine the interests of democracies. There is an authoritarian coalition, but it's rickety--and it depends on China's tolerance for chaos.

The war in Ukraine has been a showcase for cooperation among four states--Russia, China, Iran, and North Korea--that share an antipathy toward the United States and the international order it represents. Since invading its neighbor in 2022, Russia has sourced drones and missiles from Iran. In October, Washington sanctioned Chinese companies for working with Russian firms to produce drones. According to U.S. officials, China has also been supplying Russia with vital components that help sustain its war machine. And now North Korean troops have come to Russia, where, Ukrainian officials believe, they are preparing to join the invading forces. U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin said that if the troops did participate in the war, it would be a "very, very serious issue" with potential implications in both Europe and Asia.

Yet this cooperation masks divisions among the world's major autocracies. Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran don't necessarily agree on how to achieve their shared goal of countering American domination. Putin has chosen an expansionist war. North Korea and Iran--impoverished, isolated from the West, and zealously anti-American--have little to lose, and something material to gain, from assisting Russia. But China's calculus is more complicated, because its desire to change the current world order is tempered by its reliance upon that very same order. The Chinese economy remains too dependent on the United States and its partners to risk being heavily sanctioned for shipping arms to Putin.

Constrained by these competing interests, Chinese leader Xi Jinping has taken a generally cautious approach to his global ambitions. He apparently aims to preserve a measure of global stability to protect the Chinese economy while he steadily expands China's power. At the same time, however, he has deepened his relationships with Russia and Iran, even as their leaders foment chaos in Europe and the Middle East.

Washington is pressing Beijing to intervene and curb North Korea's cooperation with Russia, but Xi has not shown much interest in leveraging his influence to rein in his autocratic friends. He met with Putin just the day before the Biden administration revealed the presence of North Korean troops in Russia. What passed between the two isn't known, but the troops remained.

A case can be made that China is not only allowing but indirectly bankrolling all this disruption. The U.S. has sanctioned Russia, Iran, and North Korea, leading all three countries to become heavily dependent on China. Trade between China and Russia reached a record $240 billion last year. Russian business is even turning to the Chinese currency, the yuan, to replace the U.S. dollar. China buys nearly all of Iran's oil exports, and accounts for 90 percent of North Korea's foreign trade. These three countries might have pursued their wars, nuclear programs, and terror campaigns without economic ties to China. But Beijing's support is undoubtedly helping, and Xi is apparently willing to accept the result.

Read: China might be the Ukraine war's big winner

The destabilizing activities of other autocracies might seem like a win for China, because they effectively drain the West's resources and undercut its standing in the world. But they are also risky, because the turmoil they create could backfire on China. For instance, a wider war in the Middle East could puncture energy markets and hurt China's economy. Xi isn't in a diplomatic or military position in the Middle East to contain the damage. Meanwhile, the North Korean deployment to Russia is threatening to escalate the war in Ukraine: South Korea's president has warned that Seoul may respond by supplying Ukraine with offensive weapons. China's leadership has little to gain from concentrating the efforts of America's European and Asian allies against Russia. In the event that the war widens, American and European leaders could step up sanctions on China to get it to curtail its support for Moscow.

The conundrum of China's foreign policy is that it seeks at once to completely upend the international order in the long term and to preserve it in the short term. Xi's solution to this problem is to reduce China's reliance on the United States and the global system it dominates in the medium term. He is pursuing "self-sufficiency" and encouraging tighter ties of trade and investment with the global South to wean the Chinese economy off Western technology and consumer markets. Then China would have greater freedom to support autocracies such as Russia, Iran, and North Korea in their destabilizing activities.

But that's the future. For now, Xi is willing to tolerate a world in flames, in the hope that China won't get burned. By feeding tensions with the West, he stands to damage China's economy and complicate its geopolitical ambitions. What will the Chinese leader do if this gamble doesn't go his way? With friends like Xi's, he may not need enemies.
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The Greatest Opportunity That Wasn't

Chaos is the only likely winner in the Middle East.

by Kim Ghattas




Opportunity appears to be the word of the year in the Middle East. War has brought death and devastation to Gaza and Lebanon, but various players still see within it a big chance worth seizing: to end the fighting, capitalize on tactical successes, crush their foes, or (more grandiosely) remake the region. If history is any guide to the Middle East, the player with the greatest chance of success is called chaos.

Last month, Israel struck the southern suburbs of Beirut and killed Hassan Nasrallah, the secretary-general of the militant group Hezbollah, then followed up with a military campaign against Hezbollah's infrastructure in southern Lebanon and the capital. (This had been preceded by the detonation of hundreds of pagers in the hands of Hezbollah operatives.) From a tactical perspective, Israel pulled off a stunning feat: The four-decades-old Lebanese group was the most powerful nonstate military actor in the world, and Israel decimated its top three tiers of leadership, severely weakening it and throwing it into disarray.

White House officials and American journalists suggested that Israel's military success presented an opportunity. Hezbollah has had a chokehold on Lebanese politics for two decades. For the past two years, Lebanon's Parliament has been unable to elect a president, because Hezbollah has vetoed all candidates but its own. Maybe now Hezbollah would pull back (it had pledged not to stop firing on northern Israel until Israel ceased its war in Gaza), while Western pressure could help unlock Lebanese politics and prop up the army at Hezbollah's expense.

Read: A future without Hezbollah

Regional and local players saw openings too. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates had shunned Lebanon since 2021 because of Iranian interference in the country's politics and Hezbollah's powerful role. Now those countries sent Lebanon humanitarian aid, perhaps hoping to reclaim some influence over the country's politics and populace. Inside Lebanon, the politicians who, together with Hezbollah, had driven the country into an economic ravine now began jockeying for power: Could Amal, the other main Shiite party, seize the advantage? Was this the right moment for opposition parties to ram through a parliamentary vote and elect a president?

"For two or three days, everything seemed possible," one European diplomat in Beirut told me.

But the reality of war set in as Israel's fifth military campaign in Lebanon continued apace. A quarter of Lebanon's population has been displaced; a quarter of its territory is under Israeli evacuation orders. Lebanese institutions, barely functional to begin with, are overwhelmed. Israeli strikes may be targeting Hezbollah, but they have also flattened whole villages in southern Lebanon, as well as buildings in Beirut, killing women and children. Hundreds of civilians have died. Meanwhile, Hezbollah is regrouping, putting up a stiff fight in southern Lebanon, and even sent a drone to target Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's beach residence in Caesarea, Israel.

Hezbollah as we knew it a couple of months ago has ceased to exist. But the organization remains capable of drawing the Israeli army into a ground war of attrition and sending thousands of Israelis into shelters every day. At least 37 Israeli soldiers have been killed in southern Lebanon so far, including five in a single battle. And some reports indicate that Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps has made up for the loss of so many Hezbollah leaders by getting more directly involved in running the group's ground operations.

One American official, speaking with me on condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak for the government, wondered why Israel hadn't claimed victory within a week or two of killing Nasrallah. Then, in mid-October, Israeli forces also killed Yahya Sinwar, Hamas's military commander in Gaza. "Maybe now they claim victory?" the same official asked. The Biden administration did take the opportunity to press Netanyahu for a deal that would end the war in Gaza and allow for the return of Israeli hostages. Secretary of State Antony Blinken flew to Israel last week to deliver that message in person: "Now is the time to turn those successes into an enduring strategic success," he said.

But that's not what happened. Iran launched a missile barrage at Israel at the beginning of October, and last weekend, Israel attacked military sites in Iran. Afterwards, President Joe Biden again called for an end to the escalation--in other words, for Israel to take the win and focus on wrapping up its wars in Gaza and Lebanon. Iranian officials chimed in to say that Tehran had the right to respond, but would prioritize the pursuit of a lasting cease-fire in Gaza and Lebanon instead.

The Israeli government seems to see a very different moment of opportunity--a chance to defeat its regional adversaries without actually addressing the Palestinian issue that lies at the root of the conflict. The strikes on Iran were limited, but they took aim at Iran's air defenses, potentially clearing the way for further, deeper strikes. Israeli National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir described the assault as an "opening blow." In a statement reported in Haaretz, he said, "We have a historic duty to remove the Iranian threat to destroy Israel." Netanyahu has taken the fight to the Iranians in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and Iran itself. He called the killing of Nasrallah just the first step toward "changing the balance of power in the region for years," and said after Sinwar's killing, "I call on you, people of the region: We have a great opportunity to halt the axis of evil and create a different future."

Israel has had similar notions before and been mistaken. In 1982, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Minister of Defense Ariel Sharon also saw an opportunity to remake the Middle East. They invaded Lebanon with the intention of evicting the Palestinian Liberation Organization, installing an Israel-friendly president, and forcing Lebanon and perhaps even Syria into a peace agreement. Tactically, this project succeeded: The PLO and its armed militants departed for Tunisia. Strategically, it failed: A Christian president was elected, only to be assassinated, and Syria and Iran launched a bloody campaign of bombings, kidnappings, and hijackings against Israel and the United States. Iran sent its Revolutionary Guards to Lebanon, where they helped establish Hezbollah. Israel occupied south Lebanon for 18 years before withdrawing unilaterally in 2000.

That was not even the most recent effort to remake the Middle East by way of Lebanon. In 2006, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert pledged to destroy Hezbollah, and U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice declared the resulting Israeli onslaught against Lebanon the "birth pangs of a new Middle East." Instead, the war ended in a stalemate, with Hezbollah further entrenched in the Lebanese political system, where it grew into the regional paramilitary force it was until mid-September.

Of course, few efforts to remake the Middle East by force have been more disastrous than the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. Netanyahu was a big proponent of that adventure. He testified as follows before the U.S. Congress in 2002: "If you take out Saddam, Saddam's regime, I guarantee you that it will have enormous positive reverberations on the region. And I think that people sitting right next door in Iran, young people, and many others, will say the time of such regimes, of such despots is gone."

Instead, the U.S. invasion of Iraq removed Iran's key foe from power and emboldened the Islamic Republic to build proxy militias in Iraq, Yemen, and Syria, even while further strengthening Hezbollah in Lebanon. Whoever wins the White House on November 5 should remember this history when Netanyahu tries to sell his latest vision for remaking the Middle East.
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        Photos of the Week: Beach Bus, Ghost Dog, Celtic Fire

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 1, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Autumn colors across Europe, Day of the Dead displays in Mexico, Diwali lights in India, deadly flooding in Spain, a kite festival in South Africa, the School of Santa Claus in Brazil, World Series celebrations in Los Angeles, and much more


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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                A 16-foot-tall hand sculpture named Quasi stands perched on its fingertips atop the roof of an art gallery in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person looks out of a restaurant door at a large sculpture of the head of an astronaut appearing to emerge from the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man looks out from a container restaurant near an art sculpture depicting a sleeping Chinese astronaut in the Songzhuang art district in eastern Beijing, on October 29, 2024.
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                A pygmy hippo named Toni dives in her pool at the Zoological Garden in Berlin on October 29, 2024.
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                A dog dressed as a ghost participates in a pet Halloween-costume competition in Lima, Peru, on October 25, 2024.
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                A tree with "eyes" makes an appearance at the Lei Street cultural and creative district in Hefei, Anhui province, China, on October 28, 2024.
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                Larch trees are seen in front of the Matterhorn on an autumn day in Zermatt, Switzerland, on October 30, 2024.
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                An attendee stands next to an American flag before a rally held by Democratic presidential nominee U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris, at Coastal Credit Union Music Park at Walnut Creek, in Raleigh, North Carolina, on October 30, 2024.
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                At a warehouse in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, on October 29, 2024, a worker closes a truck holding election equipment and supplies to be distributed to polling locations in Bucks County.
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                Fans Austin Capobianco (left) and John Peter (right) interfere with Mookie Betts of the Los Angeles Dodgers as he attempts to catch a fly ball in foul territory during the first inning of Game Four of the 2024 World Series against the New York Yankees at Yankee Stadium on October 29, 2024. The play resulted in an out, and the two fans were ejected from the stadium and banned from attending the following game.
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                Misael Morales celebrates with his son Sebastian in East L.A. after the Los Angeles Dodgers defeated the New York Yankees 7-6 in Game 5 to win the World Series on October 30, 2024, in Los Angeles, California. Morales projected the game onto a water tower from his home for members of the community.
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                [image: A soccer player warms up for a game, as a wet ball spins in the air nearby, throwing off curving streams of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tottenham Hotspur's Welsh striker Brennan Johnson warms up ahead of the English Premier League football match between Crystal Palace and Tottenham Hotspur at Selhurst Park in south London on October 27, 2024.
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                Robots compete in a soccer game in Qingdao in eastern China's Shandong province on October 26, 2024.
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                A competitor takes part in the Hortobagy Hobby Horse Cup in Tiszafured, Hungary, on October 26, 2024. More than 100 competitors of all ages participated in the event to race and show off their steeds made from a long stick attached to a horse's head made of wood or other material.
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                [image: A girl stands in a grassy field, holding her arms up toward an octopus-shaped kite.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl plays with a kite at the 30th Cape Town International Kite Festival, part of an awareness campaign and fundraiser for World Mental Health Day, in South Africa, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of birds flies past a low sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migratory birds fly in the Linhuai section of the Hongze Lake Wetland National Nature Reserve in Suqian, Jiangsu province, China, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a photograph of a sculpture shaped like a fanciful rocket ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The work "Odyssey," by Clayton Blake, is seen in Bondi as part of the annual Sculpture by the Sea exhibition in Sydney, Australia, on October 28, 2024. Made of stainless steel, the sculpture is said to celebrate the "human spirit and our deep-seated desire for exploration, discovery, travel, and adventure."
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                [image: A Palestinian boy wrapped in a blanket keeps warm next to a fire atop rubble.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian boy keeps warm next to a fire as he stands on the rubble of a building in the Bureij camp for Palestinian refugees in the central Gaza Strip on October 26, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: A city street is filled with a jumble of cars and flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cars are piled in a street with other debris after flash floods hit the Sedavi area of Valencia, Spain, on October 30, 2024. Spanish authorities said that more than 150 people had died after flash flooding followed heavy rainfall.
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                [image: Half a dozen cars sit in a line after a flood, resting with their rear wheels on top of the car behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents walk near piled-up cars following flooding in Picanya, near Valencia, Spain, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two people kneel down to place candles on a tomb, surrounded by floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On October 31, 2024, women place candles on the half-submerged tomb of family members at flood-prone Holy Spirit Memorial Park in Masantol, Pampanga province, Philippines, after heavy rains from the recent tropical storm Trami, ahead of All Saints Day.
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                [image: People walk and drive across an uneven flood-damaged road bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A week after Hurricane Oscar hit the town of Imias in Guantanamo province, Cuba, people walk across a bridge damaged by the cyclone, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: Kids sit on the shore near a damaged bus that ran off a road onto the beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kids sit on the shore near a bus that ran off a road onto the beach in the Pocitos neighborhood in Montevideo, Uruguay, on October 26, 2024. At least 15 people were injured, and the cause of the accident is still being investigated.
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                [image: A guide leads his horse in front of the Giza pyramids, framed by a gap in an art installation made up of interlinked round lenses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A guide leads his horse in front of the installation titled "I See I See" by visual artist Federica Di Carlo, during the "Forever Is Now" contemporary art exhibition at the Giza Pyramids, on the outskirts of Cairo, Egypt, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: A shopkeeper's face is surrounded by decorations and lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shopkeeper sells decorations and lights ahead of the Hindu festival of Diwali, in New Delhi, India, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person wears a Catrina costume, including an ornamental headpiece and detailed skull makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed up as Catrinas take part in the Mega Parade of Catrinas 2024, on the occasion of Day of the Dead celebrations, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: People look at a display outside a cathedral featuring half a dozen large skeleton figures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors enjoy a Day of the Dead display honoring the late Mexican director Roberto Gomez Bolanos, outside the cathedral in Santiago, Nuevo Leon state, Mexico, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: Autumn colors on display along a section of the Great Wall of China]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Autumn colors on display at the Mutianyu section of the Great Wall of China, seen on October 29, 2024, in Beijing
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                [image: A few dozen men looking variously like Santa Claus stand together holding diplomas.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Graduates from Brazil's School of Santa Claus sing as they pose for a picture after their graduation ceremony at the Calouste Gulbekian Arts Center, in the city center of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: People dance with fire while wearing Pagan costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers take part in a procession as part of the Samhuinn Fire Festival in Edinburgh, Scotland, on October 31, 2024. The Samhuinn Fire Festival is a modern take on an ancient Celtic festival, marking the transition between summer and winter with fire-dancing, drums, acrobatics, and theater performances.
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                [image: A man is silhouetted on a hill as the sun sets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man stands on a hill as the sun sets at Olympic Park in Munich, Germany, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of thousands of solar panels arranged in rows across a flat desert area, with mountains in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial photo shows the vast Shichengzi Photovoltaic Industrial Park in Hami, Xinjiang province, China, on October 26, 2024.
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                Vineyards in autumnal colors, seen in Mundelsheim, Germany, on October 28, 2024
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                [image: Hundreds of people march in a protest along a road through farm fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous people take part in a protest against the construction of a Templo Santa Muerte in Cantel, Guatemala, on October 26, 2024. Thousands of indigenous Mayan people in Guatemala rejected the construction of a Santa Muerte prayer center, allegedly financed by gang members imprisoned in a local jail.
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                A fallen leaf, covered in raindrops, seen on the ground in Berlin's Kreuzberg district on October 29, 2024
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                [image: A person sits in a small lakeside gazebo, surrounded by colorful trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sits beside the Central Park Lake, in front of trees turning color as the sun rises on October 28, 2024, in New York City.
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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 Iranian Period Is Finished'

Hezbollah's losses have led some in Lebanon to imagine a future without it.

by Robert F. Worth




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


At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing.

"We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, not in 1982, not in 2006. It is a total war."

He talked quickly, anxiously. Only a few days earlier, Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, had been killed in a bombardment of the group's south-Beirut stronghold, and my companion--he asked that I not name him, because he is not authorized to speak on the group's behalf--made clear that he was still in a state of shock and grief. Israeli bombs were destroying houses and rocket-launch sites across southern Lebanon, in the Bekaa valley, and in Beirut; many of his friends had been killed or maimed. He had even heard talk of something that had seemed unthinkable until now: Iran, which created Hezbollah around 1982, might cut off support to the group, a decision that could reconfigure the politics of the Middle East.

Read: Hezbollah waged war against the people of my country

When I asked about this, he said after an uneasy pause: "There are questions." He said he personally trusts Iran, but then added, as if trying to convince me: "It's as if you raised a son, he's your jewel, now 42 years old, and you abandon him? No. It doesn't make sense."

He kept talking rapid-fire, as though seeking to restore his self-confidence. The resistance still had its weapons, he said, and the fighters on the border were ready. Israel's soldiers would dig their own graves and would soon be begging for a cease-fire.

But his speech slowed, and the doubts crept back. He mentioned Ahmed Shukairi, the first chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization, who said shortly before the outbreak of the 1967 Six-Day War, "Those [Israelis] who survive will remain in Palestine. I estimate that none of them will survive." Shukairi's vain illusions were not something to emulate. "I don't want to be like him," the man said.

It took a moment for the historical analogy to register: He was telling me that he thought Hezbollah, the movement he was so devoted to, might well be on the verge of total destruction. We both paused for a moment and sipped our tea. The only noise was the waves gently washing the shore outside, an incongruously peaceful sound in a country at war.

"This tea we're drinking," he said. "We don't know if it's our last."


A shop in eastern Beirut on September 23 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Two months of war have transformed Lebanon. Hezbollah, the Shiite movement that seemed almost invincible, is now crippled, its top commanders dead or in hiding. The scale of this change is hard for outsiders to grasp. Hezbollah is not just a militia but almost a state of its own, more powerful than the weak and divided Lebanese government, and certainly more powerful than the Lebanese army. Formed under the tutelage of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, it has long been the leading edge of Tehran's "Axis of Resistance," alongside Hamas, the Shiite militias of Iraq, and the Houthi movement in Yemen. Hezbollah is also the patron and bodyguard of Lebanon's Shiite Muslims, with a duly elected bloc in the national Parliament (Christians and Muslims are allocated an equal share of seats). Hezbollah smuggles in not just weapons, but billions of dollars from Iran. It runs banks, hospitals, a welfare system, and a parallel economy of tax-free imports and drug trafficking that has enriched and empowered the once-downtrodden Shiite community.

Hezbollah has long justified reckless wars against Israel with appeals to pan-Arab pride: The liberation of Palestine was worth any sacrifice. But the devastation of this conflict extends far beyond Hezbollah and cannot be brushed off so easily. Almost a quarter of Lebanon's people have fled their homes, and many are now sleeping in town squares, on roads, on beaches. Burned-out ambulances and heaps of garbage testify to the state's long absence. Many people are traumatized or in mourning; others talk manically about dethroning Hezbollah, and perhaps with it, Lebanon's centuries-old system of sectarian power-sharing. There is a millenarian energy in the air, a wild hope for change that veers easily into the fear of civil war.

A few stark facts stand out. First, Israel is no longer willing to tolerate Hezbollah's arsenal on its border, and will continue its campaign of air strikes and ground war until it is forced to stop--whether from exhaustion or, more likely, by an American-sponsored cease-fire that is very unlikely before the next U.S. president is sworn in. Second, no one is offering to rebuild the blasted towns and villages of southern Lebanon when this is over, the way the oil-rich Gulf States did after the last major war with Israel, in 2006. Nor will Iran be able to replenish the group's arsenal or its coffers. Hezbollah may or may not survive, but it will not be the entity it was.

I heard the same questions every day during two weeks in Lebanon in September and October, from old friends and total strangers. When will the war stop? Will they bomb us too--we who are not with Hezbollah? Will there be a civil war? And most poignant of all, from an artist whose Beirut apartment was a haven for me during the years I lived in Lebanon: Should I send my daughter out of this country?


A cafe in Beirut on September 20 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



On a sunny morning in early October, I drove south out of Beirut on the highway that runs along the Mediterranean, toward the border with Israel. Just outside the city, dark smoke trails became visible on both sides of the road--last night's air strikes. New ones appear every morning, like a visual scorecard of the war's progress. There were other cars on the road at first, but beyond the coastal city of Sidon, the highway was empty.

My driver, visibly anxious, drove more than 90 miles per hour. Yellow Hezbollah banners fluttered in the breeze, alongside brand-new martyr billboards that read Nasrallah Aat ("Nasrallah Is Coming")--a play on his name, which means "victory of God" in Arabic. We passed several charred and overturned cars. On the northbound side of the road, dozens of abandoned but undamaged vehicles were parked on the shoulder. These had been left by families fleeing the war in the south, my Lebanese fixer explained; they had run out of gas and apparently continued on foot. Her own family had fled the south in the same way.

After a little more than an hour, we reached the outskirts of Tyre, an ancient city in southern Lebanon. It is usually a lively place, but we found it eerily deserted, with shattered buildings marking the sites of bombings here and there. We passed some of the city's Roman ruins, and for a moment, I felt as if I'd been transported into one of the Orientalist sketches made by 19th-century European travelers in the Levant, an antique landscape shorn of its people.

We had been directed by the Lebanese army--which maintains a reconnaissance and policing role in the south--to go to the Rest House, a gated resort. There, on a broad terrace overlooking a magnificent beach, we found a cluster of aid workers and TV journalists smoking and chatting under a tarp, with their cameras set on tripods and pointed south. This was as close as any observer could get to the war. Beyond us was an undulating coastline and green hills stretching to the Israeli border, about 12 miles away. There, just beyond our vision, Israeli ground troops were battling Hezbollah's fighters, near villages that had been turned to rubble.

I was staring out at the sea, mesmerized by the beauty and stillness of the place, when a whooshing sound made me jolt. I looked to my left and saw a volley of projectiles shooting into the air, perhaps 200 yards away. They vanished into the blue sky, angled southward and leaving tufts of white smoke behind them. I felt a rush of panic: These must be Hezbollah rockets. Didn't this mean Israel would strike back at the launch site, awfully close to us? But one of the Arab journalists waved my worries away. "It happens a lot," he said. War is like that. You get used to it, until the assumptions change and the missiles land on you.

Not far away, camped out on the Rest House's blue deck chairs, I found a family of 20 refugees who had left their village 11 days earlier. One of them was a tall, sweet-faced 18-year-old named Samar, dressed in a black shawl and headscarf, who sat very still as she described the moment when the war got too close.

"I saw a missile right above me--I thought it would hit us," she said. "I felt I was blind for a moment when the missiles struck." Everything shook, and a rush of dust and smoke made it hard to breathe. Five or six missiles had hit a neighboring house where a funeral was under way, killing one of the family's neighbors and injuring about 60 others. "It was as close as that umbrella," she said, pointing to the poolside parasol about 15 feet from us.

The whole family fled, then returned a few hours later to get some belongings, only to be blasted awake that night by another Israeli strike that shattered the remaining windows of the house. They all ran to the main square of the village and huddled there, praying, until dawn, when they drove to the Rest House. They have not been home since. They live on handouts from aid workers and journalists, and do not know if their house is still standing.

I heard stories like these again and again across Lebanon, from families who had fled their homes and some who were reduced to begging. The displaced are everywhere, and they have transformed the country's demographic map. In the west-Beirut neighborhood of Hamra, a historically leftist and secular enclave, you now see large numbers of women in Islamic dress. I saw them in Christian neighborhoods, in the mountains, even in the far north. You can almost feel the suspicion that locals direct at them as you walk past.

Some locals have welcomed displaced people and offered them free meals; others have turned them away, and many landlords have ripped them off for profit. "Everybody is saying, 'Why do you come and rent in our civilian neighborhoods? You are endangering everybody around you,'" a friend told me in the northern city of Tripoli. The danger was real, and it could be seen in the evolving pattern of Israeli strikes, which moved from Shiite enclaves to what had been considered safe areas in the mountains and the north. Hezbollah's fighters appear to be leaking out of the danger zone, blending in with the refugees, and Israel has continued to track and strike them.

Some refugees have fled their homes only to stumble into even more dangerous places. Julia Ramadan, 28, was so frightened by the bombings in Beirut that she retreated to her parents' apartment, in a six-story building on a hillside in Sidon. The area is mostly Christian, and dozens of southerners had also sought shelter there. Two days after she arrived, Julia spent several hours distributing free meals to other war refugees with her brother, Ashraf. She was home with her family when a missile slammed into the building.

Hussein Ibish: Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage.

"With the second missile, the building started to shake," Ashraf told me when I met him later. A powerfully built man who works as a fitness trainer, he had bandages on his foot and arm. "With the third and fourth, we felt the building starting to collapse."

Ashraf instinctively turned and tried to use his body to shield his father, who was sitting next to him on a couch in the family's living room. The building gave way, and father and son found themselves alive but trapped under the rubble. It took eight hours for rescuers to dig them out, and then they learned that Julia and her mother were among the dead. At least 45 people were killed, according to Lebanon's health ministry (locals told me the number was 75). Israeli officials later said a local Hezbollah commander and several operatives were in the building.

One of the first to arrive on the scene was Muhammad Ahmed Jiradi, a 31-year-old whose aunt, uncle, and cousins lived in the building. He told me he could hear the screams of the people pinned under the wreckage. One of them was his uncle, saying that his wife and children were dead. Jiradi tried frantically to move the broken concrete and steel, but he had no tools, and could manage little. Many of the trapped people died before they could be rescued, their screams gradually fading.

"I saw my aunt pulled out," Jiradi told me. "Her guts were spilling out; her head was gashed. This is the last image I have of her. I always thought of her as so beautiful. My mother wanted to see her. I said no. I told her, 'Her face was smiling.' But it's not true."

Jiradi told me these things in a listless monotone as we sat in armchairs in his spartan apartment. He had run out of money to pay for rent and food for his wife and children. He talked nonstop for an hour, periodically repeating, "I can't take it anymore." He said this not with any visible pain or emotion, but with the glazed look of someone who has lost all hope.


The Lebanese border with Israel as viewed from Ebel El Saqi, Lebanon, on September 10 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Whom do the Lebanese blame for these horrors? When I asked, many of them gave me scripted answers: the Zionist enemy, of course. But some Lebanese told me that they did not want to die for the Palestinians. This was an indirect way of criticizing Hezbollah, which started this new round of fighting by launching rockets at Israeli civilian targets the day after the October 7 massacre, ostensibly to show solidarity with Hamas.

"I don't know who started this war," Jiradi told me. "I just want to live in peace."

That may sound neutral, but in Lebanon, where Hezbollah has called for resistance to Israel at any cost, the absence of ideological fervor can be a tacit refusal to comply. People often voice fatigue in private, where they aren't worried about being accused of siding with the enemy. But I even saw it on a few highway billboards. It's Enough--We're Tired, one of them read. Everyone in Lebanon knows what that means.

One afternoon, my driver, a 56-year-old man named Hassan from southern Lebanon, showed me a picture on his phone of a demolished house. It was his own, in the village of Bint Jbail, near the border with Israel. He had spent decades building it, and now the Israelis had bombed it into ruins. I expected him to erupt in anger at Israel, but then he told me why it had happened: Several Hezbollah fighters had sought shelter in his house, and Israel had targeted them there. He made clear that he held Hezbollah responsible for his loss.

Some Lebanese welcome the strikes on Hezbollah, despite the harm done to civilians. "The Israelis--it's unfortunate that civilians are dying, but they are doing us a great favor," a businessman from the north told me. He asked not to be named for fear of reprisal. "I was at a meeting today, and we were all saying, 'It's getting worse, but the worse it gets, the faster we will be out of this.'" In the same conversation, this man described his own close call with an Israeli air strike--an experience that did not lessen his hunger to see Hezbollah destroyed.

Hezbollah is keenly aware of its domestic vulnerabilities. In early October, its media wing made a bid for public sympathy by organizing a tour of the worst-hit parts of the Dahieh, the dense south-Beirut district that is home to its headquarters. By 1 p.m. that day, about 300 journalists, many of them European, were clustered together in the war zone, dressed in helmets and flak jackets, patiently waiting for their Hezbollah guides.

The Dahieh usually swarms with people, but the bombings had emptied it. We followed our Hezbollah minders through the cratered streets, many of the reporters excitedly snapping pictures of a place we'd been unable to see until now. At each bomb site, a Hezbollah official stood up and delivered a speech declaring that only civilians had been killed there, innocent women and children murdered by the Israeli "terrorists." (They did not take us to the places where Hassan Nasrallah and other commanders had been struck.) Reporters thrust out microphones to record his every word. Some clambered over the mountains of rubble, still smoking in some places, greedily edging one another out to get the best shots.

At one site, I saw a man slip past the crowd to get into his auto-repair shop. I walked up and asked him if we could speak. He told me he'd chosen this moment to check on his shop after hearing about the Hezbollah media tour, "because I know the Israelis will not bomb you guys."

He was right. The Israeli drone operators probably watched the whole weird show from the sky. You can hear the drones buzzing loudly overhead all day and all night in Beirut. Some people told me the noise kept them from sleeping. People jokingly call them Umm Kamel, or "Kamel's mother," a play on the name of the MK drone type. It is an effort to domesticate a reality that is very frightening to most Lebanese: Israel could strike them at any time. After the man from the Dahieh repair shop made his comment, I found myself looking up at the sky and wondering how I registered on the Israelis' drone screens. Could they see my American phone number? Was I, as a U.S. citizen and a journalist, a moving no-kill zone?

Israel's surveillance technologies have brought a new kind of intimacy to this war. In September, Israel detonated thousands of pagers it had surreptitiously sold to Hezbollah months earlier, wounding the group's members as they went about their daily routines. Some of the victims were struck in their groins, perhaps even emasculated, because they had their pager on their hip. Others lost eyes and hands. I spoke to a doctor at one of Lebanon's best hospitals, who described the chaos of that day, when dozens of young men were admitted without registering their names--a violation of the usual protocols, but Hezbollah was not going to give up its members' identities. Another doctor told me he received several men wounded by pagers who were all listed only as "George," a typically Christian name. He let it pass.

Even Israel's efforts to minimize civilian casualties have created a weird closeness with the enemy. Most people I know in Lebanon watch the X feed of Avichay Adraee, an Arabic-speaking Israeli military official who posts warnings about upcoming strikes. But the Israelis also place calls to individual residents in endangered areas. I spoke with a 34-year-old woman named Layal who told me that many people in her southern village, including her parents, had received calls from Israeli officials telling them to evacuate. "But some people do pranks, pretending to be Israelis," she told me, and that caused confusion. I must have looked baffled, because Layal added--as if to explain--that some of the pranksters were Syrian refugees. Many of the refugees loathe Hezbollah, which sent its fighters to bolster the Syrian regime during that country's brutal civil war.

Layal told me that one of her neighbors, a woman named Ghadir, had gotten a phone call in late September from someone who spoke Arabic with a Palestinian accent. "You are Ghadir?" the voice said. She denied it. The caller named her husband, her children, the shop across the street. Every detail was correct. The caller told her to leave her apartment. Ghadir reluctantly did so, and that night her entire building was destroyed in an air strike. Layal fled soon afterward, without waiting for a phone call; when I met her, she was living in a rented house in the mountains.

That night, from the dark roof-deck of my Beirut hotel, I watched orange flames burst upward from the city's southern edge, the aftermath of an air strike. It looked like a volcano erupting. Sounds of awe came from a cluster of young Lebanese at a table next to me; they held up their cellphones to capture the scene, posted their shots to social media, and went back to their cocktails.


A vendor from southern Lebanon selling fruit in Beirut on September 24 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Hezbollah has a violent history inside Lebanon, and its domestic enemies are now sniffing the wind for signs of weakness. One of them is Achraf Rifi, the former head of one of Lebanon's main security agencies. Almost two decades ago, Rifi's investigators helped identify the Hezbollah operatives who had organized the murder of a string of Lebanese public figures, starting with former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005. That bombing destroyed an entire block on Beirut's seafront and killed 23 people. Rifi's dogged police work publicly exposed Hezbollah's willingness to kill anyone who got in its way. It also put him on the group's target list.

Rifi is 70, with an austere, stiff-backed manner, and he lives in an elegantly furnished apartment in the center of Tripoli. When I went to see him there, he walked me out onto the terrace and pointed down through the evening gloom at a red traffic barrier on the far side of the street. That spot, he said, was where a car packed with 300 pounds of TNT was parked when it exploded in August 2013, one of two simultaneous bombings in central Tripoli that killed 55 people. Rifi told me the car bombing was a joint operation by Hezbollah and Syrian intelligence, and it was intended to kill him. He was inside at the time, and was shaken but not seriously injured.

Rifi knows both parties to this war well: Not only was he the target of that Hezbollah bombing, but as the head of the Internal Security Forces, he became familiar with Israeli spycraft by dismantling 33 Israeli cells inside Lebanon (three of them were in Hezbollah). Fighting Israeli espionage was one of the few objectives he and Hezbollah shared. Rifi told me that Israel's successful infiltration of Hezbollah, which helped it kill many of the group's senior leaders, became possible during the years the group spent fighting in Syria to protect the regime of Bashar al-Assad. Off their home turf, Hezbollah's soldiers were exposed to Israeli surveillance. The Syrian war also created opportunities for self-enrichment and corruption within the organization--a problem that worsened with Lebanon's subsequent economic collapse, as newly needy people could be tempted to spy in exchange for Israeli money.

Rifi told me he thought that about 20 percent of Hezbollah commanders in the middle and upper ranks had been killed in Israel's operations this fall, including some of the group's most effective leaders. He said he thought the bleeding would continue. As a critic of Israel, he would not have hoped to see Hezbollah disarmed this way. But the job is being done.

"The Iranian period is finished, I think," Rifi told me. "In Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen."

He may be right. The death of Nasrallah--the most powerful figure in Lebanon--felt like the end of an era to many people, and it ignited a frenzy of anxious speculation about what will happen next. Hezbollah's defeat, if it comes, is by no means sure to bring peace or order. Day after day, I heard people ransack past chapters of Lebanon's history for clues about the future.

One night in Tripoli, I listened to a group of friends argue for hours over an exquisite meal at a farm-to-table restaurant called Crop. (Lebanese restaurateurs have learned to take wars in stride.) One of the guests, a local city administrator who had spent years abroad, delivered an acerbic speech about Lebanon's failure to cohere as a country. "I don't see anyone who believes in a nation called Lebanon," he said. "I see the Christians, the Sunnis, the Shia, the Druze--each is loyal to his own community or party. There is no public interest."

A young historian named Charles al-Hayek interrupted and began to argue passionately that Lebanon was not past hope. The country had special traits that set it apart from other Arab countries: traditions of religious diversity, democracy, higher education, individual and public liberty. These could help Lebanon forge a more enlightened social compact.

A third guest began to argue that Lebanon needed a powerful leader with Western support to beat back the Iranian project and find a new way forward. Hayek shook his head impatiently. The Arab world, he said, was always clamoring for a rajul mukhalis--literally, a "man who finishes things." This quest for a charismatic leader had always ended in tyranny, Hayek said. The same was true of Lebanon's sectarian appeals to foreign patrons--France for the Christians, Saudi Arabia for the Sunnis, Iran for the Shia. The country must learn to stand on its own, Hayek said, and the end of Iranian hegemony could provide an opportunity.

At another dinner, this one in Beirut's Sursock district, the hostess--a glamorously dressed woman in early middle age--asked everyone at the table to describe their best- and worst-case scenarios for Lebanon. One guest invoked the possibility of civil war, and another said: "Civil war? Come on, civil wars are expensive. We don't have the money." People laughed. But he wasn't kidding. Lebanon's economic collapse is so severe that the country's political factions--which, apart from Hezbollah, have not fought for decades--lack the guns and ammunition to sustain a serious conflict.

Read: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

At one point, the hostess glanced impishly around the room and said: "Please, I want to know who is the best urologue in Beirut."

Why? someone asked.

"Because I will ask him who has the biggest balls in Lebanon, and that man will rescue us."

People laughed. But again, it wasn't just a joke. Many Lebanese I spoke with were desperate for a deus ex machina, and they seemed to want much more than a politician in the familiar mold. The country's financial straits, together with the explosion that devastated the port of Beirut in 2020, have exposed the depravity of Lebanon's political class. As one Lebanese friend told me, you go into politics in Lebanon to make money, not to serve the public interest. Corruption isn't a by-product; it is the essence of the system. As a result, the talk about a new leadership has tended to revolve around the Lebanese army, often described as the country's last intact national institution. The wish of many is for someone who will assert the army's power against Hezbollah, smash the whole corrupt political system, and build a better one: Al rajul al mukhalis.

Lebanon's power brokers have been deadlocked since the previous president's term expired in 2022--no one has yet succeeded him--and the Biden administration has been pressing for a new election that might empower a government willing to challenge Hezbollah. The Lebanese presidency is reserved for a Maronite Christian (each of the top leadership jobs in Lebanon's government is assigned by law to a particular religious community). The current head of the army, Joseph Aoun, qualifies. But even if an election could be held--which is hard to imagine in the chaos of this war--Aoun's powers would be constrained by the Lebanese power-sharing system.

I relayed some of the conversations I had heard about the yearning for a military intervention to a retired senior officer in the Lebanese army who is close to Aoun and familiar with his thinking. We met in an officers' club in the mountain town of Baabda, near the army's headquarters, on a green hillside property that once belonged to a Kuwaiti princess. Through the boughs of cedar trees, we had a glorious view of Beirut far below, and the Mediterranean beyond.

The officer, clean-shaven and in civilian dress, told me that the army would never stray from its constitutionally defined role. Even if Hezbollah were substantially weakened, taking it on would spark a civil war. I asked about the possibility of disarming Hezbollah--the fervent aspiration of its domestic rivals and foreign adversaries. He said, "The only one who can disarm Hezbollah is Iran." And that, he said, could happen only in the context of a political settlement between Iran and the United States, its most powerful enemy. Those were sobering words. In essence, he was telling me that Lebanon has no say in its own future.

As of now, no one knows for sure how much strength Hezbollah has left. Despite the battering of its top ranks and decision makers, it has a powerful corps of fighters in southern Lebanon who can operate independently. But with time, the officer told me, "Hezbollah will feel the lack of money. This will be the biggest problem. And when the Shia go back to the south, who will rebuild?"


A tent housing displaced Lebanese in Beirut, photographed on October 2 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



As I flew out of Beirut, I could see smoke rising from ruins not far from the airport. Middle East Airlines--Lebanon's national carrier--is still operating, but other companies are no longer willing to take the risk. It has become so difficult to buy an outbound ticket that some people are sleeping outside the airport, hoping for cancellations. Others talk of fleeing by boat to Cyprus if things get worse. More than 300,000 Syrian refugees who fled to Lebanon during their country's civil war have escaped back across the border over the past month, a testament to the depth of their fear.

As the plane banked and rose from the Beirut airport, passengers could see the Mediterranean on one side, glittering in the sun. But visible in the other direction, just beyond the runway, was something that offered a hint about the war now raging in Lebanon: a cluttered patch of warehouses and shacks that had arisen gradually during the 1980s, built by Shiite migrants from the south, with little or no oversight by the state. Now they store commodities of all kinds that are flown in and out of the country free of any taxes or tariffs. A shadow economy, made possible by Hezbollah's enforcers, has gradually enriched and sustained the broader Shiite population.

That arrangement has been essential to Hezbollah's power, and it has tied the lives and livelihoods of most of Lebanon's Shia to the revolutionary creed of the Iranian regime. Many fear that if they lose Hezbollah, they will be left defenseless. Some of the elders still remember the days when most Shia were mired in rural poverty, mistreated not just by Lebanon's other sects but by their own semifeudal overlords.

But their faith in Hezbollah is being tested. One Shiite woman who fled the south and is now living in a rented home in the mountains confided her disappointment to me. "A Hezbollah guy called us to say 'What do you need?,' but he didn't have much to offer," she said. "Just pillows. I asked for medicines for the kids, but they didn't bring anything to us. Before the war, Hezbollah said they had an emergency plan. Where is the plan?"

Some people made bitter comparisons with Hezbollah's reaction to the 2006 war it fought with Israel. Back then, the group's leaders had quickly rolled out an energetic construction campaign, promising to rebuild every home that was destroyed. Young volunteers with clipboards surged into Shiite districts within hours of the cease-fire, delivering cash and food and supplies. Hardly anyone expects that to happen again. If the refugees' needs continue to go unmet, Hezbollah could lose support. Might that make possible a new era in Lebanon, free of Tehran's dictates?

Hezbollah loyalists rarely share their feelings with outsiders. But I got a glimpse of the atmosphere inside the group from a young woman whose brother, a Hezbollah fighter, had been killed in an Israeli air strike in late September. I met her through a friend in the mountain town of Aley, where she had taken refuge.

Her brother's name was Hamoudi, and he was an unlikely militant. "He didn't pray," his sister told me. (She asked that I not reveal her name or the family's surname.) "My mother said, 'You will not become a martyr; you don't pray.'" Some in the family--which is very loyal to Hezbollah--said Hamoudi seemed almost an atheist. "He didn't read the Quran," his sister said. "He listened to music. It's haram"--forbidden--"to touch girls," but Hamoudi, a burly 25-year-old with rosy cheeks and an infectious smile, loved women and didn't try to hide it.

He was a film producer and editor and had taught himself the trade, working his way up from production assistant to camera operator and lighting designer. He started his own firm, doing social-media reels for restaurants and clothing companies and coffee shops. When he moved from the family's southern village to Beirut, he found an apartment, not in the Dahieh, but in the more cosmopolitan Hamra district, where he often stayed out late partying with friends.

His sister showed me pictures and videos on her phone: Hamoudi swaying to music in the car, getting a haircut, voguing on the beach. "He was my friend, my brother, my secrets box," she said, her eyes brimming with tears. "The one I go to first in my sadness and my happiness."

Hamoudi had always been torn between the family tradition of muqawama--resistance--and the lure of Beirut and its glamor. Only at the end of the summer did he return to the family home in the south. By then, Israeli air strikes had become more frequent, the news ever grimmer. A 17-year-old friend in the family's village was badly injured when a pager exploded in his hand in mid-September, she said. The boy's father was killed soon afterward. On the day Nasrallah was killed, she called Hamoudi and asked him to come to Beirut to comfort her. He said he couldn't. It was on that same day that he formally joined Hezbollah as a fighter, his sister said.

Read: Full-on war between Israel and Iran isn't inevitable

Hamoudi seemed resigned to his death as soon as he joined. He even washed himself as martyrs are meant to, and made a martyrdom video, she told me--whether because everyone around him seemed to be dying, or because he had been assigned a mission, she didn't know. But the very next day, an Israeli bomb struck the house where Hamoudi and two other Hezbollah fighters were sheltering, killing them all. The sister told me she suspected it even before she got the news. "I felt something," she said. "Years before, he had a motorcycle accident, and I felt something the second it happened. This time, the same."

Hezbollah issued a poster bearing Hamoudi's picture and his name, with looping Arabic script declaring his martyrdom. You see these posters all over the Dahieh and in southern Lebanon these days, always with new faces. Hamoudi's family has not yet been able to hold a funeral, because their village is still so dangerous. "When we see his grave, that day he will die again," his sister said. "It will feel like the first day."

Hamoudi's sister is a devout Muslim and a supporter of Hezbollah. I have met many women like her in Lebanon, and I vaguely expected her to deliver a speech about the coming victory of the resistance, or to assure me that she would never give in. But as she wiped her tears away, she said nothing of the kind.

"I'm thinking to leave the country," she said.
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The Invention That Changed School Forever

Kids used to just carry books.

by Ian Bogost




Some objects are so familiar and so ordinary that it seems impossible to imagine that they did not always exist. Take the school backpack, for example. Its invention can be traced to one man, Murray McCory, who died last month. McCory founded JanSport in 1967 with his future wife (Jan, the company's namesake). Until JanSport evolved the design, a backpack was a bulky, specialized thing for hiking, used only by smelly people on mountain trailheads or European gap years. By the time I entered school, the backpack was lightweight and universal. What did anyone ever do previously?
 
 They carried their books. Let me repeat that they carried their books. In their arms, or under them. I still cannot fully process that this was the case, even though I have seen countless depictions of it in film and on television. A boy carries textbooks at his side, as one would a skateboard. A girl clutches hers to her chest. The boy offers, as an ancient courtship ritual, to carry the girl's for her. Multiple books might have been lashed together with a belt. These are not retrofuturist myths but acts that children really did.



Some used bags, sure. They probably called them satchels--a word my dad would say. But many still wandered the halls and the quads in ignorance. Like fish in water, they probably thought nothing of it, just as their forebears thought nothing of life without electricity.



The 20th century was an incredible time to live in, because so much was possible yet undone. Automobiles and airplanes, sure, but also every electrical appliance and the lifestyles they made possible. Once you have airplanes and airports, for example, the opportunity arises to put wheels on the bottom of suitcases. It's obvious. And yet, it once wasn't. The rolling carry-on made sense only after air travel became common, causing airline terminals to become more extensive and luggage handling to get insourced to passengers. But once it did (1987, it turns out), the Rollaboard changed the nature of travel. Your belongings, an extension of yourself, got to take a trip of their own, and you gained some control of a voyage otherwise out of your hands.

Read: A defense of the leaf blower

Such a circumstance made the school backpack possible too. McCory was a Seattle-area native and attended the University of Washington. Pacific Northwesterners have a reputation for outdoorsmanship, and the classic hiking backpacks--with their large, rigid frames--were familiar to McCory (who also invented the dome-shaped tent). Once JanSport figured out how to make a lightweight backpack suitable for carrying books and supplies, it sold the product at the University of Washington bookstore. There, more stereotypically outdoorsy youths surely understood the pitch intuitively.



JanSport's rucksack spread nationwide from there. Its debut coincided with a historic boom in higher-education enrollment: Once limited to the aristocracy, by the 1960s, college had become affordable and viable for the millions of Baby Boomers who enrolled in large numbers. The backpack was the perfect accessory for expressing this newfound casualness of college life, and it also aligned with the thriving hippie counterculture; these students, who were now buying backpacks, were also more oriented to the outdoors (or at least to dirt). With a backpack on one's shoulders, the campground colonized campus, bringing it down to earth in a literal and symbolic sense. Now only the Man would use a satchel.



In the '80s, the backpack-toting campus hippies became yuppies with suburban homes and kids of their own. They passed on the school backpack to their offspring, making it universal in primary and secondary schools. The new circumstances changed the backpack; it evinced aspiration more than sincerity. School was serious business, undertaken to climb the next rung on the ladder. Accordingly, school backpacks offered a literal and symbolic representation of burden, young lads and lasses hauling their books on sore, ambitious shoulders. The unsavory listlessness of the overstuffed frame backpack had, in half a generation, given way to the limitless aspiration of the grade-school rucksack.

Read: The death of the minivan

Sometimes I feel like everything worth inventing has already been invented, and mostly in the prior century. But that intuition is wrong. Ordinary things evolve constantly, and their meanings chameleon accordingly. Against all odds, backpacks also became fashion, worthy of Prada emblems. Loungefly turned them into expensive souvenirs, bought at Disneyland but never used again thereafter. The would-be tech titan Millennials (who are the children of the yuppies who first bore books on their backs) sometimes cart lanky, hypermodern ones containing not notebooks but notebook computers. On their bodies, backpacks now symbolize the ease with which those machines can be made to do anything.



Even I have been surprised at the depths of the backpack's limitless potential. After writing about the carry-on bubble earlier this year for The Atlantic, I gave up my rolling luggage for a new kind of hybrid backpack-suitcase that can carry my computer, toiletries, and a few days' clothes without wrinkling them. I smirk at the foolish rabble, still giving their garments a ride while lugging Murray McCory's invention as well, as I stow my whole trip underseat. Glory to the backpack, which JanSport once made surprising, and which still carries secrets.
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The Tyranny of the Election Needle

There is no good way to consume Election Night information anymore.

by Ian Bogost, Charlie Warzel




The New York Times is once again poking readers' eyes with its needle. A little digital gauge, like the one that might indicate that your boiler or nuclear-power plant is about to explode, "estimates the outcome of the race in real time based on polling data," as the Times puts it. As we write this, the needle is piercing the red "Likely" side of the gauge, indicating that the decision is "Likely Trump." To validate this qualitative assessment, the needle also clarifies, again in the moment we're writing this, that Donald Trump has an 88 percent chance of victory. That's good to know, or bad, depending on your preferences.



The Times is not alone in offering minute-to-minute assessments, of course. On television, news anchors talk endlessly about anything, or nothing, reporting live from Nevada or North Carolina. At CNN.com, the network's familiar election map offers live results too, in an interface now so confusing that one of us couldn't figure out how to back out of Georgia's results after zooming in. The whole affair is meant to provide updates on a result entirely out of our control. At some point, probably not tonight and maybe not tomorrow, we will know who won the presidential race--and all of the other federal and state contests and ballot initiatives and the like too.



There is no good way to consume Election Night information anymore, if there ever was. Cable news is the loud, exhausting, touch-screen-assisted option for those who're looking for the dopamine of an inoffensive Key-Race Alert. Social media is the best option if you'd like all of that, but updated each second, with commentary from Nazis and people who have placed big crypto bets on the outcome. Wrangling the data coming out of more than 100,000 precincts in fits and starts, across a country that spans six time zones and upwards of 161 million registered voters, is a glorious feat. The process is not, however, conducive to the human need to actually know things. In a way, the needle is the ChatGPT aggregation of the output of toxic sludge and useful information coming out of all of it. It is the supposed signal in the noise. But it may just be noise itself ... until it isn't.



For some time now, we've been chuckling at an ongoing joke on X about "building dashboards to give executives deeper insight into critical business functions." (At least, we think they are jokes.) What would you do if a giant kaiju attacked the city? Make sure the dashboards are providing actionable insights into critical business functions. What do you do in your 30s? Get married, start companies, or ... build dashboards to provide actionable insights. You get the picture.



The jokes are funny because they implicate a terrible everyday-life business thing called "business-intelligence dashboards." Big data, data science, data-driven decision making, and a host of related biz buzz hold that you, me, him, them, everyone should collect as much data as possible about anything whatsoever, and then use those data to make decisions. But that's hard, so it should be made easy. Thus, the dashboards. Like a car's speedometer but scaled up to any level of complexity, a dashboard provides easy, quick, at-a-glance "insights" into the endless silos of data, making them "actionable." This is a contradiction--thus the jokes.



So it is with the Times forecast needle (and the CNN map, and all the rest). Elections are ever more uncertain because they are always so close; because polling is fraught or broken; because disinformation, confusion, suppression, or God knows what else has made it impossible to have any sense of how these contests might turn out beforehand. The promise of synthesizing all of that uncertainty moments after a state's polls close, and transforming it into knowledge, is too tempting to ignore. So you tune in to the news. You refresh the needle.



But what you learn is nothing other than how to feel good or bad in the moment. That the needle has clearly caused many extremely online coastal elites to have some gentle form of PTSD is clearly a feature, not a bug. It is a reminder of the needle's power or, perhaps more accurately, its ability to move in such a way that it appears to usher in its own reality (when, really, it's just reflecting changes in a spreadsheet of information). The needle is manipulative.



Worst of all, nothing about it is "actionable," as the business-insights-dashboard fanatics would say. Dashboards promise a modicum of control. But what are you going to do, now that the polls are closed and you are in your pajamas? Cheer, or bite your nails, or attempt to lure your spouse away from the television or the needle, or eat cake or drink liquor or stare into space or high-five your buds or clean up after your ferret. There is nothing you can do. It's out of your hands, and no amount of data, polling, chief analysis, or anything else can change that. You know this, and yet you still stare.
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X Is a White-Supremacist Site

Elon Musk has made one of Twitter's most glaring problems into a core feature on X.

by Charlie Warzel




X has always had a Nazi problem. I've covered the site, formerly known as Twitter, for more than a decade and reported extensively on its harassment problems, its verification (and then de-verification) of a white nationalist, and the glut of anti-Semitic hatred that roiled the platform in 2016.



But something is different today. Heaps of unfiltered posts that plainly celebrate racism, anti-Semitism, and outright Nazism are easily accessible and possibly even promoted by the site's algorithms. All the while, Elon Musk--a far-right activist and the site's owner, who is campaigning for and giving away millions to help elect Donald Trump--amplifies horrendous conspiracy theories about voter fraud, migrants run amok, and the idea that Jewish people hate white people. Twitter was always bad if you knew where to look, but because of Musk, X is far worse. (X and Musk did not respond to requests for comment for this article.)



It takes little effort to find neo-Nazi accounts that have built up substantial audiences on X. "Thank you all for 7K," one white-nationalist meme account posted on October 17, complete with a heil-Hitler emoji reference. One week later, the account, which mostly posts old clips of Hitler speeches and content about how "Hitler was right," celebrated 14,000 followers. One post, a black-and-white video of Nazis goose-stepping, has more than 187,000 views. Another racist and anti-Semitic video about Jewish women and Black men--clearly AI-generated--has more than 306,000 views. It was also posted in late October.



Many who remain on the platform have noticed X decaying even more than usual in recent months. "I've seen SO many seemingly unironic posts like this on Twitter recently this is getting insane," one X user posted in response to a meme that the far-right influencer Stew Peters recently shared. It showed an image of Adolf Hitler holding a telephone with overlaid text reading, "Hello ... 2024? Are you guys starting to get it yet?" Peters appended the commentary, "Yes. We've noticed." The idea is simply that Hitler was right, and X users ate it up: As of this writing, the post has received about 67,000 likes, 10,000 reposts, and 11.4 million views. When Musk took over, in 2022, there were initial reports that hate speech (anti-Black and anti-Semitic slurs) was surging on the platform. By December of that year, one research group described the increase in hate speech as "unprecedented." And it seems to only have gotten worse. There are far more blatant examples of racism now, even compared with a year ago. In September, the World Bank halted advertising on X after its promoted ads were showing up in the replies to pro-Nazi and white-nationalist content from accounts with hundreds of thousands of followers. Search queries such as Hitler was right return posts with tens of thousands of views--they're indistinguishable from the poison once relegated to the worst sites on the internet, including 4chan, Gab, and Stormfront.



The hatred isn't just coming from anonymous fringe posters either. Late last month, Clay Higgins, a Republican congressman from Louisiana, published a racist, threatening post about the Haitians in Springfield, Ohio, saying they're from the "nastiest country in the western hemisphere." Then he issued an ultimatum: "All these thugs better get their mind right and their ass out of our country before January 20th," he wrote in the post, referencing Inauguration Day. Higgins eventually deleted the post at the request of his House colleagues on both sides of the aisle but refused to apologize. "I can put up another controversial post tomorrow if you want me to. I mean, we do have freedom of speech. I'll say what I want," he told CNN later that day.



And although Higgins did eventually try to walk his initial post back, clarifying that he was really referring to Haitian gangs, the sentiment he shared with CNN is right. The lawmaker can put up another vile post maligning an entire country whenever he desires. Not because of his right to free speech--which exists to protect against government interference--but because of how Musk chooses to operate his platform. Despite the social network's policy that prohibits "incitement of harassment," X seemingly took no issue with Higgins's racist post or its potential to cause real-world harm for Springfield residents. (The town has already closed and evacuated its schools twice because of bomb threats.) And why would X care? The platform, which reinstated thousands of banned accounts following Musk's takeover, in 2022--accounts that belong to QAnon supporters, political hucksters, conspiracy theorists, and at least one bona fide neo-Nazi--is so inundated with bigoted memes, racist AI slop, and unspeakable slurs that Higgins's post seemed almost measured by comparison. In the past, when Twitter seemed more interested in enforcing content-moderation standards, the lawmaker's comments may have resulted in a ban or some other disciplinary response: On X, he found an eager, sympathetic audience willing to amplify his hateful message.



His deleted post is instructive, though, as a way to measure the degradation of X under Musk. The site is a political project run by a politically radicalized centibillionaire. The worthwhile parts of Twitter (real-time news, sports, culture, silly memes, spontaneous encounters with celebrity accounts) have been drowned out by hateful garbage. X is no longer a social-media site with a white-supremacy problem, but a white-supremacist site with a social-media problem.

Musk has certainly bent the social network to support his politics, which has recently involved joking on Tucker Carlson's show (which streams on X) that "nobody is even bothering to try to kill Kamala" and repurposing the @america handle from an inactive user to turn it into a megaphone for his pro-Trump super PAC. Musk has also quite clearly reengineered the site so that users see him, and his tweets, whether or not they follow him.



When Musk announced his intent to purchase Twitter, in April 2022, the New York Times columnist Ezra Klein aptly noted that "Musk reveals what he wants Twitter to be by how he acts on it." By this logic, it would seem that X is vying to be the official propaganda outlet not just for Trump generally but also for the "Great Replacement" theory, which states that there is a global plot to eradicate the white race and its culture through immigration. In just the past year, Musk has endorsed multiple posts about the conspiracy theory. In November 2023, in response to a user named @breakingbaht who accused Jews of supporting bringing "hordes of minorities" into the United States, Musk replied, "You have said the actual truth." Musk's post was viewed more than 8 million times.

Read: Musk's Twitter is the blueprint for a MAGA government

Though Musk has publicly claimed that he doesn't "subscribe" to the "Great Replacement" theory, he appears obsessed with the idea that Republican voters in America are under attack from immigrants. Last December, he posted a misleading graph suggesting that the number of immigrants arriving illegally was overtaking domestic birth rates. He has repeatedly referenced a supposed Democratic plot to "legalize vast numbers of illegals" and put an end to fair elections. He has falsely suggested that the Biden administration was "flying 'asylum seekers', who are fast-tracked to citizenship, directly into swing states like Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin and Arizona" and argued that, soon, "everywhere in America will be like the nightmare that is downtown San Francisco." According to a recent Bloomberg analysis of 53,000 of Musk's posts, the billionaire has posted more about immigration and voter fraud than any other topic (more than 1,300 posts in total), garnering roughly 10 billion views.



But Musk's interests extend beyond the United States. This summer, during a period of unrest and rioting in the United Kingdom over a mass stabbing that killed three children, the centibillionaire used his account to suggest that a civil war there was "inevitable." He also shared (and subsequently deleted) a conspiracy theory that the U.K. government was building detainment camps for people rioting against Muslims. Additionally, X was instrumental in spreading misinformation and fueling outrage among far-right, anti-immigration protesters.



In Springfield, Ohio, X played a similar role as a conduit for white supremacists and far-right extremists to fuel real-world harm. One of the groups taking credit for singling out Springfield's Haitian community was Blood Tribe, a neo-Nazi group known for marching through city streets waving swastikas. Blood Tribe had been focused on the town for months, but not until prominent X accounts (including Musk's, J. D. Vance's, and Trump's) seized on a Facebook post from the region did Springfield become a national target. "It is no coincidence that there was an online rumor mill ready to amplify any social media posts about Springfield because Blood Tribe has been targeting the town in an effort to stoke racial resentment against 'subhuman' Haitians," the journalist Robert Tracinski wrote recently. Tracinski argues that social-media channels (like X) have been instrumental in transferring neo-Nazi propaganda into the public consciousness--all the way to the presidential-debate stage. He is right. Musk's platform has become a political tool for stoking racial hatred online and translating it into harassment in the physical world.



The ability to drag fringe ideas and theories into mainstream political discourse has long been a hallmark of X, even back when it was known as Twitter. There's always been a trade-off with the platform's ability to narrow the distance between activists and people in positions of power. Social-justice movements such as the Arab Spring and Black Lives Matter owe some of the success of their early organizing efforts to the platform.



Yet the website has also been one of the most reliable mainstream destinations on the internet to see Photoshopped images of public figures (or their family members) in gas chambers, or crude, racist cartoons of Jewish men. Now, under Musk's stewardship, X seems to run in only one direction. The platform eschews healthy conversation. It abhors nuance, instead favoring constant escalation and engagement-baiting behavior. And it empowers movements that seek to enrage and divide. In April, an NBC News investigation found that "at least 150 paid 'Premium' subscriber X accounts and thousands of unpaid accounts have posted or amplified pro-Nazi content on X in recent months." According to research from the extremism expert Colin Henry, since Musk's purchase, there's been a decline in anti-Semitic posts on 4chan's infamous "anything goes" forum, and a simultaneous rise in posts targeting Jewish people on X.



X's own transparency reports show that the social network has allowed hateful content to flourish on its site. In its last report before Musk's acquisition, in just the second half of 2021, Twitter suspended about 105,000 of the more than 5 million accounts reported for hateful conduct. In the first half of 2024, according to X, the social network received more than 66 million hateful-conduct reports, but suspended just 2,361 accounts. It's not a perfect comparison, as the way X reports and analyzes data has changed under Musk, but the company is clearly taking action far less frequently.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

Because X has made it more difficult for researchers to access data by switching to a paid plan that prices out many academics, it is now difficult to get a quantitative understanding of the platform's degradation. The statistics that do exist are alarming. Research from the Center for Countering Digital Hate found that in just the first month of Musk's ownership, anti-Black American slurs used on the platform increased by 202 percent. The Anti-Defamation League found that anti-Semitic tweets on the platform increased by 61 percent in just two weeks after Musk's takeover. But much of the evidence is anecdotal. The Washington Post summed up a recent report from the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, noting that pro-Hitler content "reached the largest audiences on X [relative to other social-media platforms], where it was also most likely to be recommended via the site's algorithm." Since Musk took over, X has done the following:

	Seemingly failed to block a misleading advertisement post purchased by Jason Kohne, a white nationalist with the handle @NoWhiteGuiltNWG.
 	Seemingly failed to block an advertisement calling to reinstate the death penalty for gay people.
 	Reportedly run ads on 20 racist and anti-Semitic hashtags, including #whitepower, despite Musk pledging that he would demonetize posts that included hate speech. (After NBC asked about these, X removed the ability for users to search for some of these hashtags.)
 	Granted blue-check verification to an account with the N-word in its handle. (The account has since been suspended.)
 	Allowed an account that praised Hitler to purchase a gold-check badge, which denotes an "official organization" and is typically used by brands such as Doritos and BlackRock. (This account has since been suspended.)
 	Seemingly failed to take immediate action on 63 of 66 accounts flagged for disseminating AI-generated Nazi memes from 4chan. More than half of the posts were made by paid accounts with verified badges, according to research by the nonprofit Center for Countering Digital Hate.




None of this is accidental. The output of a platform tells you what it is designed to do: In X's case, all of this is proof of a system engineered to give voice to hateful ideas and reward those who espouse them. If one is to judge X by its main exports, then X, as it exists now under Musk, is a white-supremacist website.



You might scoff at this notion, especially if you, like me, have spent nearly two decades willingly logged on to the site, or if you, like me, have had your professional life influenced in surprising, occasionally delightful ways by the platform. Even now, I can scroll through the site's algorithmic pond scum and find things worth saving--interesting commentary, breaking news, posts and observations that make me laugh. But these exceptional morsels are what make the platform so insidious, in part because they give cover to the true political project that X now represents and empowers.



As I was preparing to write this story, I visited some of the most vile corners of the internet. I've monitored these spaces for years, and yet this time, I was struck by how little distance there was between them and what X has become. It is impossible to ignore: The difference between X and a known hateful site such as Gab are people like myself. The majority of users are no doubt creators, businesses, journalists, celebrities, political junkies, sports fans, and other perfectly normal people who hold their nose and cling to the site. We are the human shield of respectability that keeps Musk's disastrous $44 billion investment from being little more than an algorithmically powered Stormfront.



The justifications--the lure of the community, the (now-limited) ability to bear witness to news in real time, and of the reach of one's audience of followers--feel particularly weak today. X's cultural impact is still real, but its promotional use is nonexistent. (A recent post linking to a story of mine generated 289,000 impressions and 12,900 interactions, but only 948 link clicks--a click rate of roughly 0.00328027682 percent.) NPR, which left the platform in April 2023, reported almost negligible declines in traffic referrals after abandoning the site.



Continuing to post on X has been indefensible for some time. But now, more than ever, there is no good justification for adding one's name to X's list of active users. To leave the platform, some have argued, is to cede an important ideological battleground to the right. I've been sympathetic to this line of thinking, but the battle, on this particular platform, is lost. As long as Musk owns the site, its architecture will favor his political allies. If you see posting to X as a fight, then know it is not a fair one. For example: In October, Musk shared a fake screenshot of an Atlantic article, manipulated to show a fake headline--his post, which he never deleted, garnered more than 18 million views. The Atlantic's X post debunking Musk's claim received just 28,000 views. Musk is unfathomably rich. He's used that money to purchase a platform, take it private, and effectively turn it into a megaphone for the world's loudest racists. Now he's attempting to use it to elect a corrupt, election-denying felon to the presidency.



To stay on X is not an explicit endorsement of this behavior, but it does help enable it. I'm not at all suggesting--as Musk has previously alleged--that the site be shut down or that Musk should be silenced. But there's no need to stick around and listen. Why allow Musk to appear even slightly more credible by lending our names, our brands, and our movements to a platform that makes the world more dangerous for real people? To my dismay, I've hid from these questions for too long. Now that I've confronted them, I have no good answers.
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The Right's New Kingmaker

Charlie Kirk can speak to all factions of the GOP like few others can.

by Ali Breland




Charlie Kirk took his seat underneath a tent that said Prove me wrong. I wedged myself into the crowd at the University of Montana, next to a cadre of middle-aged men wearing mesh hats. A student standing near me had on a hoodie that read Jesus Christ. It was late September, and several hundred of us were here to see the conservative movement's youth whisperer. Kirk, the 31-year-old founder of Turning Point USA, was in Missoula for a stop on his "You're Being Brainwashed Tour," in which he goes from college to college doing his signature shtick of debating undergraduates. He invited anyone who disagreed with him to come up one by one and take their shot, in a carnivalesque "step right up" style.

I had not traveled to Montana simply to see Kirk epically own college kids. (That's not a hard thing to do, and in any case, I could just watch his deep catalog of debate videos.) I'd made the trip because I had the feeling that Kirk is moving toward the core of the conservative movement. Few Republicans have as much purchase with all factions of the party. In Montana, Kirk delivered a simple message. "Now, all of you--I'm sure you're feeling this: Things are unaffordable," he said. "They're out of reach. It is harder than ever to be able to have the American dream ... and that is because of Kamala Harris." Days before the Missoula event, however, Kirk had said that Haitian migrants "will become your masters" should Donald Trump lose the election, that "this election is literally about" whether Americans will be "allowed to fight back against invading armed hordes," and that "swarms of people want to take our stuff, take women, and loot the entire nation."

I arrived in Montana thinking that Kirk's code-switching was part of a cynical move to expand his reach. He hosts one of the most popular news podcasts in the country, and his YouTube channel is a clout machine. But I came away realizing that Kirk is less of an influencer than an operator. While he spoke, volunteers moved around the crowd asking people if they were registered to vote. Later in the day, Kirk appeared at an event with Tim Sheehy, the GOP candidate trying to defeat Senator Jon Tester. Kirk bragged that Turning Point had registered 100 new voters that day. (A spokesperson for Turning Point USA did not respond to multiple requests for comment or an interview with Kirk.)

Kirk's apparatus has gone from a conservative youth-outreach organization to an all-encompassing right-wing empire--one that has cultivated relationships with influential conservative faith groups, built a powerful media arm, and hosted rallies for Trump and other top Republicans. It has allowed Kirk to wedge himself into a powerful role: He is the gatekeeper of a bridge between mainstream conservatism and its extreme fringes. Instead of merely serving as a role-player on the right, Kirk now leverages his influence to bend conservatism closer to his own vision. Kirk has power, and he knows it.





For a while, Kirk embraced a vanilla brand of conservatism. He founded Turning Point USA in 2012 to fortify a small but stable conservative youth movement with a focus on free markets and limited government. The group wanted to reach young people where they were, which included college campuses but also the internet. Early Turning Point memes read as though the organization had hired a Popsicle-stick-joke writer to make bland, conservative-minded witticisms. Kirk's Twitter account featured mundane perspectives, such as "Taxes are theft" and "USA is the best country ever."

Even as Trump began to take over the Republican Party, Kirk relentlessly extolled free-market capitalism and repeatedly praised markets as a near-panacea to America's problems. Though personally Christian, he said that politics should be approached from a "secular worldview." In 2018, he said that he understood that most people "don't want to have to live the way some Christian in Alabama" wants them to. He would probably have never described himself as an LGBTQ ally, but he was also not known to go out of his way to bash trans people or speak out against the gay "lifestyle."

This approach did not please everyone on the right. In 2019, the young white nationalist Nick Fuentes encouraged his followers, called Groypers, to show up at Turning Point events and troll Kirk for not being far enough to the right. "You have multiple times advocated on behalf of accepting homosexuality," a man in a suit with a rosary around his hand said at one event to Kirk, who was sitting onstage next to a gay Turning Point USA contributor. "How does anal sex help us win the culture war?" Another person used the Q&A time to tell Kirk that "we don't want centrists in the conservative movement."

Something began to change around the end of Trump's first term. Kirk hasn't just followed the rest of his party to the right. He is now far more conservative than much of the mainstream GOP. Christianity in particular has become a dominant feature of Kirk's rhetoric and Turning Point USA. Kirk's position on religion has veered from "We do have a separation of Church and state, and we should support that" (his words to the conservative commentator Dave Rubin in 2018) to "There is no separation of Church and state. It's a fabrication. It's a fiction" (his words on his own podcast in 2022).

In 2021, he established Turning Point Faith, a division of his organization that he has used to make significant inroads with hard-right evangelical churches and their leaders, many of whom have lent their pulpit to Kirk. He has laughed off accusations that he embraces Christian nationalism. Liberals fret about a "disturbing movement of 'Christian nationalism,'" he said in 2022. "Do you know what that's code for? That's code for: You're starting to care, and they're getting scared." But there aren't a lot of other ways to describe his goal of eroding the barriers between Church and state, and Turning Point Faith's mission of returning America to "foundational Christian values."

Kirk has also embraced rhetoric that was previously the territory of white nationalists, making explicit reference to the "Great Replacement" theory, the conspiracy that immigration is a plot to dilute the cultural and political power of white people. Since 2022, he has posted that "Whiteness is great," and that there is an undeniable "War on White People in The West." On his podcast, he has accused an ambiguous "they" of "trying to replace us demographically" and "make the country less white" by using an "anti-white agenda" of immigration to enact "the Great Replacement." Because of "them," he's said, "the dumping ground of the planet is the United States' southern border." Some other Republicans now dabble in Great Replacement rhetoric, but Kirk has avoided being outflanked on the right: He's attacking Martin Luther King Jr. as "awful" and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 as "a huge mistake."

Some of Kirk's rightward shift is potentially driven by him astutely putting his fingers to the wind of what's bubbling among the base. In Montana, the crowd was most energetic when Kirk delved into points about how immigrants and trans people are making America worse. When I went out of the crowd to stand under a tree nearby, I heard a mother talking to her small daughter. "You don't want to go over there. There's liberals," she said, gesturing at the fringes of the crowd, where people were observing Kirk with dour expressions. She then parroted stuff I usually see only in the most unsavory corners of the far-right internet: "They want to kidnap you and brainwash you and probably molest you."



Late last month, Trump came out onstage with pyrotechnics blasting in front of him and dozens of Turning Point logos behind him. Kirk and his group were hosting a rally in Duluth, Georgia, for the former president. "He's a fantastic person, the job he does with Turning Point," Trump said of Kirk during the rally. "I just want to congratulate and thank him. He's working so hard."

Kirk had spoken to the crowd of roughly 10,000 just before Trump took the stage. He used the platform to explicitly suffuse the event with a nod to Christian conservatism. "We are here in a state that is a very Christian state," Kirk said. "A state that loves God and loves Jesus." He led the crowd in a "Christ is king" chant.

Despite Kirk's embrace of the far right, he has continued to gain standing in the establishment wings of the right. He sat down with J. D. Vance at a Turning Point event in September, and again on Halloween. Kirk has had public conversations with high-profile conservatives such as Vivek Ramaswamy and Senator Eric Schmitt of Missouri. Kirk has spent much of this year campaigning for Republican politicians. He has gone to Nebraska, where he tried to get the legislature to change how the state awards Electoral College votes, and to Ohio, where Republicans are trying to win a Senate seat.

Unlike other, sycophantic portions of right-wing media, Kirk isn't simply a hanger-on to the conservative elite. When he can, he will try to bend elected officials toward his political vision. On multiple occasions, Kirk has publicly gone after Speaker of the House Mike Johnson. Last January, several months after Johnson was elected as House speaker, Kirk posted a podcast episode titled "You Deserve Better Than What the GOP Is Giving You." Johnson, he said on the show, was "a disappointment." A few minutes later, he added: "Speaker Johnson is trying to gaslight you. Dare I say, he's just lying."

In March, Johnson went on Kirk's show to kiss the ring. Kirk approached the conversation cordially and in good faith, but he also didn't shy away from directly criticizing the speaker. Kirk pressed Johnson on why he hadn't shut down the government last year and dismissed the speaker's explanation that it would have been politically damaging: "We have been hearing that excuse for 11 years."

Kirk's ability to dress down one of the party's most important members is a testament to how much power he has accrued. People like Johnson sign up for this because older politicians see Millennials such as Kirk as whisperers to the rest of their generation, sometimes just because they're younger, Jiore Craig, a senior fellow at ISD Global who has researched Kirk and Turning Point USA, explained to me: "There is this nervousness that he offers something about the internet and young people that politicians don't know." The belief that he can turn out young people makes politicians go to Kirk even as he tries to big-dog them, Craig said. It's not just his appeal to youth either; alienating Kirk may mean losing an avenue to faith leaders and the broader audience he has amassed. Whether Republicans like it or not (and some don't), they have to deal with him. This is how he has the freedom to walk around in noxious far-right politics and then step back into the polite mainstream with impunity.



Even at 31, clad in saggy suit pants, Kirk has the affect of an eager college conservative. He lacks Tucker Carlson's resolute confidence and corresponding bored disdain. He lacks the poise and charisma of far-right influencers such as Fuentes and Candace Owens. But to think of Kirk as only a media figure is to miss the point.

Matthew Boedy, a rhetoric professor at the University of North Georgia who is writing a book about Kirk and Turning Point USA, argues that Kirk's relationships and organizations have become so robust and far-reaching that besides Trump, Kirk is the most important person in the conservative movement. "No matter who wins in November, he will be the kingmaker," Boedy told me.

Kirk doesn't have an outright edge in many of the fields he trades in: Carlson and others have more popular podcasts, there are more prominent figures within the conservative faith movement, and there are better-funded conservative groups. Still, almost no one else has the relative prominence and relationships that he does across so many areas. "It's like Rush Limbaugh with six other tentacles," Boedy said.

Kirk is all but ensured to sit in an important position on the right for years to come. He is in charge of much more than helping the right win youth voters. He has a relatively prominent political-media empire that he can use to push his ideas forward--one that works in tandem with the rest of his apparatus. His years of relationship-building with faith groups cannot be replicated by would-be challengers overnight. At least for now, Kirk has convinced Republicans that his political project is divinely ordained.
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Nobody Look at Mark Zuckerberg

Facebook doesn't want attention right now.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




After the 2016 elections, critics blamed Facebook for undermining American democracy. They believed that the app's algorithmic News Feed pushed hyperpartisan content, outright fake news, and Russian-seeded disinformation to huge numbers of people. (The U.S. director of national intelligence agreed, and in January 2017 declassified a report that detailed Russia's actions.) At first, the company's executives dismissed these concerns--shortly after Donald Trump won the presidential election, Mark Zuckerberg said it was "pretty crazy" to think that fake news on Facebook had played a role--but they soon grew contrite. "Calling that crazy was dismissive and I regret it," Zuckerberg would say 10 months later. Facebook had by then conceded that its own data did "not contradict" the intelligence report. Shortly thereafter, Adam Mosseri, the executive in charge of News Feed at the time, told this magazine that the company was launching a number of new initiatives "to stop the spread of misinformation, click-bait and other problematic content on Facebook." He added: "We've learned things since the election, and we take our responsibility to protect the community of people who use Facebook seriously."



Nowhere was the effort more apparent than in the launch of the company's "war room" ahead of the 2018 midterms. Here, employees across departments would come together in front of a huge bank of computers to monitor Facebook for misinformation, fake news, threats of violence, and other crises. Numerous reporters were invited in at the time; The Verge, Wired, and The New York Times were among the outlets that ran access-driven stories about the effort. But the war room looked, to some, less like a solution and more like a mollifying stunt--a show put on for the press. And by 2020, with the rise of QAnon conspiracy theories and "Stop the Steal" groups, things did not seem generally better on Facebook.

Read: What Facebook did to American democracy

What is happening on Facebook now? On the eve of another chaotic election, journalists have found that highly deceptive political advertisements still run amok there, as do election-fraud conspiracy theories. The Times reported in September that the company, now called Meta, had fewer full-time employees working on election integrity and that Zuckerberg was no longer having weekly meetings with the lieutenants in charge of them. The paper also reported that Meta had replaced the war room with a less sharply defined "election operations center."



When I reached out to Meta to ask about its plans, the company did not give many specific details. But Corey Chambliss, a Meta spokesperson focused on election preparedness, told me that the war room definitely still exists and that "election operations center" is just another of its names. He proved this with a video clip showing B-roll footage of a few dozen employees working in a conference room on Super Tuesday. The video had been shot in Meta's Washington, D.C., office, but Chambliss impressed upon me that it could really be anywhere: The war room moves and exists in multiple places. "Wouldn't want to over-emphasize the physical space as it's sort of immaterial," he wrote in an email.



It is clear that Meta wants to keep its name out of this election however much that is possible. It may marshal its considerable resources and massive content-moderation apparatus to enforce its policies against election interference, and it may "break the glass," as it did in 2021, to take additional action if something as dramatic as January 6 happens again. At the same time, it won't draw a lot of attention to those efforts or be very specific about them. Recent conversations I've had with a former policy lead at the company and academics who have worked with and studied Facebook, as well as Chambliss, made it clear that as a matter of policy, the company has done whatever it can to fly under the radar this election season--including Zuckerberg's declining to endorse a candidate, as he has in previous presidential elections. When it comes to politics, Meta and Zuckerberg have decided that there is no winning. At this pivotal moment, it is simply doing less.



Meta's war room may be real, but it is also just a symbol--its meaning has been haggled over for six years now, and its name doesn't really matter. "People got very obsessed with the naming of this room," Katie Harbath, a former public-policy director at Facebook who left the company in March 2021, told me. She disagreed with the idea that the room was ever a publicity stunt. "I spent a lot of time in that very smelly, windowless room," she said. I wondered whether the war room--ambiguous in terms of both its accomplishments and its very existence--was the perfect way to understand the company's approach to election chaos. I posed to Harbath that the conversation around the war room was really about the anxiety of not knowing what, precisely, Meta is doing behind closed doors to meet the challenges of the moment.



She agreed that part of the reason the room was created was to help people imagine content moderation. Its primary purpose was practical and logistical, she said, but it was "a way to give a visual representation of what the work looks like too." That's why, this year, the situation is so muddy. Meta doesn't want you to think there is no war room, but it isn't drawing attention to the war room. There was no press junket; there were no tours. There is no longer even a visual of the war room as a specific room in one place.



This is emblematic of Meta's in-between approach this year. Meta has explicit rules against election misinformation on its platforms; these include a policy against content that attempts to deceive people about where and how to vote. The rules do not, as written, include false claims about election results (although such claims are prohibited in paid ads). Posts about the Big Lie--the false claim that the 2020 presidential election was stolen--were initially moderated with fact-checking labels, but these were scaled back dramatically before the 2022 midterms, purportedly because users disliked them. The company also made a significant policy update this year to clarify that it would require labels on AI-generated content (a change made after its Oversight Board criticized its previous manipulated-media policy as "incoherent"). But tons of unlabeled generative-AI slop still flows without consequence on Facebook.

Read: "History will not judge us kindly"

In recent years, Meta has also attempted to de-prioritize political content of all kinds in its various feeds. "As we've said for years, people have told us they want to see less politics overall while still being able to engage with political content on our platforms if they want," Chambliss told me. "That's exactly what we've been doing." When I emailed to ask questions about the company's election plans, Chambliss initially responded by linking me to a short blog post that Meta put out 11 months ago, and attaching a broadly circulated fact sheet, which included such vague figures as "$20 billion invested in teams and technology in this area since 2016." This information is next-to-impossible for a member of the public to make sense of--how is anyone supposed to know what $20 billion can buy?



In some respects, Meta's reticence is just part of a broader cultural shift. Content moderation has become politically charged in recent years. Many high-profile misinformation and disinformation research projects born in the aftermath of the January 6 insurrection have shut down or shrunk. (When the Stanford Internet Observatory, an organization that published regular reports on election integrity and misinformation, shut down, right-wing bloggers celebrated the end of its "reign of censorship.") The Biden administration experimented in 2022 with creating a Disinformation Governance Board, but quickly abandoned the plan after it drew a firestorm from the right--whose pundits and influencers portrayed the proposal as one for a totalitarian "Ministry of Truth." The academic who had been tasked with leading it was targeted so intensely that she resigned.



"Meta has definitely been quieter," Harbath said. "They're not sticking their heads out there with public announcements." This is partly because Zuckerberg has become personally exasperated with politics, she speculated. She added that it is also the result of the response the company got in 2020--accusations from Democrats of doing too little, accusations from Republicans of doing far too much. The far right was, for a while, fixated on the idea that Zuckerberg had personally rigged the presidential election in favor of Joe Biden and that he frequently bowed to Orwellian pressure from the Biden administration afterward. In recent months, Zuckerberg has been oddly conciliatory about this position; in August, he wrote what amounted to an apology letter to Representative Jim Jordan of Ohio, saying that Meta had overdone it with its efforts to curtail COVID-19 misinformation and that it had erred by intervening to minimize the spread of the salacious news story about Hunter Biden and his misplaced laptop.



Zuckerberg and his wife, Priscilla Chan, used to donate large sums of money to nonpartisan election infrastructure through their philanthropic foundation. They haven't done so this election cycle, seeking to avoid a repeat of the controversy ginned up by Republicans the last time. This had not been enough to satisfy Trump, though, and he recently threatened to put Zuckerberg in prison for the rest of his life if he makes any political missteps--which may, of course, be one of the factors Zuckerberg is considering in choosing to stay silent.



Other circumstances have changed dramatically since 2020, too. Just before that election, the sitting president was pushing conspiracy theories about the election, about various groups of his own constituents, and about a pandemic that had already killed hundreds of thousands of Americans. He was still using Facebook, as were the adherents of QAnon, the violent conspiracy theory that positioned him as a redeeming godlike figure. After the 2020 election, Meta said publicly that Facebook would no longer recommend political or civic groups for users to join--clearly in response to the criticism that the site's own recommendations guided people into "Stop the Steal" groups. And though Facebook banned Trump himself for using the platform to incite violence on January 6, the platform reinstated his account once it became clear that he would again be running for president



This election won't be like the previous one. QAnon simply isn't as present in the general culture, in part because of actions that Meta and other platforms took in 2020 and 2021. More will happen on other platforms this year, in more private spaces, such as Telegram groups. And this year's "Stop the Steal" movement will likely need less help from Facebook to build momentum: YouTube and Trump's own social platform, Truth Social, are highly effective for this purpose. Election denial has also been galvanized from the top by right-wing influencers and media personalities including Elon Musk, who has turned X into the perfect platform for spreading conspiracy theories about voter fraud. He pushes them himself all the time.



In many ways, understanding Facebook's relevance is harder than ever. A recent survey from the Pew Research Center found that 33 percent of U.S. adults say they "regularly" get news from the platform. But Meta has limited access to data for both journalists and academics in the past two years. After the 2020 election, the company partnered with academics for a huge research project to sort out what happened and to examine Facebook's broader role in American politics. It was cited when Zuckerberg was pressed to answer for Facebook's role in the organization of the "Stop the Steal" movement and January 6: "We believe that independent researchers and our democratically elected officials are best positioned to complete an objective review of these events," he said at the time. That project is coming to an end, some of the researchers involved told me, and Chabliss confirmed.



The first big release of research papers produced through the partnership, which gave researchers an unprecedented degree of access to platform data, came last summer. Still more papers will continue to be published as they pass peer review and are accepted to scientific journals--one paper in its final stages will deal with the diffusion of misinformation--but all of these studies were conducted using data from 2020 and 2021. No new data have or will be provided to these researchers.



When I asked Chambliss about the end of the partnership, he emphasized that no other platform had bothered to do as robust of a research project. However, he wouldn't say exactly why it was coming to an end. "It's a little frustrating that such a massive and unprecedented undertaking that literally no other platform has done is put to us as a question of 'why not repeat this?' vs asking peer companies why they haven't come close to making similar commitments for past or current elections," he wrote in an email.



The company also shut down the data-analysis tool CrowdTangle--used widely by researchers and by journalists--earlier this year. It touts new tools that have been made available to researchers, but academics scoff at the claim that they approximate anything like real access to live and robust information. Without Meta's cooperation, it becomes much harder for academics to effectively monitor what happens on its platforms.



I recently spoke with Kathleen Carley, a professor at Carnegie Mellon's School of Computer Science, about research she conducted from 2020 to 2022 on the rise of "pink slime," a type of mass-produced misinformation designed to look like the product of local newspapers and to be shared on social media. Repeating that type of study for the 2024 election would cost half a million dollars, she estimated, because researchers now have to pay if they want broad data access. From her observations and the more targeted, "surgical" data pulls that her team has been able to do this year, pink-slime sites are far more concentrated in swing states than they had been previously, while conspiracy theories were spreading just as easily as ever. But these are observations; they're not a real monitoring effort, which would be too costly.



"Monitoring implies that we're doing consistent data crawls and have wide-open access to data," she told me, "which we do not." This time around, nobody will.
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Musk's Twitter Is the Blueprint for a MAGA Government

Fire everyone. Turn it into a personal political weapon. Let chaos reign.

by Charlie Warzel




In a recent interview, the former Republican presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy made an offhanded comment that connected a few dots for me. Ramaswamy was talking with Ezra Klein about the potential for tens of thousands of government workers to lose their job should Donald Trump be reelected. This would be a healthy development, he argued. It could happen, he said, by reinstituting the Trump executive order Schedule F--which stripped certain civil servants of their job protections, allowing them to be fired more easily--and installing a government-efficiency commission to be led by Elon Musk. Ramaswamy said Trump should get rid of 75 percent of federal-government employees "on day one." Up for debate, he argued, is whether some of those people would eventually be rehired. "That's not the character of, certainly, what Elon did at Twitter, and I don't think it's going to be the character of what the most important part of that project actually looks like, which is shaving down and thinning down the bureaucracy."



Ramaswamy's invocation of Twitter is meaningful. In 2022, after acquiring the social network, Musk infamously purged Twitter's ranks and fired 80 percent of its employees in the first six months, and then made a series of management decisions that ultimately threw the company into further financial disarray. Listening to Ramaswamy speak and hearing the respect in his voice as he cited the centibillionaire's tenure, it became clear that he sees a blueprint for the Trump administration. Should Musk be appointed as a federal firing czar, it will likely not be because of his electric cars or rockets or internet-beaming satellites: It will be because he acted out the dream of draining the swamp, albeit on a smaller scale. Musk's purchase of Twitter is not just a Republican success story; it is the template for the MAGA federal government. Even Musk's mom said as much in a recent interview with Fox News: "He's going to just get rid of people who are not working, or don't have a job, or not doing a job well, just like he did on Twitter ... He can do it for the government, too."



Musk's argument for gutting Twitter was that the company was so overstaffed that it was running out of money and had only "four months to live." Musk cut so close to the bone that there were genuine concerns among employees I spoke with at the time that the site might crash during big news events, or fall into a state of disrepair. "I am fully convinced that if Musk does what he is saying he will do, it will be an absolute shitshow," a trust-and-safety engineer at a different tech company told me in 2022. Musk did fire most of the trust-and-safety employees, as well as those in charge of curation and "human rights," and the Machine Learning Ethics, Transparency, and Accountability team. The purge of these people in particular delighted some right-wing commentators, who saw Musk's dismissals as a long-overdue excision of the woke bureaucracy inside the company. "Nothing of value was lost," one MAGA account tweeted at the news of the firings.



Read: I watched Elon Musk kill Twitter's culture from the inside



Twitter did not self-destruct as my sources feared it would (though parts of it have, perhaps most memorably when Musk tried to host Spaces events with Trump and with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, only for them to glitch out). Small-scale disruptions aside, the site has mostly functioned during elections, World Cups, Super Bowls, and world-historic news events. But Musk's cuts have not spared the platform from deep financial hardship. His chaotic managerial strategy for Twitter has been to rebrand the site as X, alienate many of its most important advertisers, institute a dubious paid subscription program, and dabble in AI features in the hopes of someday turning the platform into an "everything app." The end result has been calamitous for the company's bottom line. Soon after taking over, ad revenues plummeted 40 percent, and the bleeding hasn't stopped. According to estimates, last year, X lost about 52 percent of its U.S. advertising revenue. A recent Fidelity report suggested that the company may have lost nearly 80 percent of its value since Musk bought it (for arguably way more than it was worth). If this keeps up, some have speculated that Musk may have to sell some of his Tesla stock to keep the company afloat. Musk's financiers have also been left with massive loans on their balance sheets in what The Wall Street Journal has called "the worst buyout for banks since the financial crisis."



Trump and Ramaswamy don't seem to care about any of this. What matters is that Musk has turned X into a political weapon in service of the MAGA movement. X, as I wrote last week, has become a formidable vector for amplifying far-right accounts and talking points; it is poisoning the information environment with unverified rumors and conspiracy theories about election fraud. The far-right faithful do not care that his platform has occasionally labeled pro-Kamala Harris accounts as spam, temporarily banned journalists, restricted accounts that have tweeted the word cisgender, and complied with foreign-government requests to censor speech. Nor do Republican lawmakers seem to care that Musk is wielding his platform to get Trump elected, even after they spent the better part of a decade outraged that tech platforms were supposedly biased against conservatives. Their silence on Musk's clear bias coupled with their admiration for his activism suggest that what they really value is the way that Musk was able to seize a popular communication platform and turn it into something that they can control and wield against their political enemies.



This idea is not dissimilar from the vision articulated by the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, the conservative policy proposal to reshape the federal government in a second Trump administration. Project 2025 is a dense, often radical, and unpopular set of policy proposals that, as my colleague David A. Graham notes, "would dissolve the Education Department and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, slash Medicare and Medicaid, ban pornography, establish federal abortion restrictions, repeal some child-labor protections, and enable the president to lay off tens of thousands of federal career workers and replace them with political appointees." Put another way: If Trump were elected and decided to make Project 2025 a reality, his administration would take an existing piece of bureaucratic infrastructure, strip it of many of those who can check its power, and then wield that power to ideological ends and against their political enemies.



The parallels between this element of Project 2025 and Musk's Twitter are stark. They should also be alarming. The federal government is not a software company, nor should it be run like one. Perhaps there is bloat in our departments and agencies, but civil servants labor over daily technical problems that are crucial to a functioning country--such as census taking, storm tracking, and preparing for pandemics. To simply cut these people with abandon (and replace others with political appointees) could have severe consequences, such as stifling disaster response and increasing the likelihood of corruption.



Consider also the financial dynamic. Last week in a virtual town hall, Musk said that the Trump administration's second-term agenda--which includes tax cuts, slashing the federal budget, and tariffs on imports, "necessarily involves some temporary hardship," but would ultimately result in longer-term prosperity. "We have to reduce spending to live within our means," Musk added. The line is similar to his justification for the layoffs at Twitter, which at the time he called "painful" and necessary so that Twitter could balance its budget. But Musk bought the platform with no idea of how to turn it into a profitable business. His primary interest seems to be prioritizing shitposting and trolling rather than finding advertisers or making good on his ideas to turn X into a WeChat-style commercial app. Musk has never appeared interested in understanding the mechanics of a social network or the complexities of content moderation or even the specifics of the First Amendment. His incuriousness about the thing he ended up in charge of has been exceeded only by his desire to use it as a personal playground and political weapon.



Before Musk officially took over Twitter, the tech oligarch at least feigned an interest in running the company with an eye toward actual governance. "For Twitter to deserve public trust, it must be politically neutral, which effectively means upsetting the far right and the far left equally," he tweeted in 2022. Trump, however, has made no effort to disguise the vindictive goals of his next administration and how he plans, in the words of the New York Times columnist Jamelle Bouie, to "merge the office of the presidency with himself" and "rebuild it as an instrument of his will, wielded for his friends and against his enemies." In other words, he plans to run the Elon Musk Twitter playbook on the entire country.
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The Broken Promise of USB-C

We'll never get a universal cable.

by Ian Bogost




Can we talk about the cables in our lives? I'll start: I have a circa-2020 iPhone, which features a Lightning port for charging. My monitor, laptop, and e-reader all have ports for USB-C, the connector that looks like a pill; my car has USB-A, which is the older, rectangular design that is somehow always upside-down. My fancy webcam uses something called micro-HDMI, which is not the same as mini-HDMI or standard HDMI, and to get it to work with my computer, I have to plug its cable into a pair of daisy-chained adapters. I have two sets of wireless earbuds, and they, too, take different cables. If I upgraded to the newest iPhone, which uses USB-C, I'd be somewhat better off, but what about my family, and all of their devices with different ports? Let them eat cable, I suppose.

This chaos was supposed to end, with USB-C as our savior. The European Union even passed a law to make that port the charging standard by the end of this year. I do not live in Europe, and you might not either, but the requirement helped push Apple, which has long insisted on its own proprietary plugs, to get on board. As a part of that transition, Apple just put USB-C connectors in its wireless mice and keyboards, which previously used Lightning. (Incredibly, its mice will still charge dead-cockroach-style, flipped on their back.)

People think the shape of the plug is the only thing that matters in a cable. It does matter: If you can't plug the thing in, it's useless. But the mere joining of a cable's end with its matching socket is just the threshold challenge, and one that leads to other woes. In fact, a bunch of cables that look the same--with matching plugs that fit the same-size holes--may all do different things. This is the second circle of our cable hell: My USB-C may not be the same as yours. And the USB-C you bought two years ago may not be the same as the one you got today. And that means it might not do what you now assume it can.

I am unfortunately old enough to remember when the first form of USB was announced and then launched. The problem this was meant to solve was the same one as today's: "A rat's nest of cords, cables and wires," as The New York Times described the situation in 1998. Individual gadgets demanded specific plugs: serial, parallel, PS/2, SCSI, ADB, and others. USB longed to standardize and simplify matters--and it did, for a time.

But then it evolved: USB 1.1, USB 2.0, USB 3.0, USB4, and then, irrationally, USB4 2.0. Some of these cords and their corresponding ports looked identical, but had different capabilities for transferring data and powering devices. I can only gesture to the depth of absurdity that was soon attained without boring you to tears or lapsing into my own despair. For example, the Thunderbolt standard, commonly used by Apple and now on its fifth iteration, looks just like USB-C. But to use its full capacities, you need to connect it to a Thunderbolt-compatible port, which is identical in appearance to any other that would fit a USB-C connector. Meanwhile, today's Thunderbolt cable will probably charge your Android phone, but an older one might not effectively power your current laptop, or some future device. As one manufacturer explains, "For charging most devices including laptops, Thunderbolt 3 will provide virtually identical speeds to USB-C. However, Thunderbolt 4 requires PC charging on at least one port, whereas USB-C charging is optional." Which ... what does that even mean? It means that Thunderbolt is a kind of USB-C that is also not USB-C.

Read: We've forgotten how to use computers

Muddled charging capabilities are not particular to Thunderbolt. If you have ever plugged a perfectly USBish USB cable into a matching USB power brick and found that your device doesn't charge or takes forever to do so, that's because the amount of current your brick provides might not be supported by the USB-shaped cable and its corresponding USB-underlying standard, or it might be weaker than your device requires. Such details are usually printed on the brick in writing so tiny, nobody can read it--but even if you could, you would still have to know what it means, like some kind of USB savant.

This situation is worsened by the fact that many manufacturers now ship devices without a charging brick. Some, like Apple, say they do this for ecological reasons. But more cost-conscious manufacturers do so to save money, and also because forgoing a brick allows them to avoid certifications related to AC power plugs, which vary around the world.

Read: One cord to rule them all

A lack of standardization is not the problem here. The industry has designed, named, and rolled out a parade of standards that pertain to USB and all its cousins. Some of those standards live inside other standards. For example, USB 3.2 Gen 1 is also known as USB 3.0, even though it's numbered 3.2.  (What? Yes.) And both of these might be applied to cables with USB-A connectors, or USB-B, or USB-Micro B, or--why not?--USB-C. The variations stretch on and on toward the horizon.

Hope persists that someday, eventually, this hell can be escaped--and that, given sufficient standardization, regulatory intervention, and consumer demand, a winner will emerge in the battle of the plugs. But the dream of having a universal cable is always and forever doomed, because cables, like humankind itself, are subject to the curse of time, the most brutal standard of them all. At any given moment, people use devices they bought last week alongside those they've owned for years; they use the old plugs in rental cars or airport-gate-lounge seats; they buy new gadgets with even better capabilities that demand new and different (if similar-looking) cables. Even if Apple puts a USB-C port in every new device, and so does every other manufacturer, that doesn't mean that they will do everything you will expect cables to do in the future. Inevitably, you will find yourself needing new ones.

Back in 1998, the Times told me, "If you make your move to U.S.B. now, you can be sure that your new devices will have a port to plug into." I was ready! I'm still ready. But alas, a port to plug into has never been enough.
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The Gateway Pundit Is Still Pushing an Alternate Reality

Many people are finding the far-right outlet on social media--and participating in a comments section filled with violence and election denial.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




The Gateway Pundit, a right-wing website with a history of spreading lies about election fraud, recently posted something out of the ordinary. It took a break from its coverage of the 2024 presidential election (sample headlines: "KAMALA IS KOLLAPSING," "KAMALA FUNDS NAZIS") to post a three-sentence note from the site's founder and editor, Jim Hoft, offering some factual information about the previous presidential election.



In his brief statement, presented without any particular fanfare, Hoft writes that election officials in Georgia concluded that no widespread voter fraud took place at Atlanta's State Farm Arena on Election Day 2020. He notes specifically that they concluded that two election workers processing votes that night, Ruby Freeman and Wandrea Moss, had not engaged "in ballot fraud or criminal misconduct." And he explains that "a legal matter with this news organization and the two election workers has been resolved to the mutual satisfaction of the parties through a fair and reasonable settlement."



Indeed, the blog post appeared just days after the Gateway Pundit settled a defamation lawsuit brought by Freeman and Moss, who sued the outlet for promoting false claims that they had participated in mass voter fraud. (These claims, quickly debunked, were focused on video footage of the mother-daughter pair storing ballots in their appropriate carriers--conspiracy theorists had claimed that they were instead packing them into suitcases for some wicked purpose.) The terms of the settlement were not disclosed, but after it was announced, almost 70 articles previously published on the Gateway Pundit, and cited in the lawsuit, were no longer available, according to an analysis by the Associated Press.



Even so, the site--which has promoted numerous lies and conspiracy theories in the past, and which still faces a lawsuit from Eric Coomer, a former executive at Dominion Voting Systems, for pushing false claims that he helped rig the 2020 election--shows no signs of retreat. (The Gateway Pundit has fought this lawsuit, including by filing a motion to dismiss. Although the site filed for bankruptcy in April, a judge tossed it out, concluding that the filing was in "bad faith.") The site has continued to post with impunity, promoting on a number of occasions the conspiracy that Democrats are "openly stealing" the 2024 election with fraudulent overseas votes. A political-science professor recently told my colleague Matteo Wong that this particular claim has been one of the "dominant narratives" this year, as Donald Trump's supporters seek ways to undermine faith in the democratic process.



This is to be expected: The Gateway Pundit has been around since 2004, and it has always been a destination for those disaffected by the "establishment media." Comment sections--on any website, let alone those that explicitly cater to the far-right fringe--have never had a reputation for sobriety and thoughtfulness. And the Gateway Pundit's is particularly vivid. One recent commenter described a desire to see Democratic officials "stripped naked and sprayed down with a firehose like Rambo in First Blood." Even so, data recently shared with me by the Center for Countering Digital Hate--a nonprofit that studies disinformation and online abuse, and which reports on companies that it believes allow such content to spread--show just how nasty these communities can get. Despite the fracturing of online ecosystems in recent years--namely, the rise and fall of various social platforms and the restructuring of Google Search, both of which have resulted in an overall downturn in traffic to news sites--the Gateway Pundit has remained strikingly relevant on social media, according to the CCDH. And its user base, as seen in the comments, has regularly endorsed political violence in the past few months, despite the site's own policies forbidding such posts.



Researchers from the CCDH recently examined the comment sections beneath 120 Gateway Pundit articles about alleged election fraud published between May and September. They found that 75 percent of those sections contained "threats or calls for violence." One comment cited in the report reads: "Beat the hell out of any Democrat you come across today just for the hell of it."



Another: "They could show/televise the hangings or lined up and executed by firing squad and have that be a reminder not to try to overthrow our constitution." Overall, the researchers found more than 200 comments with violent content hosted on the Gateway Pundit.



Sites like the Gateway Pundit often attempt to justify the vitriol they host on their platforms by arguing in free-speech terms. But even free-speech absolutists can understand legitimate concerns about incitements to violence. Local election officials in Georgia and Arizona have blamed the site and its comment section for election-violence threats in the past. A 2021 Reuters report found links between the site and more than 80 "menacing" messages sent to election workers. According to Reuters, after the Gateway Pundit published a fake report about ballot fraud in Wisconsin, one election official found herself identified in the comment section, along with calls for her to be killed. "She found one post especially unnerving," the Reuters reporters Peter Eisler and Jason Szep write. "It recommended a specific bullet for killing her--a 7.62 millimeter round for an AK-47 assault rifle."



The CCDH researchers used data from a social-media monitoring tool called Newswhip to measure social-media engagement with election-related content from Gateway Pundit and similar sites. Although Gateway Pundit was second to Breitbart as a source for election misinformation on social media overall, the researchers found that the Gateway Pundit was actually the most popular on X, where its content was shared more than 800,000 times from the start of the year through October 2.



In response to a request for comment, John Burns, a lawyer representing Hoft and the Gateway Pundit, told me that the site relies on users reporting "offending" comments, including those expressing violence or threats. "If a few slipped through the cracks, we'll look into it," Burns said. He did not comment on the specifics of the CCDH report, nor the recent lawsuits against the company.



The site uses a popular third-party commenting platform called Disqus, which has taken a hands-off approach to policing far-right, racist content in the past. Disqus offers clients AI-powered, customizable moderation tools that allow them to filter out toxic or inappropriate comments from their site, or ban users. The CCDH report points out that violent comments are against Disqus's own terms of service. "Publishers monitor and enforce their own community rules," a Disqus spokesperson wrote in an email statement. "Only if a comment is flagged directly to the Disqus team do we review it against our terms of service. Once flagged, we aim to review within 24 hours and determine whether or not action is required based on our rules and terms of service."



The Gateway Pundit is just one of a constellation of right-wing sites that offer readers an alternate reality. Emily Bell, the founding director of the Tow Center for Digital Journalism, told me that these sites pushed the range of what's considered acceptable speech "quite a long way to the right," and in some cases, away from traditional, "fact-based" media. They started to grow more popular with the rise of the social web, in which algorithmic recommendation systems and conservative influencers pushed their articles to legions of users.



The real power of these sites may come not in their broad reach, but in how they shape the opinions of a relatively small, radical subset of people. According to a paper published in Nature this summer, false and inflammatory content tends to reach "a narrow fringe" of highly motivated users. Sites like the Gateway Pundit are "influential in a very small niche," Brendan Nyhan, a professor of government at Dartmouth and one of the authors of the paper, told me over email. As my colleague Charlie Warzel recently noted, the effect of this disinformation is not necessarily to deceive people, but rather to help this small subset of people stay anchored in their alternate reality.



I asked Pasha Dashtgard, the director of research for the Polarization and Extremism Research and Innovation Lab at American University, what exactly the relationship is between sites like Gateway Pundit and political violence. "That is such a million-dollar question," he said. "It's hard to tell." By that, he means that it's hard for researchers and law enforcement to know when online threats will translate into armed vigilantes descending on government buildings. Social-media platforms have only gotten less transparent with their data since the previous cycle, making it more difficult for researchers to suss out what's happening on them.



"The pathway to radicalization is not linear," Dashtgard explained. "Certainly I would want to disabuse anyone of the idea that it's like, you go on this website and that makes you want to kill people." People could have other risk factors that make them more likely to commit violence, such as feeling alienated or depressed, he said. These sites just represent another potential push mechanism.



And they don't seem to be slowing down. Three hours after Hoft posted his blog post correcting the record in the case of Freeman and Moss, he posted another statement. This one was addressed to readers. "Many of you may be aware that The Gateway Pundit was in the news this week. We settled an ongoing lawsuit against us," the post reads in part. "Despite their best efforts, we are still standing."
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Something That Both Candidates Secretly Agree On

Harris's and Trump's records on AI are weirdly in sync.

by Matteo Wong




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


If the presidential election has provided relief from anything, it has been the generative-AI boom. Neither Kamala Harris nor Donald Trump has made much of the technology in their public messaging, and they have not articulated particularly detailed AI platforms. Bots do not seem to rank among the economy, immigration, abortion rights, and other issues that can make or break campaigns.



But don't be fooled. Americans are very invested, and very worried, about the future of artificial intelligence. Polling consistently shows that a majority of adults from both major parties support government regulation of AI, and that demand for regulation might even be growing. Efforts to curb AI-enabled disinformation, fraud, and privacy violations, as well as to support private-sector innovation, are under way at the state and federal levels. Widespread AI policy is coming, and the next president may well steer its direction for years to come.



On the surface, the two candidates couldn't be further apart on AI. When AI has come up on the campaign trail, the focus has not been on substantive issues, but instead on the technology's place in a supposed culture war. At a rally last winter, Trump railed against the Biden administration's purported "use of AI to censor the speech of American citizens" (a contorted reference, perhaps, to an interview that week in which Secretary of Homeland Security Alejandro Mayorkas denounced the "politicization" of public education around the dangers of AI, including misinformation). Trump also said he would overturn Joe Biden's executive order on AI--a sprawling document aiming to preserve consumer and civil rights while also spurring innovation--"on day one." Then, over the summer, the GOP platform lambasted the "dangerous" executive order as slowing innovation and imposing "Radical Leftwing ideas" on the technology, perhaps referring to the order's stated "dedication to advancing equity." Elon Musk, now the most powerful Trump surrogate in the world, recently invited his followers to "imagine an all-powerful woke AI." Harris, for her part, hasn't discussed AI much as a candidate, but she is leading many of Biden's AI efforts as vice president, and her economic platform mentions furthering "the commitments set forth in the 2023 AI Executive Order."

Read: The real AI threat starts when the polls close

Such rhetoric is par for the course this election cycle: Trump in particular has never been known for nuance or gravity, and tearing down Biden is obviously his default position. What no one seems to remember, though, is that Biden's "dangerous" executive order echoes not one but two executive orders on AI that Trump himself signed. Many of the policies around AI that President Biden and Vice President Harris have supported extend principles and initiatives from Trump's term--such as efforts to establish federal funding for AI research, prepare American workers for a changing economy, and set safety standards for the technology. The two most recent presidential administrations even agreed on ensuring that federal AI use is nondiscriminatory. Trump's approach to the technology, in turn, built on foundations laid during Barack Obama's presidency.



In other words, despite how AI has been approached by their campaigns (that is, barely, or only in the shallowest terms), both candidates have real track records on AI, and those records are largely aligned. The technology appeared to be a rare issue driven for years by substance rather than partisanship, perhaps because prior to the launch of ChatGPT, it wasn't on many Americans' minds. With AI now assuming national importance, Trump has promised to tear that consensus down.



Still, there's a good chance he won't be able to--that reason and precedent will prevail in the end, if only because there's already so much momentum behind what began during his own administration. "To the extent that the Trump administration worked on issues of science and technology policy, it worked on AI," Alondra Nelson, a professor at the Institute for Advanced Study who previously served as the acting director of Biden's Office of Science and Technology Policy, told me. And in doing so, it was inheriting priorities set under a man Trump has called "the most ignorant president in our history." Near the end of his second term, Obama directed several federal agencies to study and plan for the growing importance of "big data" and AI, which culminated at the end of 2016 with the publication of a report on the "future of artificial intelligence," as well as a national strategic plan for AI research and development. Those included broad suggestions to grow the federal government's AI expertise, support private-sector innovation, establish standards for the technology's safety and reliability, lead international conversations on AI, and prepare the American workforce for potential automation.



A few years later, Trump began to deliver on those recommendations through his executive orders on AI, a 2019 update to that strategic plan, and his White House's guidance to federal agencies on using AI. "The Trump administration made AI a national technology priority," Michael Kratsios, who served as the country's chief technology officer under Trump and helped design his AI strategy, told Congress last October. In that testimony, Kratsios, who is currently the managing director of the start-up Scale AI, lauded much of Obama's previous and Biden's current work on AI--even criticizing Biden for not doing enough to implement existing policies--and noted the continued importance of supporting "high-quality testing and evaluation" of AI products.



Biden and Harris have since taken the baton. Trump's first executive order in particular did "have a lot of the ingredients that got much more developed in Biden's EO," Ellen Goodman, a professor at Rutgers Law School who has advised the National Telecommunications and Information Administration on the fair and responsible use of algorithms, told me. "So when Trump says he's going to repeal it with a day-one action, one wonders, what is it exactly that's so offensive?" Even specific policies and programs at the center of Biden and Harris's work on AI, such as establishing national AI-research institutes and the National AI Initiative Office, were set in motion by the Trump administration. The National Artificial Intelligence Research Resource, which Harris's economic plan touts by name, originated with AI legislation that passed near the end of Trump's term. Innovation, supporting American workers, and beating China are goals Harris and Trump share. Bluster aside, the candidates' records suggest "a lot of similarities when you get down to the brass tacks of priorities," Alexandra Givens, the president of the Center for Democracy & Technology, a nonprofit that advocates for digital privacy and civil rights, told me.

Read: The EV culture wars aren't what they seem

To be clear, substantive disputes on AI between Harris and Trump will exist, as with any pair of Democratic and Republican presidential candidates on most issues. Even with broad agreements on priorities and government programs, implementation will vary. Kratsios had emphasized a "light touch" approach to regulation. Some big names in Silicon Valley have come out against the Biden administration's AI regulations, arguing that they put undue burdens on tech start-ups. Much of the Republican Party's broader message involves dismantling the federal government's regulatory authority, Goodman said, which would affect its ability to regulate AI in any domain.



And there is the "Radical Leftwing" rhetoric. The Biden-Harris administration made sure the "first piece of work out the public would see would be the Blueprint for an AI Bill of Rights," Nelson said, which outlines various privacy and civil-rights protections that anyone building or deploying AI systems should prioritize. Republicans seem to have a particular resistance to these interventions, which are oriented around such concepts as "algorithmic discrimination," or the idea that AI can perpetuate and worsen inequities from race, gender, or other identifying characteristics.



But even here, the groundwork was actually laid by Trump. His first executive order emphasized "safety, security, privacy, and confidentiality protections," and his second "protects privacy, civil rights, [and] civil liberties." During his presidency, the National Institutes of Standards and Technology issued a federal plan for developing AI standards that mentioned "minimizing bias" and ensuring "non-discriminatory" AI--the very reasons why the GOP platform lashed out against Biden's executive order and why Senator Ted Cruz recently called its proposed safety standards "woke." The reason that Trump and his opponents have in the past agreed on these issues, despite recent rhetoric suggesting otherwise, is that these initiatives are simply about making sure the technology actually functions consistently, with equal outcomes for users. "The 'woke' conversation can be misleading," Givens said, "because really, what we're talking about is AI systems that work and have reliable outputs ... Of course these systems should actually work in a predictable way and treat users fairly, and that should be a nonpartisan, commonsense approach."



In other words, the question is ultimately whether Trump will do a heel turn simply because the political winds have shifted. (The former president has been inconsistent even on major issues such as abortion and gun control in the past, so anything is possible.) The vitriol from Trump and other Republicans suggests they may simply oppose "anything that the Biden administration has put together" on AI, says Suresh Venkatasubramanian, a computer scientist at Brown University who previously advised the Biden White House on science and technology policy and co-authored the Blueprint for an AI Bill of Rights. Which, of course, means opposing much of what Trump's own administration put together on AI.



But he may find more resistance than he expects. AI has become a household topic and common concern in the less than two years since ChatGPT was released. Perhaps the parties could tacitly agree on broad principles in the past because the technology was less advanced and didn't matter much to the electorate. Now everybody is watching.



Americans broadly support Biden's executive order. There is bipartisan momentum behind laws to regulate deepfake disinformation, combat nonconsensual AI sexual imagery, promote innovation that adheres to federal safety standards, protect consumer privacy, prevent the use of AI for fraud, and more. A number of the initiatives in Biden's executive order have already been implemented. An AI bill of rights similar to the Biden-Harris blueprint passed Oklahoma's House of Representatives, which has a Republican supermajority, earlier this year (the legislative session ended before the bill could make it out of committee in the senate). There is broad "industry support and civil-society support" for federal safety standards and research funding, Givens said. And every major AI company has entered voluntary agreements with and advised the government on AI regulation. "There's going to be a different expectation of accountability from any administration around these issues and powerful tools," Nelson said.



When Obama, Trump, and Biden were elected, few people could have predicted anything like the release of ChatGPT. The technology's trajectory could shift even before the inauguration, and almost certainly will before 2028. The nation's political divides might just be too old, and too calcified, to keep pace--which, for once, might be to the benefit of the American people.
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Democrats Are Treating a Big Win as a Liability

They don't want to talk about how President Biden's policies have created an EV-manufacturing boom.

by Patrick George




Representative Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan Democrat in a tight race for a Senate seat, has been on the defensive about a manufacturing renaissance happening in her own backyard.



Thanks to incentives that President Joe Biden's administration has championed in the Inflation Reduction Act and other legislation, Michigan alone could see 50,000 or more new jobs by 2030 brought on by the boom in electric vehicles. And yet, in a new ad, Slotkin all but disavows EVs, telling voters, "I live on a dirt road, nowhere near a charging station, so I don't own an electric car."



"No one should tell us what to buy, and no one is going to mandate anything," she says in the ad. "What you drive is your call--no one else's." Only in between such assurances does Slotkin allow that if an EV boom is happening, she'd rather those cars be built in Michigan than in China.



Normally, an economic explosion of this magnitude would be the kind of win that any politician would fight for and hinge reelections on. But Slotkin's party is clearly not winning the information war over electric vehicles. The IRA is spurring General Motors, Ford, Volvo, BMW, and many others to retrofit old car plants and build new battery factories across the U.S., challenging China for control over the technology of the future. Economic stories like Michigan's are playing out in Georgia, Nevada, North and South Carolina, and Tennessee, too. Yet, according to recent data from the nonprofit advocacy group American EV Jobs Alliance, more than 75 percent of the political messaging about EVs this election cycle has been negative. Donald Trump has been railing against what he and critics falsely call electric-vehicle "mandates" for drivers; Vice President Kamala Harris hasn't exactly been on camera ripping hard launches in an electric Hummer the way Biden did in 2021. Instead, she too has been reassuring crowds that "I will never tell you what car you have to drive." Democrats have decided to treat what should have been one of the biggest manufacturing and job wins of the past century as a political liability.



"I think the great, irritating tragedy to all this is the actual story of EVs and auto jobs is a very good one," says Mike Murphy, a longtime Republican political consultant who co-founded the American EV Jobs Alliance and also runs the EV Politics Project, which is dedicated to pushing Republicans towards EV adoption. His group found that most political messaging about EVs references people being forced to drive electric someday under some kind of "gas car ban" that starts with layoffs now and will ultimately kill the American auto industry. None of that is true; nowhere in the U.S. has "mandates" that every person must drive an electric car. Trump has also repeatedly and misleadingly said that EVs "don't go far" (their ranges can rival gas vehicles) and are "all going to be made in China" while comically overstating the cost of building electric-vehicle chargers. Somehow, it seems to be working. During this election, the narrative has spun out of control, particularly in Michigan, Murphy told me. Tens of thousands of new manufacturing jobs are coming to Michigan because of EVs, Murphy said. "The problem is that it's the biggest secret of the campaign."



The Biden administration did set a goal of increased EV sales--that 50 percent of all new cars sold in 2030 would have zero tailpipe emissions. Functionally, that means developing a robust local battery-manufacturing ecosystem after America and the rest of the world spent decades outsourcing it to China. And the IRA was meant to give carmakers and parts suppliers the teeth to actually do that work. Ample evidence suggests that the act's plans are working as intended--especially in red and swing states. The Hyundai Motor Group has sped up the opening of Georgia's biggest-ever economic-development project, its new $7.6 billion EV-making "Metaplant." Last week, Scout Motors--a classic American brand revived by the Volkswagen Group--unveiled an electric truck and SUV that it aims to manufacture in South Carolina at a new $2 billion factory by 2027. Tennessee is becoming an epicenter for battery-making, thanks to some $15 billion invested for various EV projects. And Kentucky is also seeing billions in job-creating investments from Toyota, Rivian, and other companies as it seeks to become what Governor Andy Beshear has called "the EV capital of the United States." Cleaner cars, manufactured at home, with battery technology no longer firmly in the hands of a geopolitical adversary--from an electoral perspective, what's not to like?



Yet Democrats on the campaign trail are reluctant to talk about any of this. And so far, American car buyers simply aren't as willing to buy EVs as policy makers and automakers hoped. EV sales have risen significantly since the early days of the Biden administration, but they haven't taken off the way automakers believed they would. GM, for example, once projected 1 million EVs produced by 2025 but will have scored a major victory if it can sell 100,000 by the end of this year. Those slower-than-expected sales, plus the fact that automakers are getting crushed on still-high battery costs, have led several companies to cancel or delay new EV projects. Plenty of Americans have little to no personal exposure to cars outside the gas-powered ones they've been driving for a century, and still regard EVs as expensive toys for wealthy people on the coasts.
 
 Democrats have not yet figured out how to square these two realities: American voters might support the jobs that EV manufacturing creates, but they can be fearful of or even hostile toward the product. Instead, the party has ceded rhetorical ground to Trump's line of attack: that Biden's (and presumably Harris's) policies are meant to force Americans to someday buy a car they don't want, or even "take away your car," as the Heritage Foundation has put it. "The Republican Party in the Senate race has been pounding, pounding, pounding on the [internal-combustion engine] ban, which is a scary thing that tests pretty well if you want to scare voters, particularly in Michigan," Murphy said. The GOP's anti-EV sentiment has been helped along, too, by the fossil-fuel industry's ad campaigns.



Meanwhile, the CEOs of Ford, General Motors, and the EV start-up Rivian have all expressed dismay about how politicized vehicle propulsion has become. The Tesla CEO Elon Musk doesn't seem to be much help: Trump has repeatedly said that Musk has never asked him to go easier on EVs, something Musk cheerfully reaffirmed on X. Trump has vowed to repeal Biden's EV "mandate" on day one of his presidency; whether he can without an act of Congress is the subject of intense speculation in the auto industry. Then again, a Trump sweep could mean he'd get the firepower to do exactly that, by targeting the tax breaks to buy EVs, the incentives to manufacture them, or both. Trump is unlikely to be able to halt a transition happening at car companies all over the world, but he could delay it or put the U.S. further behind the curve.



In theory, no red-state governor or member of Congress should want to give up the jobs that the EV boom is creating. (Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, has contended that EV manufacturing will mean job losses for the auto industry overall, even though Honda and LG Energy Solution are committing some $4 billion to its future electric "hub" in Vance's home state of Ohio.) But the success of this manufacturing boom in Georgia or Michigan does hinge on people actually buying those products. One recent survey by an automotive research group found that a person's political identity has become less associated with EV acceptance. But Republican rhetoric could reverse that. Murphy pointed to one recent poll his group conducted showing that 62 percent of Michigan respondents said the government's push to adopt more electric vehicles is a bad thing for the state. Until recently, he told me, he felt that the auto industry's leaders weren't spooked by the political push against EVs. Now, he said, "they ought to be."
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The Giant Asterisk on Election Betting

A disputed outcome could throw prediction markets into chaos.

by Lila Shroff




On Election Night, millions of Americans will watch anxiously as the ballot counts stream in. Most will be worried about the political future of their country. Some will also have money on the line.



Over the past several months, election betting has gone mainstream. On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. The election forecaster Nate Silver recently joined the company as an adviser, and its election odds have been cited by media outlets including CNN, Bloomberg, and The New York Times. Polymarket is officially off-limits to U.S. users, but the website is still accessible using technical work-arounds. Americans can directly place bets on other platforms such as PredictIt and Kalshi, the latter of which was recently approved to offer legal election betting. Just this week, the investing app Robinhood launched its own presidential-election market.



In a sense, election betting is like sports betting: Think Donald Trump will win next week? Put money down on it, and profit if you're right. But these sites present themselves as more than just a way to make a quick buck. They assert that how people bet, whether on the benign (who will be the next James Bond?) or the consequential (will Israel and Hamas reach a cease-fire before the end of the year?), can help forecast the future. Because there's money involved, the thinking goes, these prediction markets leverage the collective wisdom of what people actually think will occur, not what they hope will. For example, this summer, prediction markets accurately forecast President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. If they are right about the election, Donald Trump has the edge: On Polymarket, for instance, Trump currently has roughly a 65 percent chance of winning the election.



But what will happen if the outcome is contested? Many Trump loyalists are already preparing for the next "Stop the Steal" campaign rooted in unfounded claims of a rigged election. A disputed election could plunge these betting sites into chaos. Prediction markets sometimes describe themselves as "truth machines." But that's a challenging role to assume when Americans can't agree on what the basic truth even is.



Prediction markets have become popular among Trump supporters--no doubt because they show that Trump is favored to win even as the polls remain deadlocked. If Trump loses, election denialists may look to the betting markets as part of their evidence that the race was stolen. The groundwork is already being laid. "More accurate than polls," Elon Musk recently tweeted to his more than 200 million followers on X, alongside an image displaying Trump's favorable Polymarket odds. "You shouldn't believe the polls," J. D. Vance has agreed. "I think that chart's about right," he said in reference to Kalshi's presidential odds. Even Trump himself has talked up his betting odds, both online and in real life. "I don't know what the hell it means, but it means that we're doing pretty well," he recently said of Polymarket, during a speech in Michigan. Indeed, if you follow only betting markets, a Trump loss might even be surprising, potentially fueling claims of foul play.



Prediction markets have already received significant attention in the lead-up to the election, but this might be only the start. Strange activity could occur on these betting sites after the polls close. That's because most of these markets will remain open for bets for weeks and months after the election, in some cases as late as Inauguration Day. A significant amount of money will likely be wagered after votes have been cast, and the market odds could diverge from election results.



That's what happened during the previous presidential election. In 2020, even after an audit had confirmed Biden's win in Georgia and his victory was certified, PredictIt still gave Trump a nontrivial chance of winning the state, at one point reaching as high as 17 percent. Putting money on a Trump win after he officially lost wouldn't make much sense--unless, that is, you genuinely believed that the election was stolen or that Trump would be successful in an extralegal attempt to overturn results. This time around, with more money on the line and election denialism already in the air, a contested election could result in even more anomalous election odds after the polls close. In other words, betting markets can't be disentangled from a reality in which a segment of the country does not believe the election results.



Especially on Polymarket, such a scenario could get weird fast. Polymarket runs on the blockchain--bets are made with cryptocurrency, and official decisions about who wins are made by the holders of a crypto token called UMA. If there is a disagreement over what occurred, UMA token-holders can vote to determine the official outcome. These are not lawyers scrupulously analyzing predefined rules, but people considering evidence posted to a Discord server. Although token-holders have strong incentives to vote honestly, the system is still vulnerable to manipulation. And in a highly contentious election, things could get messy.



Consider how the Venezuelan presidential election this summer played out on Polymarket. According to Polymarket's rules, the winner was to be determined based primarily on "official information from Venezuela." Given that the authoritarian incumbent Nicolas Maduro controlled the election, bettors initially favored him by a sizable margin--in part, because it seemed likely that he would stay in power, regardless of how Venezuelans voted. That's what happened. Although the opposition candidate, Edmundo Gonzalez, got more votes, Maduro stole the election. But the UMA arbiters declared Gonzalez the winner, overriding Polymarket's original rules. Some bettors defended the decision: Rubber-stamping Maduro's fraudulent win, they argued, would be "very bad, even dystopian." Others felt they had been scammed. "What happens next, if Trump doesnt recognize the election results," wrote one user in the Polymarket comments section.



Venezuela is a unique case. Trump cannot steal the election like Maduro did--he's not even currently in office. Still, UMA decision makers could go against official sources if the results are disputed. Even in the case of a contested election, such an outcome would be unlikely because it would be a massive blow to Polymarket's credibility, Frank Muci, a policy fellow at the London School of Economics, told me. However, he added, "if there are Supreme Court rulings and dissenting opinions and Trump is saying that the election was really stolen, [then] politics may override the narrow bottom line." Polymarket, which did not respond to multiple requests for comment, could always intervene and overrule UMA's results. It didn't do so after the Venezuela debacle, but earlier this year Polymarket refunded some users after UMA got a resolution wrong.



Other election-betting sites have more precautions in the case of a contested election. Both Kalshi and PredictIt determine market outcomes in-house. Xavier Sottile, the head of markets at Kalshi, said in an email that if Kalshi's users have a credible reason to dispute who is declared the winner on the platform, the company has "an independent market outcome review committee" that includes "election-focused academics" to verify the resolution. But if people disagree on who won the election, some percentage of bettors are destined to be deeply unhappy, no matter how fairly these markets are resolved.



After the election, betting sites may look less like oracles than mirrors, reflecting the nation's disunity back at us. In 2020, Trump's outsized odds on prediction markets following Biden's win led Nate Silver to write that that markets were "detached from reality." So, too, is our country. Many Republicans falsely believe that Trump won the last election, a lie that Vance has repeated of late. In a way, prediction markets act as a microcosm of America's political psyche, distilling the confusion of our political moment into tidy charts.
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This Is What $44 Billion Buys You

Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.

by Charlie Warzel




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


Elon Musk didn't just get a social network--he got a political weapon.



It's easy to forget that Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter was so rash and ill-advised that the centibillionaire actually tried to back out of it. Only after he was sued and forced into legal discovery did Musk go through with the acquisition, which has been a financial disaster. He's alienated advertisers and turned the app, now called X, into his personal playground, where he's the perpetual main character. And for what?



Only Musk can know what he thought he was buying two years ago, though it seems clear the purchase was ideological in nature. In any case, the true value of X--the specific, chaotic return on his investment--has become readily apparent in these teeth-gnashing final days leading up to November 5. For Musk, the platform has become a useful political weapon of confusion, a machine retrofitted to poison the information environment by filling it with dangerous, false, and unsubstantiated rumors about election fraud that can reach mass audiences. How much does it cost to successfully (to use Steve Bannon's preferred phrasing) flood the zone with shit? Thanks to Musk's acquisition, we can put a figure on it: $44 billion.



Nothing better encapsulates X's ability to sow informational chaos than the Election Integrity Community--a feed on the platform where users are instructed to subscribe and "share potential incidents of voter fraud or irregularities you see while voting in the 2024 election." The community, which was launched last week by Musk's America PAC, has more than 34,000 members; roughly 20,000 have joined since Musk promoted the feed last night. It is jammed with examples of terrified speculation and clearly false rumors about fraud. Its top post yesterday morning was a long rant from a "Q Patriot." His complaint was that when he went to vote early in Philadelphia, election workers directed him to fill out a mail-in ballot and place it in a secure drop box, a process he described as "VERY SKETCHY!" But this is, in fact, just how things work: Pennsylvania's early-voting system functions via on-demand mail-in ballots, which are filled in at polling locations. The Q Patriot's post, which has been viewed more than 62,000 times, is representative of the type of fearmongering present in the feed and a sterling example of a phenomenon recently articulated by the technology writer Mike Masnick, where "everything is a conspiracy theory when you don't bother to educate yourself."

Read: Elon Musk has reached a new low

Elsewhere in the Election Integrity Community, users have reposted debunked theories from 2020 about voting machines switching votes, while others are sharing old claims of voter fraud from past local elections. Since Musk promoted the feed last night, it has become an efficient instrument for incitement and harassment; more users are posting about individual election workers, sometimes singling them out by name. In many instances, users will share a video, purportedly from a polling location, while asking questions like "Is this real?" This morning, the community accused a man in Northampton County, Pennsylvania, of stealing ballots. Popular right-wing influencers such as Alex Jones amplified the claim, but their suspect turned out to be the county's postmaster, simply doing his job.



The most important feature of the Election Integrity Community is the sheer volume of posts: dozens per hour, such that scrolling through them becomes overwhelming. It presents the viewer with fragmented pieces of information--more than any casual news consumer (or most election offices, for that matter) might be able to confirm or debunk. And so the feed is the purest distillation of what Musk's platform wishes to accomplish. He has created a bullshit machine.



There are three major components to this tool. The first is that X exposes its users to right-wing political content frequently, whether they want it or not. To test this theory, I recently created a new X account, which required me to answer a few onboarding questions to build my feed: I told X that I was interested in news about technology, gaming, sports, and culture. The first account the site prompted me to follow was Musk's, but I opted instead to follow only ESPN. Still, when I opened the app, it defaulted me to the "For You" feed, which surfaces content from accounts outside the ones a user follows. A Musk post was the first thing I encountered, followed quickly by a post from Donald Trump and another from an account called @MJTruthUltra, which offered a warning from a supposed FBI whistleblower: "Vote, arm yourself, Stock up 3-4 Months Supply of Food and Water, and Pray." After that was a post from a MAGA influencer accusing Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg of "censoring patriots," followed by posts from Libs of TikTok (a video from a school-board meeting about girls' bathrooms), MAGA influencers Benny Johnson and Jack Posobiec, and Dom Lucre, a right-wing personality who was once banned from the platform for sharing an explicit image of a child being tortured.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

X is also experimenting with other algorithmic ways to surface rumors and discredited election news. The platform recently launched a new AI-powered "stories for you" feature, which curates trending topics without human review and highlights them prominently to selected users. NBC News found five examples of this feature sharing election-fraud theories, including debunked claims about voting machines and fraud in Maricopa County, Arizona.



This algorithmic prioritization represents the second prong of the approach: granting far-right influencers and the MAGA faithful greater reach with their posts. A Washington Post analysis of lawmaker tweets from July 2023 to the present day show that Republican officials' posts go viral far more often than Democrats' do, and that Musk's right-wing political activism has encouraged Republican lawmakers to post more, too, "allowing them to greatly outnumber Democrats on users' feeds." According to the Post, "Republicans' tweets totaled more than 7.5 billion views since July 2023--more than double the Democrats' 3.3 billion." Musk has effectively turned the platform into a far-right social network and echo chamber, not unlike Rumble and Truth Social. The difference, of course, is X's size and audience, which still contains many prominent influencers, celebrities, athletes, and media members.



The third and final element of X's bullshit engine is Musk himself, who has become the platform's loudest amplifier of specious voter-fraud claims. Bloomberg recently analyzed more than 53,000 of Musk's posts and found that he has posted more about immigration and voter fraud than any other topic, garnering roughly 10 billion views. Musk's mask-off MAGA boosterism has also empowered other reactionaries with big accounts to shitpost in his image. When they do, Musk will frequently repost or reply to their accounts, boosting their visibility. Here's a representative example: On October 23, the venture capitalist Shaun Maguire posted that he'd heard a rumor from a senator about more ballots being mailed out in California than the number of legal voters. "Can anyone confirm or deny this?" he asked his more than 166,000 followers on X. Musk replied to the post, noting, "I'm hearing one crazy story after another."

Read: Elon Musk says he would recognize a Harris election victory

On this point, I believe Musk. The billionaire is inundated with wild election speculation because he is addicted to the rumormongering machine that he helped design. This is the strategy at work, the very reason the volume of alarming-seeming anecdotes about a stolen election work so well. Not only are there too many false claims to conceivably debunk, but the scale of the misleading information gives people the perception that there is simply too much evidence out there for it all to be made up. Musk, whether he believes it or not, can claim that he is "hearing one crazy story after another" and coax his bespoke echo chamber to proffer evidence.



X's current political project is clear: Musk, his PAC, and his legion of acolytes are creating the conditions necessary to claim that the 2024 election is stolen, should Kamala Harris be declared the winner. But the effects of that effort are far more pernicious. If you spend enough time scrolling through the Election Integrity Community feed and its unending carousel of fraud allegations, it isn't hard to begin to see the world through the paranoid lens that X offers to millions of its users. It is disorienting and dismaying to have to bushwhack through the dense terrain of lies and do the mental calisthenics of trying to fact-check hundreds of people crying nefarious about things they haven't even bothered to research. Worse yet, it's easy to see how somebody might simply give in, beaten into submission by the scale of it all. In this way, even though X is Musk's project, it may actually be built in the image of the MAGA candidate himself. A $44 billion monument to Trump's greatest (and only real) trick, as he put it in a 2021 speech: "If you say it enough and keep saying it, they'll start to believe you."
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What Comes Next for the Democratic and Republican Parties

"The party that [Trump] has remade in his image is not going to change overnight, no matter what happens next week."

by The Editors




In their final pitches to voters, Donald Trump spent the week sowing doubt about election results, while Kamala Harris cast Trump as a threat to democracy. With Election Day less than a week away, panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic discuss one of the closest presidential races in memory, and what the election could mean for the future of the Democratic and Republican Parties.

Since 2015, the Republican Party has reached multiple points when they could have coalesced and taken a stance against Trump, McKay Coppins explained last night. But "they couldn't muster the collective action," he said. As a result, Trump has been able to remake the Republican Party into one that "has become a cult of personality where his lies, and distortions, and conspiracy theories are indulged by almost every elected official in his party."

Where Republicans go from here is still an open question, Coppins continued. "The party that [Trump] has remade in his image is not going to change overnight, no matter what happens next week."

Meanwhile, Harris has been running a carefully calibrated, centrist campaign. "If this improbable campaign that started only four months ago essentially works, what does it mean for the future of the Democratic Party?" Jeffrey Goldberg asked panelists. According to Eugene Daniels, unlike the ideological aspects of Harris's 2019 campaign, which felt, in part, disingenuous to watch, "the person you're watching now and the policies that she's talking about ... that's who Kamala Harris is" and "that is how she wants to govern."

If elected, Harris will also likely have to contend with at least one Republican-controlled chamber of Congress. This means she "will be forced into governing as a centrist," Daniels continued. "She's going to have to bend and try to compromise in ways that a 'San Francisco liberal' wouldn't want to and would fight more on."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; McKay Coppins, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Eugene Daniels, a White House correspondent at Politico; and Vivian Salama, a national politics reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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        America Has an Onion Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural proper...
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        For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. Bu...
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America Has an Onion Problem

When it comes to foodborne illnesses, onions have long been considered especially safe. Not anymore.

by Nicholas Florko




Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")



By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural properties that are thought to prevent foodborne illnesses, and on top of that, they undergo a curing process that acts as a fail-safe. According to one analysis by the CDC, onions sickened 161 people from 1998 to 2013, whereas leafy greens sickened more than 7,000. Onions haven't been thought of as a "significant hazard," Susan Mayne, the former head of food safety at the FDA, told me.



Not anymore. Late last month, McDonald's briefly stopped selling its Quarter Pounders in certain states after at least 90 people who ate them fell sick with E. coli. Last Wednesday, the CDC announced the likely culprit: slivered onions. This is the fourth time onions have caused a multistate foodborne outbreak since 2020, in total sickening at least 2,337 people, according to available data. In that same time span, leafy greens have caused eight multistate outbreaks that have affected 844 people. All of a sudden, the United States seems to have an onion problem--and no one knows for sure what is causing it.



The investigation into the cause of the McDonald's outbreak is still ongoing, but the problem likely started where many foodborne illnesses begin: in the field. The culprit, in many instances, is contaminated water used to irrigate crops. An outbreak can also start with something as simple as a nearby critter relieving itself near your veggies. Any additional processing, such as when onions are cut into prepackaged slivers, can give bacteria lots of opportunities to spread. That's why the FDA considers most precut raw vegetables to be high risk. (As with other foods, cooking onions to 165 degrees Fahrenheit kills pathogens.)



But the fact that onions appear to get contaminated with E. coli and Salmonella at all is striking. Onions have long been thought to have antimicrobial properties that can help them fight off bacteria. Hippocrates once recommended that onions be used as suppositories to clean the body, and onions were placed on wounds during the French and Indian War. Medical knowledge has thankfully advanced since then, but the onion's antimicrobial properties have been documented by modern science as well. In various lab experiments, researchers have found that onion juice and dehydrated onions inhibit the growth of E. coli and Salmonella. And in 2004, researchers found that E. coli in soil died off faster when surrounded by onion plants than when surrounded by carrot plants, a result the authors said might be due to "the presence of high concentrations of antimicrobial phenolic compounds in onions."



Onions have another powerful weapon in their food-safety arsenal: their papery skin, which research suggests may act as a barrier protecting the insides of an onion from surface bacteria. The way that onions are processed should add an additional layer of protection: To extend their shelf life, onions are left to dry, sometimes for weeks, after they are harvested. This curing process should, in theory, kill most bacteria. Stuart Reitz, an onion expert at Oregon State University who has intentionally sprayed onions with E. coli-laced water, has found that the curing process kills off a significant amount of the bacteria--likely because of ultraviolet radiation from the sun and because drier surfaces are less conducive to bacteria growing, Reitz told me.



But clearly, onions are not contamination proof. Onion experts I spoke with floated some plausible theories. Linda Harris, a professor of food safety at UC Davis, posited that bacteria could hypothetically bypass an onion's protective skin by entering through the green tops of the onion and then traveling down into the layers of the onion itself. And although onions might have antimicrobial properties, that might not always be enough to prevent an E. coli infection from taking hold, Michael Doyle, a food microbiologist at the University of Georgia, told me; when it comes to antimicrobial activity, he said, "not all onions are created equal." And the McDonald's onions could have become infected simply by way of probability. One of Reitz's recent studies on the effect of curing found that 2 percent onions sprayed with E. coli still had detectable levels of the bacteria after being cured.



Still, none of this explains why onions seem to be causing more foodborne illnesses now. Harris told me that she and a colleague have "spent a lot of time trying to figure out how these outbreaks happen, and I will tell you: We don't have an answer." Unfortunately, we may never understand the cause of the onion's heel turn. In many cases, regulators are unable to figure out exactly what causes a foodborne outbreak. They failed to find a definitive cause in the three other recent onion outbreaks, and perhaps the same will be true of the McDonald's debacle.



The entire situation demonstrates the maddening inscrutability of foodborne illness. The reality is that although these outbreaks are rare, they can be dangerous. One person died after eating a contaminated Quarter Pounder, and a 15-year-old had to undergo dialysis to stave off kidney failure. Yet for all of the technology and science that goes into food safety--the genome sequencing of foodborne pathogens, blockchain technology that traces crops from farms to store shelves--we continue to be stuck with more questions than answers. America has less of an onion problem than an everything problem.
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A 'Crazy' Idea for Treating Autoimmune Diseases Might Actually Work

Lupus has long been considered incurable--but a series of breakthroughs are fueling hope.

by Sarah Zhang




Lupus, doctors like to say, affects no two patients the same. The disease causes the immune system to go rogue in a way that can strike virtually any organ in the body, but when and where is maddeningly elusive. One patient might have lesions on the face, likened to wolf bites by the 13th-century physician who gave lupus its name. Another patient might have kidney failure. Another, fluid around the lungs. What doctors can say to every patient, though, is that they will have lupus for the rest of their life. The origins of autoimmune diseases like it are often mysterious, and an immune system that sees the body it inhabits as an enemy will never completely relax. Lupus cannot be cured. No autoimmune disease can be cured.



Two years ago, however, a study came out of Germany that rocked all of these assumptions. Five patients with uncontrolled lupus went into complete remission after undergoing a repurposed cancer treatment called CAR-T-cell therapy, which largely wiped out their rogue immune cells. The first treated patient has had no symptoms for almost four years now. "We never dared to think about the cure for our disease," says Anca Askanase, a rheumatologist at Columbia University's medical center who specializes in lupus. But these stunning results--remission in every patient--have fueled a new wave of optimism. More than 40 people with lupus worldwide have now undergone CAR-T-cell therapy, and most have gone into drug-free remission. It is too early to declare any of these patients cured for life, but that now seems within the realm of possibility.



Beyond lupus, doctors hope CAR-T portends a bigger breakthrough against autoimmune diseases, whose prevalence has been on a troubling rise. CAR-T has already been used experimentally to treat patients with other autoimmune diseases, including multiple sclerosis, myositis, and myasthenia gravis. And the success of CAR-T has inspired researchers to borrow other--cheaper and simpler--strategies from cancer therapy to kill immune cells gone awry. Not all of these ideas will pan out, but if any do, the next few years could bring an inflection point in treating some of the most frustrating and intractable diseases of our modern era.







CAR-T-cell therapy was originally developed as a way to kill malignant cells in blood cancer. It could, scientists later reasoned, also be used to kill specific white blood cells, called B cells, that go haywire with certain autoimmune diseases. One group tried a CAR-T-like therapy against an autoimmune disease called pemphigus vulgaris, and another CAR-T against lupus. It worked--but these experiments were only in mice.



This was the sum total of available scientific evidence when a 20-year-old woman came to her doctors in Erlangen, Germany, asking to try anything for her severe and uncontrolled lupus. None of the long-term medications typically used to manage lupus were working. Her kidneys, heart, and lungs were all failing, and she could walk only 30 feet by herself. CAR-T was risky, her doctor agreed, but lupus was killing her.



CAR-T-cell therapy could essentially turn her immune system against itself. First, doctors extracted from her blood a class of immune cells, called T cells, which they then engineered into chimeric antigen receptor T (CAR-T) cells that could recognize and destroy the B cells driving her lupus. CAR-T cells can cause dangerous and overwhelming inflammatory responses in cancer patients, and her doctors did worry that CAR-T could do the same for someone with autoimmune disease, whose immune system is already in overdrive. "We take the T cells out, activate them like crazy, and then shoot those massively overactivated T cells in an activated autoimmune disease. So if you think about it, that's kind of crazy to do that, right?" says Fabian Muller, a hematologist-oncologist at the University Hospital of Erlangen and one of the doctors on the German team that pioneered the treatment. But fortunately, the woman with lupus did not have any serious side effects, nor did any of the other patients the German group has since dosed. They are all living their everyday lives, free of lupus symptoms and medications. The woman who could walk a mere 30 feet now runs five times a week, Muller told me. She's gone back to school and is considering studying for a master's in immunology.



Muller and his colleagues believe that CAR-T-cell therapy works by wiping out enough B cells to trigger a "deep reset" of the immune system. CAR-T cells are dogged little assassins; they are able to find and destroy even the B cells hiding deep in the body's tissues. A patient's B-cell count eventually recovers, but the new ones no longer erroneously attack the body itself. Cancer patients are sometimes considered "cured" after five years of remission, and the first lupus patient to receive CAR-T is not so far off from that milestone. But the therapy cannot erase the genetic predisposition many patients have for the disease, says Donald Thomas, a rheumatologist in Maryland. Whether remission is actually durable enough to be a "cure" will take time to find out.



Still, these extraordinary results have set off a gold rush among biotech companies eager to solve autoimmune diseases. CAR-T start-ups founded to treat cancer are pivoting to target autoimmune diseases. And large pharmaceutical companies such as Bristol Myers Squibb, AstraZeneca, and Novartis are developing their own therapies. Columbia's Askanase is now an investigator on five separate trials, all using CAR-T or a similar cellular therapy, and she hears from more companies all the time. There's so much interest, she told me, "I don't even know there are enough patients" to test new treatments. About 1.5 million Americans have lupus, but only a minority of them--those sick enough to justify experimental treatment but not so sick that they've suffered too much irreversible organ damage--are eligible for trials.



For now, CAR-T for lupus and other autoimmune diseases is pretty much only accessible in the U.S. through clinical trials--which, in effect, means it's inaccessible to almost all lupus patients. Jonathan Greer, a rheumatologist in Florida, works in a seven-doctor practice that treats hundreds of people with lupus; not a single one has received CAR-T. He doesn't know of a single center in Florida that is up and running to do these studies, so interested patients would have to travel out of state.



Even if it becomes FDA approved for autoimmune diseases, CAR-T is a long and expensive process. Because each patient's own cells are reengineered, it cannot be easily scaled up. The cost of CAR-T for cancer runs about $500,000. Patients also need chemotherapy to kill existing T cells to make room for CAR-T, which adds risk, and in lupus, they usually need to taper off any medications keeping their disease in check, which can cause flare-ups. All these complications make the current iteration of CAR-T suitable only for lupus patients with severe disease, who have run out of other options.



The practical limitations of CAR-T have dogged the cancer field for a long time now, and researchers have already come up with ideas to get around it. A number of simpler strategies for killing B cells are now making their way from blood cancer to autoimmune disease. They include using donor T cells, a different type of immune cell called natural killer cells, or a molecule that binds a T cell to the B cell it's meant to destroy. Those molecules, called bispecific T-cell engagers, or BiTEs, are "cheap, fast, uncomplicated," Muller said, but they may not penetrate as deeply into the tissues where B cells reside. Nevertheless, in September, The New England Journal of Medicine published two successful case reports describing successful treatment in a handful of autoimmune diseases, including lupus, with a BiTE called teclistamab. Similar BiTES on the market could be repurposed for autoimmune disease too.



These simpler therapies may ultimately be "good enough," Askanase said. And their ease of use could ultimately beat out custom CAR-T therapy, which is unlikely to reach all of the millions of people with lupus worldwide. It's simply too expensive and too cumbersome, a problem that has held back other cutting-edge therapies that were approved to much initial fanfare. Even if CAR-T itself is never widely adopted for autoimmune diseases, it has opened the door to new ideas that could one day revolutionize their treatment.
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The Horseshoe Theory of Psychedelics

Donald Trump's 2024 campaign has cemented the right's romance with hallucinogenic drugs.

by Shayla Love




Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on November 4, 2024

If Donald Trump and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. really do team up to "make America healthy again" from the White House, the implications would be surprisingly trippy. On Sunday, at his rally in Madison Square Garden, Trump said he would let Kennedy "go wild" on health, food, and medicine if he wins the presidential election. The next day, Kennedy shared that Trump had promised him control of several agencies, including the CDC, the FDA, the Health and Human Services Department, the National Institutes of Health, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, "and a few others."

Kennedy, an anti-vaccine advocate, has not explained how such a position--which does not currently exist within the U.S. government--might be created. But a recent post on X offers some clues about what his leadership might entail. He outlined a number of products and interventions he wants released from federal "suppression," including raw milk, ivermectin, and sunshine. The very first item on his list was psychedelics.

Since the 1960s and '70s, when mushrooms and LSD were considered inseparable from the anti-war movement and hippie culture, psychedelic drugs have been culturally associated with the American left. But in this election cycle, many prominent people who've expressed support for or have personally used psychedelics, such as Kennedy and Elon Musk, have rallied behind Trump, the hard-right candidate. Over the past few years, libertarians, wellness influencers, research scientists, MAGA die-hards, and titans of corporate tech alike have endorsed hallucinogenic drugs. It's clear that modern psychedelic users and advocates, as a group, have no consistent political slant. Instead, they may reveal the polarization that already plagues us.

Although the use of psychedelics long predates American politics, about half a century ago, the substances began to take on a distinctly political valence in the United States. Psychedelic advocates championed the idea that these drugs would end wars and promote left-wing ideals. In 1966, the poet Allen Ginsberg told a roomful of ministers that if everyone tried LSD, "we will all have seen some ray of glory or vastness beyond our conditioned social selves, beyond our government, beyond America even, that will unite us into a peaceful community." The Harvard psychologist Timothy Leary wrote in 1968 that "turning on people to LSD is the precise and only way to keep war from blowing up the whole system."

Echoes of that philosophy still resound today, in speculations that wider psychedelic use would encourage personal and political action on climate change, or that MDMA therapy will lead to "net-zero trauma" by 2070. But now you're just as likely to encounter psychedelic use in clinical trials as a mental-health treatment, as a tool for spiritual exploration, or in more individualistic applications such as optimizing and enhancing productivity. In contemporary U.S. society, there is no longer one psychedelic culture. "If the only thing you knew about someone is that they're pro-psychedelics, that wouldn't necessarily be an obvious indication of their political affiliation," Aidan Seale-Feldman, a medical anthropologist at the University of Notre Dame who studies the current psychedelic renaissance, told me. "It is surreal that in this era of so much division and difference in the U.S. that psychedelics are something that people would actually have in common."

Read: When does a high become a trip?

An affinity for psychedelics may be bipartisan these days, but when it comes to current advocacy, "it seems like those on the right promote psychedelics more than the left," Jules Evans, a philosopher who directs the Challenging Psychedelic Experiences Project, told me. Before the FDA rejected MDMA-assisted therapy as a treatment for PTSD this summer, members of Psymposia, a nonprofit that describes itself as offering "leftist perspectives on drugs," raised concerns about the approval. Rick Perry, the conservative governor of Texas, said of psychedelic legalization last year that "at the federal level, this is more supported by the Republicans."

Last week, the German psychedelic investor Christian Angermayer wrote on X that many attendees at a recent psychedelics event in San Francisco were pro-Trump, "some of them very openly." In recent years, Silicon Valley has moved both to the right and toward psychedelics. Musk, Trump's largest donor, has said that he has a ketamine prescription for depression, and has been reported to take other psychedelics. Rebekah Mercer, a benefactor of Breitbart News and of Trump's 2016 presidential campaign, gave $1 million to MDMA research. Peter Thiel, a co-founder of PayPal, has invested millions in companies researching psilocybin and other psychedelics; Thiel is also the vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance's mentor, and was Vance's largest donor during his 2022 Senate race.

Kennedy hasn't said whether he's used hallucinogenic drugs, but he has talked about how ayahuasca helped his son process his grief over his mother's death. Before he dropped out of the presidential race and endorsed Trump, Kennedy had "more psychonauts around him than any presidential candidate in American history," Evans said. Kennedy's vice-presidential pick, Nicole Shanahan, was once married to the psychedelic enthusiast and Google co-founder Sergey Brin, from whom she separated after taking ketamine and having sex with Musk. (Shanahan denies the affair.) Kennedy's former senior adviser Charles Eisenstein has said that psychedelics are necessary to "get us out of the Matrix."

Groups with varying political or cultural motives have long dabbled with psychedelics. The CIA wanted to use LSD as a truth serum during enemy interrogations, or as a brainwashing tool, or as a weapon on the battlefield to incapacitate soldiers. President Richard Nixon, who signed the Controlled Substances Act in 1970, which prohibited many psychedelics, was close friends with Clare Boothe Luce, a Republican Congress member and staunch advocate for psychedelic therapy. (Once, while she was tripping on LSD, Nixon called her for advice about his upcoming debate with John F. Kennedy. She had to call him back later.) But on the right, such views were mostly fringe. "If Richard Nixon could be alive today and see the Republican governor of Texas advocating for psychedelics, it would completely blow his mind," Benjamin Breen, a historian at UC Santa Cruz and the author of Tripping on Utopia, told me.

Even five years ago, psychedelics might have been accurately described as a horseshoe issue, picking up people on both extremes of the political spectrum. But today, the drugs are more like a magnet, attracting Americans indiscriminately. Thanks to years of positive coverage in both traditional media and extreme outlets such as Breitbart, "psychedelics did go mainstream in the U.S.," says Nicolas Langlitz, an anthropologist at the New School and the author of Neuropsychedelia. The number of young adults using mushrooms has nearly doubled over the past three years, and use of other psychedelics is increasing too. "The mainstreaming of psychedelics perhaps ironically signals the end of the psychedelic community," Ido Hartogsohn, an assistant professor of science and technology studies at Bar-Ilan University and the author of American Trip, told me.

One of the paradoxes of psychedelics is how they can sometimes amplify ideas people already hold or the values of the communities they're immersed in, but at other times (such as during therapy) they can provide an opportunity for radical change. Leary thought this was the influence of "set and setting"--that a person's mindset and environment can affect whether a psychedelic experience ends up hardening or cracking open a person's worldview. Hartogsohn has argued that the social and cultural context in which the psychedelic experience happens matters too. And right now, the American cultural context is hyperpolarized. That might help explain why, as Evans wrote in March, "psychedelics don't seem to dissolve the arguments of the culture wars of the last few years. They amplify them."

This year, social-media users have circulated AI-generated videos of Trump and Musk renouncing their wealth and power after an ayahuasca ceremony, and choosing to instead devote their lives to those less fortunate. But as much as Americans yearn to reduce the country's political polarization, the idea that psychedelics will automatically do so is a fantasy. "People may be taking the same drugs, but they are imagining very different futures," Evans said. Psychedelic enthusiasts have long hoped that widespread acceptance of the drugs would usher in utopia. Instead, it may actually reveal how starkly American visions of utopia diverge.



This article has been updated to clarify a claim about MDMA therapy and trauma.
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Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula

It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.

by Zoe Schlanger




For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. But, as Andrew Turner, a biochemist at the University of Plymouth recently told me, black plastic is particularly crucial to avoid.



In 2018, Turner published one of the earliest papers positing that black plastic products were likely regularly being made from recycled electronic waste. The clue was the plastic's concerning levels of flame retardants. In some cases, the mix of chemicals matched the profile of those commonly found in computer and television housing, many of which are treated with flame retardants to prevent them from catching fire.



Because optical sensors in recycling facilities can't detect them, black-colored plastics are largely rejected from domestic-waste streams, resulting in a shortage of black base material for recycled plastic. So the demand for black plastic appears to be met "in no insignificant part" via recycled e-waste, according to Turner's research. TV and computer casings, like the majority of the world's plastic waste, tend to be recycled in informal waste economies with few regulations and end up remolded into consumer products, including ones, such as spatulas and slotted spoons, that come into contact with food.



You simply do not want flame retardants anywhere near your stir-fry. Flame retardants are typically not bound to the polymers to which they are added, making them a particular flight risk: They dislodge easily and make their way into the surrounding environment. And, indeed, another paper from 2018 found that flame retardants in black kitchen utensils readily migrate into hot cooking oil. The health concerns associated with those chemicals are well established: Some flame retardants are endocrine disruptors, which can interfere with the body's hormonal system, and scientific literature suggests that they may be associated with a range of ailments, including thyroid disease, diabetes, and cancer. People with the highest blood levels of PBDEs, a class of flame retardants found in black plastic, had about a 300 percent increase in their risk of dying from cancer compared with people who had the lowest levels, according to a study released this year. In a separate study, published in a peer-reviewed journal this month, researchers from the advocacy group Toxic-Free Future and from Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam found that, out of all of the consumer products they tested, kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants.
 
 Another food product, black plastic sushi trays, had the highest level of flame retardants in the study. Children's toys also ranked high: A single pirate-themed plastic children's necklace was almost 3 percent flame retardant by weight. "When you're using black plastic items, there's going to be a risk that they could be contaminated," Megan Liu, the science and policy manager at Toxic-Free Future and the first author on the study, told me. Those flame retardants migrate into toddlers' saliva and into the dust in our homes and, thus, in the air we breathe. Last year, Toxic-Free Future tested breast milk taken from 50 women in the U.S. and found flame-retardant compounds in each sample.



Many of the flame-retardant compounds that showed up in the tests that Liu and her co-authors conducted should no longer be in the product stream. Brominated flame retardants have mostly been phased out of products in the U.S. and Europe, including from many electronics. In the U.S. and elsewhere, some of the most harmful flame-retardant compounds are now illegal for use in most consumer goods. Massachusetts banned a list of 11 flame retardants in 2021. Starting this year, a New York bill restricts the use of organohalogen flame retardants--one large class of the compounds--in electronic casings, and a similar Washington State ban will go into effect in 2025.



But these compounds keep coming back. The sushi tray tested in Liu's study contained 11,900 parts per million of decaBDE, also called BDE-209, which she described as a "really alarming" level of a chemical that was banned from most U.S. commerce in 2022 and largely phased out of production long before that. Because plastic recycling is a global economy with scant oversight, patchwork legislation may do little to keep these compounds out of the supply chain. "You send your electronic waste abroad, and you just haven't got a clue what happens to it," Turner told me. "I think the assumption is that it gets handled safely and it's disposed of properly. But, you know, it comes back in the form of things that we don't want."



For a consumer, this problem would be simpler to handle if it was clear that only certain black plastic products posed a risk, or that all of them did. But Turner found that products were contaminated with flame retardants at random. Not all of the black plastic he tested in his 2018 study contained the compounds, and in those that did, "the amount of chemicals in the black plastic varied hugely," he said. Some items would have the same chemical profile of what you'd expect from, say, the flame-retardant plastic housing of a television or a cellphone. Other objects would have just a trace of flame retardant, or none at all. Of the more than 200 black plastic products Liu bought at retail stores for her study, hardly any were labeled as being made from recycled materials, she said. Consumers have no way to tell which black plastics might be recycled e-waste and which aren't. "It's just a minefield, really," Turner said.



Putting your black plastic in the recycling bin might seem like the right thing to do, but recycling isn't a solution to the most noxious qualities of plastics. "I personally have been throwing out my black plastic takeout containers," Liu told me, because if they are contaminated, "it's scary to think that those might be reentering other products with the same flame retardants." Until flame retardants and any dubious compounds that arise to replace banned ones are eliminated from the supply chain, reusing black plastic will perpetuate a potential health hazard. In her view, "the onus shouldn't fall on consumers to have to make these daily changes in their lives." Ultimately, federal bans or more ubiquitous state laws that go beyond single-compound phaseouts are the only way to keep flame retardants out of takeout containers and other black plastic intended for use in things such as foodware and toys. Until manufacturers use safer flame-retardant compounds and laws effectively prohibit recycled electronics material from entering consumer products, these chemicals will continue circulating through our kitchens, arising and re-arising like toxic zombies.



But that doesn't mean we need to consume them by way of our kitchen utensils. Replacing a black plastic spatula with a steel or silicone option is an easy way to cut down on at least part of one's daily dose of hormone disruptors. I've also taken this news as a reason to coax myself into carrying a reusable coffee mug more often, if only to avoid the black plastic lids on disposable cups--heat plus plastic equals chemical migration, after all. It's a minefield of random hazards out there, as Turner said. Most of the time we're trying to navigate without a map. But in at least some areas, we can trace a safer path for ourselves.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/black-plastic-spatula-flame-retardants/680452/?utm_source=feed
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Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

Kids might get hooked on new vapes that display animations with each puff.

by Nicholas Florko




When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.



In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous. One product on the shelves, a Geek Bar Pulse X, featured a screen that wraps around the device, displaying a constellation of stars when you inhale. Another, the Watermelon Ice Raz vape, displayed a basic animation of moving flames. Vapes with screens first began to hit the market late last year, and only recently have become widely accessible. Online retailers sell vapes with screens that display what appear to be planets, rockets, and cars driving in outer space. The screens are small--just a few inches wide at most--and they are cheap: These products run as little as $25, and can last for several months.



The Watermelon Ice Raz vape that I spotted in the store reminded me of the loading screens on an old Game Boy Color. I could see how adults like me might be enticed by the nostalgia of it all. The problem is that these vapes might also appeal to kids. It's illegal for anyone under 21 to buy a vape, but the gadgets have been popular among teens since they were first popularized by Juul. Although youth vaping rates have dropped in recent years thanks in part to public-service campaigns that have warned kids about the dangers of vaping and nicotine addiction, the inclusion of a screen risks backtracking the progress that has been made. A screen full of animations sends the message that an e-cigarette is "something for fun and games and recreation," Robert Jackler, an expert on tobacco marketing at Stanford University, told me. Just imagine you're in eighth grade and the cool kid in your class has a vape with a screen of moving flames. You're going to want one.



These gadgets are new enough that it's unclear to what degree kids are using them, but they have all the warning signs. Vape companies are notorious for selling products in kid-friendly flavors such as Banana Taffy Freeze and Cherry Bomb, and screen vapes may be the next ploy to hook kids. The vaping industry "will do anything that it takes to bring in novel features to attract new users, and this is just another example of that," Laura Struik, an assistant professor at the University of British Columbia at Okanagan who has studied youth use of e-cigarettes, told me. One of the most popular vape brands among teens, Mr. Fog, has already launched a screen vape.



Screen vapes run the risk of becoming a fad, and fads spread among kids because someone they look up to uses them, Emily Moorlock, a senior lecturer in marketing at Sheffield Hallam University who has written about youth vaping, told me. That was certainly my experience as a kid. I remember begging my parents for a Game Boy because other kids in my elementary school had them. Vaping is similar: When the government asks kids to explain the reason they tried vaping, the top explanation is that a friend does it.



Screens might also make vapes more addictive. Even the simplest visuals, such as retro video games, have been shown to cause the brain to release dopamine, a neurotransmitter responsible for feelings of pleasure and reward. Even the more rudimentary vapes I encountered--those that just play little animations on a loop--could spike dopamine, and thus increase users' desire for these products, three experts told me.



Tony Abboud, the head of the Vapor Technology Association, a lobbying group, described them to me as a technological advancement. Besides the animations, many of these screens tend to display how much battery and vapable nicotine juice is left in the device. Abboud said that public-health groups are trying to brand screen vapes as "the next bad example" of how the industry is marketing to kids, despite youth vaping rates dropping. "Just because a new technology has a new feature doesn't mean that feature was designed to allow the product to be marketed to kids," he said.



Abboud and other vaping defenders have a point that e-cigarettes aren't just an enticement for kids to get addicted to nicotine, but are also a tool to help smokers quit smoking. Vapes can benefit public health because they are safer than cigarettes and as effective, or more effective, than other anti-smoking products on the market. Even flavored vapes--which do attract kids--also can help entice adults to switch out their cigarettes for a vape.



But a screen serves no purpose except for some cheap entertainment. If adult vapers want a signal that their product is low on battery, that could be solved by a little power light, like on a smoke detector. The flames and constellations simply aren't necessary. After years of panic over youth vaping rates, it seems like kids are finally understanding that they shouldn't vape. Why risk messing that up because of a tiny screen?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/vape-screen-teens-nicotine-addiction/680455/?utm_source=feed
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Why Are Baseball Players Always Eating?

America's pastime is a game of snacks.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The World Series is the most important thing that can happen to a baseball player, and it is happening now to a bunch of them. You may have noticed that many have been conspicuously chewing things the entire time, including Yankees left fielder Alex Verdugo, who was blowing a bubble while misplaying a ball in the very first inning of Game 1.

The constant chewing is one of the weird things about baseball. Casual viewers respond to it by saying, "That's weird." Baseball fans respond to it by saying, "That's just how it is in baseball." And both statements are true. The chewing isn't happening only during downtime in the dugout. Players with pizzazz blow bubbles while catching fly balls or hitting home runs. Outfielders are the most frequent chompers, but even players in the much-busier infield will sometimes spit out a shell in the middle of the action, or gnaw on a toothpick. Once in a while a player will even be tempted by the ballpark snacks that fans are eating in the stands. My question is, Why?

I'll be honest: I care about this question because I love baseball, but also because I have a lot of dental problems and can't personally imagine putting Dubble Bubble in my mouth ever again. I became fixated on the issue following a game this June between the New York Mets and the Texas Rangers, during which pitcher Max "Mad Max" Scherzer was shown in the dugout laughing maniacally and heckling his former teammates, while also munching on sunflower seeds so aggressively that it looked as though he were munching off bits of his own teeth. I can't tell you how distressing this was.

The chewing habit is unique to baseball, America's best sport. You don't chew anything while playing football because you're probably wearing a mouth guard so that you don't accidentally bite off your own tongue. You wouldn't want to run around on a basketball court with something in your mouth, because you could choke on it. Even golfers and soccer players, who sometimes chew gum, do not commonly have pockets full of loose seeds, or barter with children for bags of Nerds Gummy Clusters.

Baseball isn't merely amenable to snacking; the game is arranged around it. Other sports have locker rooms and clubhouses full of snacks, but baseball has a dugout where players sit during the game and have continuous access to those snacks. A baseball player can even keep snacks in his pockets on the field, Brian Purvis, the head of the Chattanooga branch of the Society of American Baseball Research, told me. Then he added: "I would be curious why baseball uniforms even have pockets?"

One question at a time!

As for why all of this chewing is happening, I solicited input from dozens of baseball enthusiasts including historians, journalists, former players, sports nutritionists, and miscellaneous other interested parties, such as the publicists for various candy companies. Some of them acknowledged that it's weird. Others told me, "That's just how it is in baseball." And more than a few had theories to explain the practice--somehow, only one mentioned Freud.

Obviously, in the old days, baseball players chewed a lot of tobacco. This was partly on account of players' societally average addictions to nicotine, partly on account of its stimulating and supposedly performance-enhancing effects, and partly on account of their habit of slobbering tobacco juice onto the baseball so that it would be darker and harder for the opposing team to see and hit. The slobbering (but not the chewing) was disallowed in 1920 by a rule change against "ball defacing."

For many decades after, children watched as players smoked cigarettes in dugouts and visibly chewed dip while batting. They watched as players would, occasionally, choke on their tobacco wads and delay gameplay. The wads themselves grew even bigger and more visible in the '80s, when players realized they could wrap their chewing tobacco in bubble gum to hold the leaves together. Tobacco was not denounced by Major League Baseball until the '90s, when it was banned first from minor-league stadiums and then from the annual All-Star Game.

But the habit was a sticky one, and hard to get rid of entirely. If tobacco was going out of fashion, it would have to be replaced, in the words of the internet's favorite baseball movie, by re-creating it in the aggregate. Gum could replace the chewing; seeds could replace the spitting. Hence, a 1997 headline in the Sarasota Herald-Tribune: "Chew Tobacco's Out, but Ballplayers Young and Old Agree That, Whether It's Bubble Gum or Sunflower Seeds, You Need to Jaw on Something."

Read: Goodbye, Coliseum

Tobacco is now banned from many Major League stadiums, and it was mostly banned from the sport of baseball itself in 2016, not long after Hall of Famer Tony Gwynn died from oral cancer. Bubble gum and sunflower seeds remain as popular as ever. Dodgers first baseman Freddie Freeman, who has been in the Major Leagues since 2010, doesn't chew tobacco, yet he will dump an entire bag of seeds into his mouth at one time. Yankees pitcher Nestor Cortes, who made his debut two years after the tobacco ban, has said that he chews "at least 30" pieces of gum per game.

If they aren't chewing for the high, what's the point? Other claimed effects came up here and there during my interviews. Some people mentioned that baseball is a game that involves sliding in dirt, and that chewing gum can help you keep the taste of the field out of your mouth. Ken Clawson, a former minor-league baseball player, said he'd read somewhere that the habit gets more blood flowing to the head and can therefore help with focus. SABR's Purvis thought chewing had to do with timing: "Something about the rhythmic moving of the mouth allows them to set their internal metronome." Sure!

When I got in touch with John Thorn, the longtime official historian of Major League Baseball, he was unimpressed by the batch of theories that I'd gathered to that point. He said that eating is just a way of dispelling nervous energy. "The calming effect of chewing tobacco was largely in the chewing, not in the messy weed," he told me. "The charm of sunflower seeds may be entirely attributed to Freud."

In other words: The oral fixations relax the players, who are like so many giant, strong, and handsome babies sucking their thumbs.

Anxiety and dirt in the mouth aren't the whole story, though. When looking to explain anything in American life, one should always look at the commercial interests involved--Big Chewing, in this case.

John Thorn walked me through the history of baseball's relationship to the great oral-fixation industries. Lou Gehrig, Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio, and other baseball greats appeared in ads for cigarettes, which sometimes implied that their elite athletic performance was enabled by their choice of smokes. Chewing gum came in later: Beginning in the 1920s, William Wrigley Jr., the founder of the Wrigley Company and the owner of the Chicago Cubs, allowed numerous radio stations to carry Cubs games, because this would also serve to advertise his gum. His son and successor, Philip Wrigley, provided gum to players in the clubhouse (and, incidentally, referred to his product as "an adult pacifier"). Other entrepreneurs spread gum throughout the league. Sy Berger, of the Topps trading-card company, wooed players to license out their likeness by giving them free stuff, including Topps's hit product, Bazooka bubble gum.

Gum and baseball cards were such a natural pairing that, eventually, kids could buy a pack of gum with a baseball card in it, or a pack of baseball cards with a stick of gum in it. In 1975, the TV broadcaster and former Major League catcher Joe Garagiola hosted a bubble-blowing championship. The contest was sponsored by Bazooka, and the winner, the Milwaukee Brewers' Kurt Bevacqua, was honored with a special baseball card. Soon after, the debut of Big League Chew gave kids an opportunity to emulate professional baseball players by chewing gum that was shredded to look like tobacco--the idea being that money could be made in preventing kids (and adults) from taking up a truly disgusting habit while continuing to channel their dreams to baseball. (They could mail in wrappers to receive a World Series-inspired ring.)

Read: Moneyball broke baseball

Candy companies have found ample opportunities in baseball ever since. Turk Wendell, a former relief pitcher for the Mets who is best remembered by the baseball-viewing public as the guy who wore a necklace draped with claws and teeth, was known to chew black licorice on the mound. He also received free candy all the time. "Brach's candy in Chicago would FedEx me whatever I wanted," he told me. "Any kind of candy--they would FedEx it to me on dry ice so it was fresh." Today's young players get excited about candy collaborations. The Yankees' baby-faced shortstop, Anthony Volpe, used a Dubble Bubble-themed baseball bat in a game this year. The Mets' baby-faced third baseman, Mark Vientos, wore cleats made by Adidas in partnership with Haribo, the German candy company whose gummy bears often appear in modern baseball dugouts.

Chewing seeds, which also goes back decades, is a somewhat less commercial custom. Reggie Jackson, who made it cool to chew packaged sunflower seeds in the 1970s, suggested that the nutrients provided by his habit could help prevent pulled muscles. "Mr. October may have been on to something," Corey Tremble, the director of minor-league medical operations for the Texas Rangers, told me. The seeds are salty, and sodium is one of the main electrolytes lost through sweat. Chewing them during a game may work "to keep our muscles healthy and firing properly."

Of course, there are a lot of other ways for players to accomplish the nutritional task of "consuming salt." Many foods and drinks are salty, including--as Tremble noted--the cups of Gatorade that those guys are always swilling in the dugout. And a 1996 Wall Street Journal story about in-game sunflower seeds said that chewers were showing off their "tooth-tongue coordination" and that they stood in awe of Jackson not because his muscles weren't cramping but, as one pitcher told the newspaper, because he "could eat 'em and spit the shells like a machine gun."

In the process of reporting this story, I emailed 66 members of the Society for American Baseball Research, some of whom forwarded my question about chewing to still more members of the Society for American Baseball Research. The total number is unknown to me, though I received more responses than I could possibly manage.

Warren Simpson, of the West Texas chapter of SABR, got in touch to share his theory. Simpson is part of the Vintage Base Ball Association, an intriguing body that plays baseball in antique uniforms, and according to the rules of the late 1800s. In this league, it is still legal to throw spitballs, which is why Simpson himself started chewing tobacco in 2001. (He has since stopped.) He thinks chewing persists in baseball purely as tradition. Younger players chew because they think that's what they're supposed to do. "It's part of what you believe is the culture," he said.

Read: Americans don't really like to chew

It's true that baseball people are obsessed with tradition, and that kids will try to imitate their heroes. The retired center fielder Lenny Dykstra said he chewed tobacco because he'd grown up watching Rod Carew chew tobacco. Simpson told me that when he was a kid, everyone wanted to make basket catches like Willie Mays, or to be a switch-hitter like Mickey Mantle. In Simpson's case, he wanted to get hit by a lot of pitches like his favorite player, Ron Hunt, who had set the Major League record for doing so in 1971 and famously said, "Some people give their bodies to science; I give mine to baseball." They are not always valuable life lessons that you are learning from these idols, Simpson acknowledged. "It might have been better if he was blowing bubble gum."

Baseball's chewing tradition may also intersect with its long history of strategic rule-breaking. Baseball fans still gossip about which players might be flouting the tobacco ban. One of my favorite baseball players, Jesse Winker, is constantly eating Tootsie Rolls, even while running the bases--even while engaging in arguments with opposing players. I think Winker is chewing Tootsie Rolls just because he likes them, but it's certainly true that having Tootsie Rolls or any other brown and waddish foods available in baseball dugouts gives cover to anybody else who might still be chewing tobacco. Tootsie Roll Industries, which once promised to award 1 million Tootsie Rolls to whoever scored the millionth run in the history of Major League Baseball, did not respond to my questions. Neither did the league.

That said, baseball is also a baffling sport played by fastidious people with numerous eccentricities and superstitions. Turk Wendell told me that he started chewing black licorice on the mound while he was in college. When his young teammates spat tobacco juice on his shoes, he needed a way to spit back without picking up a tobacco habit himself. "I thought, Well, I like black licorice and it looks like tobacco so it looks like I'm pretty cool," he said. (He was chewing not-tobacco to cover up the fact that he wasn't really chewing tobacco. This inverts the Tootsie Roll theory laid out above and also proves its feasibility.) Whatever his original motivation, Wendell got into chewing licorice, and then he never stopped. Wendell also liked to brush his teeth between innings. He did that for the first time because he had a bad taste in his mouth. (Was it dirt? I forgot to ask.) Right after, he struck out three batters. "Once you do something and you're successful, you keep doing it," he said.

If this is true for Wendell, perhaps it's true for baseball on the whole. Once you've started chewing, how do you kick the habit?

I bet you're still waiting for me to give the most obvious explanation for baseball's chewing: The game is boring. Putting something in your mouth is something you do when you're bored.

Fine. I'm a baseball fan, and I was inclined to dispute the premise, but even baseball players are partial to this theory. Wendell told me that he chewed in part because the games were so monotonous. So did Trevor May, a former pitcher and current media personality; he said that chewing sunflower seeds and gum is "the equivalent of watching a bad Netflix movie while you fold laundry." Joe Nelson, another former pitcher, said that baseball is "incredibly boring." Relief pitchers, in particular, spend much of the game out in the bullpen, separated from the action, he told me, and that "can get exhausting, mentally." To chomp or spit is to stay awake and stay ready.

This makes sense to me. Agatha Christie used to eat apples in the bathtub whenever she was having a hard time working out her elaborate murder-mystery plots. You do whatever it takes to put your brain in your body.

Here I think it's important to note that Major League Baseball prohibits the use of smartphones during games. Players in the dugout will sometimes watch footage of their at-bats on a shared iPad, leading fans to joke that they've been "rewarded with screen time." But, generally, the players are more bored than you've been in years! You don't remember what it's like to be that bored. Maybe that's why you--and I--might think all the chewing that baseball players do is weird, whereas the fans of prior generations might have understood it to be normal.

Time expands during a baseball game, and players have only what's in their skulls to keep them occupied. "Baseball is a ponderous game with plenty of room for pastimes within a pastime," Clayton Trutor, of the Vermont SABR chapter, told me. The snacks are raw materials. You will see players build little towers out of gum or use it to adhere a paper cup to an unsuspecting teammate's hat. Baseball fans were tickled this year when Seattle Mariners pitcher Luis Castillo placed his sunflower seeds in the dirt in an ornate arrangement that possibly represented some kind of message to extraterrestrials.

"Baseball is a stop-action sport, and in that regard it permits not only such activities as bubble-blowing but also reflection," Thorn told me, "and this is why baseball is the game of literature." It was a little bit of a non sequitur, but I knew what he meant. Baseball is the subject of a good deal of classic American writing. And baseball players--though it may not always seem this way--are living the life of the mind. This is why they chew.

Fans are also in their heads. Thorn suggested that baseball's open, airy nature is the reason that I, as a viewer, would even notice that players are chewing all the time. Arguably, watching baseball is making me a more observant and curious person.

My next questions are "Why do baseball uniforms have pockets?" and, relatedly, "Why do baseball players wear belts?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/baseball-player-chewing-mystery/680448/?utm_source=feed
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        A Tiny Petrostate Is Running the World's Climate Talks
        Zoe Schlanger

        When delegates of the world gather in Baku, Azerbaijan, next week for the most important yearly meeting on climate change, their meetings will overlook a reeking lake, polluted by the oil fields on the other side. This city's first oil reservoir was built on the lake's shores in the 19th century; now nearly half of Azerbaijan's GDP and more than 90 percent of its export revenue come from oil and gas. It is, in no uncertain terms, a petrostate.

Last year, too, the UN Conference of Parties (COP) m...

      

      
        On Election Night, Stare Into the Abyss
        Ross Andersen

        Lately, I've developed an unhealthy fixation on the presidential election. Maybe you have too. The New York Times needle hasn't started twitching yet, but for weeks now, I've had this full-body fourth-quarter feeling, and an impulse to speculate endlessly about people's shifting moods in swing states. We are told that this race ranks among the closest in American history. I just want to know who will win. Nothing else seems to exist.Today, while we wait for the networks to start calling states, I...

      

      
        MAGA Goes to Mars
        Marina Koren

        If NASA's current schedule sticks, the next American president will oversee the first moon landing since the Apollo era and preside over the agency's plans for sending astronauts deeper into the solar system. Elon Musk, the CEO of the world's most successful private-spaceflight company, has made clear who he thinks that president should be. This fall, he declared that Kamala Harris would doom humankind to an earthbound existence, whereas Donald Trump would fulfill SpaceX's founding dream of putti...

      

      
        The Georgia Chemical Disaster Is a Warning
        Hana Kiros

        Since September 29, when the smell of chlorine first began to waft over metro Atlanta, Georgia residents' lives have been upended by an enormous chemical fire. That day, a chemical plant containing millions of pounds of pool sanitizer burned to the ground in Conyers, Georgia. The blaze was extinguished in hours, but an enormous plume of orange and black smoke remained for days, so thick that drivers on Interstate 20 struggled to see past their windshield. Authorities ordered 17,000 people to evac...

      

      
        A Touch Revolution Could Transform Pitching
        Zach Schonbrun

        Mariano Rivera was never secretive about the grip on his signature pitch. He'd show it to teammates, coaches, even reporters. He placed his index and middle fingers together along the seams. He pulled down with his middle finger upon release. The ball would whiz arrow-straight before veering sharply a few inches from where the hitter expected it.When teaching pitchers how it should feel coming out of their hand, however, Rivera could be frustratingly vague. Put pressure on the middle finger, he w...
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A Tiny Petrostate Is Running the World's Climate Talks

Again.

by Zoe Schlanger




When delegates of the world gather in Baku, Azerbaijan, next week for the most important yearly meeting on climate change, their meetings will overlook a reeking lake, polluted by the oil fields on the other side. This city's first oil reservoir was built on the lake's shores in the 19th century; now nearly half of Azerbaijan's GDP and more than 90 percent of its export revenue come from oil and gas. It is, in no uncertain terms, a petrostate.
 
 Last year, too, the UN Conference of Parties (COP) meeting was a parade of oil-state wealth and interests. Held in the United Arab Emirates, the conference included thousands of oil and gas lobbyists; its president was an executive of the UAE's national oil company. Baku's COP president, Azerbaijan's ecology and natural-resources minister, is also an ex-executive of its oil company.



Optimistically, handing influence over this conference to the UAE, and now Azerbaijan--states whose interests are, in many ways, opposed to its aim--means that leaders who depend on fossil fuels must face the costs of burning them. As host this year, Azerbaijan's job will be to broker an agreement that secures billions--possibly trillions--of dollars from wealthy countries to help along the green transition in poorer countries. Developing nations need these funds to set ambitious climate goals, the next round of which are due in February 2025. A failed COP could set off a chain reaction of failure. The world is gambling that a country that's shown a bare minimum of commitment to this entire process can keep us all on a path to staving off catastrophic warming.



Baku came to host COP by process of elimination. Hosting duties rotate among regions of the world; this year is Eastern Europe's turn. Russia nixed the possibility of any European Union country, leaving only Armenia and Azerbaijan standing. Armenia retracted its bid after Azerbaijan agreed to release 32 Armenian service members from prison. (Armenia freed two Azerbaijani soldiers in exchange.)



In many ways, Azerbaijan is an extremely unlikely candidate. Joanna Depledge, a fellow at the University of Cambridge and an expert on international climate negotiations, has followed all 29 years of COP so far, and told me that Azerbaijan has "been pretty much off the radar since the beginning." The country has hardly ever spoken during previous negotiations, and is not part of any of COP's major political coalitions, she said. The Paris Agreement requires that, every five years, each country must lay out how it will reduce emissions in a Nationally Determined Contribution plan; Azerbaijan is "one of the very few countries whose second NDC was weaker than the first," Depledge said. To Steve Pye, an energy-systems professor at University College London, having a petrostate host a climate meeting presents an unambiguous conflict of interest. The country has been clear that it's looking to ramp up gas exports and has made "no indication" that it wants to move away from fossil-fuel dependency, he told me. That's an awkward, even bizarre, stance for the entity in charge of facilitating delicate climate diplomacy to hold.



Still, in some ways, Azerbaijan "could be seen as an honest broker" in the finance negotiations, because it is neither a traditional donor country nor a recipient of the funds under negotiation, Depledge said. Azerbaijan, for its part, says it intends to "enable action" to deliver "deep, rapid and sustained emission reductions ... while leaving no one behind."



The whole point of COP is to bring diverse countries together, Depledge said; global climate diplomacy cannot move forward without petrostates on board. Last year's COP, in Dubai, resulted in the first global agreement to transition away from fossil fuels, and was seen as a modest success. To run COP, Azerbaijan will be forced to reckon with global climate change directly; its team will have to listen to everyone, including the countries most ravaged by climate change today. That's bound to have an impact, Depledge thinks. Ultimately, Azerbaijan will also need to adapt to a post-oil economy: The World Bank estimates that the country's oil reserves will dwindle by mid-century. And, since being chosen to host, it has joined a major international pledge to limit methane emissions, as well as announced that its third NDC (unlike its previous one) will be aligned with the Paris Agreement's goals--although it has yet to unveil the actual plan.



COP also gives Azerbaijan a chance to burnish its image. After Armenia withdrew its hosting bid, Azerbaijan branded this a "peace COP," proposing a worldwide cease-fire for the days before, during, and after the meeting. An army of bots have been deployed on X to praise Azerbaijan just ahead of the talks, The Washington Post reported. Ronald Grigor Suny, a professor emeritus of history at the University of Michigan who has written extensively about Azerbaijan, told me that he views the country's hosting exercise as an elaborate propaganda campaign to sanitize the image of a fundamentally authoritarian and oil-committed nation--a place that last year conducted what many legal and human-rights scholars considered an ethnic-cleansing campaign in one of its Armenian enclaves. "This is a staging of an event to impress people by the normality, the acceptability, the modernity of this little state," he said. But hope for any peace-related initiatives, including a peace deal with Armenia, is already dwindling. Climate and geopolitical experts have called the whole thing a cynical PR stunt, and Amnesty International reports that the country, which Azerbaijani human-rights defenders estimate holds hundreds of academics and activists in prison, has jailed more of its critics since the COP presidency was announced.



Azerbaijan will still need to broker a real climate deal by the end of the event for it to be declared a success. Failure would be deeply embarrassing and, more pressingly, dangerous for the planet. The world is on track for up to 3.1 degrees Celsius of warming by 2100, and total carbon-dioxide emissions in 2030 will be only 2.6 percent lower than in 2019 if countries' current NDCs are followed, according to new analysis. Keeping to a 1.5 degree Celsius warming limit would require a lowering of 43 percent over the same time period, which many scientists now say is out of reach. Keeping warming below the far more catastrophic 2 degree limit now will take far faster and more decisive action than the slow COP process has historically produced.



Even if this COP ends in success, Pye, who has worked on the UN Environment Program's Production Gap Report, notes that, without follow-through, what happens at the conference is merely lip service. Once the spotlight of COP was off it, the UAE, for instance, returned more or less to business as usual; this year, the state oil company increased its production capacity. Then again, the UAE is investing heavily in clean energy, too, following a maximalist approach of more of everything--much like the theory that President Joe Biden has followed in the United States, which recently became the world's biggest oil producer and gas exporter even as Biden's domestic policies, most notably the Inflation Reduction Act, have pushed the country toward key climate goals.



Perhaps more than Baku's leadership, the outcomes of the U.S. election will set the tone for the upcoming COP. News of a second Trump presidency would likely neutralize any hope for a strong climate finance agreement in Baku. In 2016, news of Trump's election arrived while that year's COP was under way in Marrakech, to withering effect. America's functional absence from climate negotiations marred proceedings for four years. Wherever COP is held, American willingness to negotiate in good faith has the power to make or break the climate deals. Put another way, it's still possible to save the world, if we want to.
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On Election Night, Stare Into the Abyss

Ponder the creative violence of the cosmos.

by Ross Andersen




Lately, I've developed an unhealthy fixation on the presidential election. Maybe you have too. The New York Times needle hasn't started twitching yet, but for weeks now, I've had this full-body fourth-quarter feeling, and an impulse to speculate endlessly about people's shifting moods in swing states. We are told that this race ranks among the closest in American history. I just want to know who will win. Nothing else seems to exist.

Today, while we wait for the networks to start calling states, I'm trying to zoom out, to remind myself that there is a cosmos beyond Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin. This is not too difficult, once you work up the necessary resolve. Whatever cruelties plague our current historical era (and there are many), we do have cameras that can see across the universe, and anyone with a decent internet connection can freely peruse the snapshots that they've taken. I keep the photo archive for the James Webb Space Telescope, the farthest-seeing of them all, in my bookmarks bar. When I find myself a bit too immersed in the political news cycle, I click through the latest releases.

The image at the top of this page was posted in late October, and for me, it was an instant favorite. I love its rendered colors--the shock pink, pale chartreuse, and lightsaber blue. I love the three-dimensionality, the way your eye is drawn through torn veils of orange and red in the foreground into a glowing inner sanctum. I love the distant galaxies scattered across the frame, their shapes and orientations, the mind-shredding thought that together they contain many trillions of planets.

I don't begrudge anyone who wants to experience these images purely on this level, as beautiful splatters of light. Sometimes it's nice to gawk at a dark and sparkling expanse without any talk of metallicity or ionized gas. But last week, I was in the mood to follow any stray curiosity, so long as it did not relate directly to the election. I wanted to know what was happening in this image.

To capture it, the Webb telescope was pointed beyond the Milky Way's edge, at one of its satellites, the Small Magellanic Cloud. Astronomers sometimes take on a bullying tone when talking about the Small Magellanic Cloud. They use diminutive terms. They refer to it as a dwarf and point out that it contains only a few billion stars, at most, instead of hundreds of billions. But they are grateful that it was ensnared by the Milky Way's gravitational heft, because it serves as a time capsule. The conditions inside it are similar to those that were common throughout the universe 5 billion years ago, eons closer to when star formation was at its peak. The Small Magellanic Cloud provides a vision of the cosmos as it was during a more generative period.

There are other ways of seeing what things were like back then: Astronomers can point cameras directly at galaxies that are 5 billion light-years distant and capture light that left them 5 billion years ago. But because those galaxies are so far away, the pictures end up blurry. You can't make out single stars. That's why it's such a windfall to have the Small Magellanic Cloud right in our backyard.

The Webb telescope trained its awesome eye on it for 14 hours total, spread across three months. Its infrared sensors were able to peer past large clouds of dust and gas to capture a grand spectacle of creation, a cluster of blue stars erupting into being. You can see the cluster, just left of center. About 2 million years ago--yesterday, on cosmic timescales--the largest star's thermonuclear core ignited. It quickly grew to a fearsome size, 40 times as massive as the sun. The blue stars near it ignited around the same time. Ultraviolet shock waves cascaded outward from each one, creating bubbles of light that overlapped across an enormous volume of space.

The new stars are still burning bright, but astronomers don't expect any of them to last more than 10 million years. That makes them flashbulbs compared with our 10-billion-year sun. But even short-lived stars can set great chain reactions into motion. We can see one unfolding in this image. Fierce stellar winds are gusting out of the stars, compressing surrounding pockets of gas that are themselves now igniting. They're the little bright spots dotting the innermost fringes of the red and orange veils.

I texted Matt Mountain, president of the Association of Universities for Research in Astronomy, which oversees not only the James Webb Space Telescope, but also many of America's other flagship observatories. To do his job, Mountain has to think about many different kinds of light. I wanted to know what struck him most about the image. He said that it made him wonder what it would have been like to gaze at the whole universe with infrared eyes, 5 billion years ago. Back then, the cosmos hadn't yet expanded to the degree that it has now. Galaxies would have been closer together. In every direction, a violent and creative process would have been unfolding.

I'm not here to peddle cosmic escapism. I won't pretend that because the universe is so grand and so big and so old, human affairs are of little consequence. People are important. Across the whole cosmos, we don't yet know of anyone else who builds space telescopes. Our elections have meaning, even if their consequences don't extend for light-years. These celestial vistas don't diminish any of that, but they can offer some respite, especially this evening. If you need to stare into an abyss, it might as well be beautiful.
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MAGA Goes to Mars

Elon Musk wants to give Donald Trump the presidency. Trump wants to give Musk the universe.

by Marina Koren




If NASA's current schedule sticks, the next American president will oversee the first moon landing since the Apollo era and preside over the agency's plans for sending astronauts deeper into the solar system. Elon Musk, the CEO of the world's most successful private-spaceflight company, has made clear who he thinks that president should be. This fall, he declared that Kamala Harris would doom humankind to an earthbound existence, whereas Donald Trump would fulfill SpaceX's founding dream of putting people on Mars. Trump seems equally enthusiastic about Musk's space plans. "Elon, get those rocket ships going, because we want to reach Mars before the end of my term," he said on the campaign trail.

A Trump presidency could push America toward a new era of space travel, and Trump has demonstrated his enthusiasm for space exploration--as president, he created the Space Force. Otherworldly ambitions, though, can come with earthly costs.

The American government is already relying on SpaceX to fly astronauts to space, provide satellite internet for operations across the U.S. military, and help realize its plans to return to the moon. A Trump administration could increase that codependence, further embedding SpaceX--and its CEO--in the framework of American governance. NASA has always used private companies to fulfill its greatest ambitions, but Trump could essentially outsource the imagination driving the future of American spaceflight to Musk.

No matter who is president, Musk will play a role in America's future in space. NASA has hired SpaceX to develop a version of Starship, its biggest rocket yet, to land astronauts on the lunar surface by the end of the decade. The agency will also likely rely on the vehicle to make its Mars dreams a reality in the decade after that. SpaceX has launched Starship prototypes steadily over the past year from its South Texas base, and seeks to dramatically increase its annual cadence of test flights, from five to 25. But according to Musk and other company officials, the Federal Aviation Administration, which is responsible for approving rocket launches, is holding them back from testing Starship and sending commercial payloads into orbit as quickly as they'd like. FAA officials have defended the agency's process for launch evaluations, saying that SpaceX--whose Starship project is unlike any previous space program--must meet safety requirements before every takeoff.

Read: What's standing in Elon Musk's way?

A newly reinstalled President Trump, who once asked NASA to hurry up and squeeze in a Mars mission before the end of his first term, would presumably take no issue with a pressure campaign against his own FAA to remove regulations. He could instruct the agency to relax its rules, even give Musk some (official or unofficial) power over it. Trump has promised to instate Musk as the head of a government-efficiency commission. Such an appointment could lead to all sorts of conflicts of interest, and perhaps even unprecedented results. "You have potentially a high-level senior adviser in the person who owns the largest and most capable private space company in the world, with a direct line to the president of the United States, pitching a Mars mission in four years," Casey Dreier, the chief of space policy at the Planetary Society, who has written extensively about the politics of America's moon and Mars efforts, told me. "We don't have historical examples of that." (NASA could not make agency officials available for an interview before this story was published.)

Unshackled from the FAA, SpaceX could run dozens of Starship missions in the next few years, which is exactly what NASA needs in order to start dropping astronauts on the moon and beyond (and achieving those feats before rival nations do). Space travel is an itch that the United States, under any president, seems unable to resist scratching. "We do it because we can--and because we probably will not be satisfied until we do," John Logsdon, a space historian, once told me. Musk has long argued that the future of the human species depends on reaching Mars. Government officials may not use the same vocabulary as Musk, but they have bought into his vision nonetheless. In recent years, former top officials in NASA's human-spaceflight program have taken jobs at SpaceX.

In the meantime, though, more SpaceX flights--and more power for Musk--could be messy, or even dangerous. As Starship development has quickened in recent years, SpaceX's rate of worker injuries has outpaced the industry average. Federal and state regulators say that SpaceX has disregarded environmental rules at its launch site in South Texas, violating the Clean Water Act by releasing industrial wastewater during launches. (The company has said that the water is not hazardous.) And perhaps most concerning, where a Trump administration could clear hurdles for SpaceX, it could also embolden the company's chief executive, a man whose conduct is often questionable at best. Recent reports alleging that Musk engages in regular conversations with Russian President Vladimir Putin led NASA's chief to call for an investigation.

NASA has previously acted in response to comparatively mild Musk antics; in 2018, the agency ordered a review of workplace culture at SpaceX, which was preparing to fly NASA astronauts on a brand-new spacecraft, after Musk smoked weed on Joe Rogan's podcast. The Trump administration didn't stand in the way of that investigation, but that was before Musk became the former president's No. 1 donor and certified hype man. A Putin-related inquiry under a second Trump administration is unlikely. Trump, who has praised the Russian dictator and refused to vocally support Ukraine, would sooner hop on a three-way phone call with Musk and Putin. Already, with SpaceX's growing inventory of Starlink internet satellites, Musk has tremendous control over how the world communicates, and has maintained Starlink's independence from the U.S. government and others. But if President Trump asks Government-Efficiency Adviser Musk to, say, shut off Starlink services over a NATO ally or a nuclear power, one wonders how Musk would react.

Read: The unique danger of a Trumpist oligarchy

A Harris administration would, of course, approach Musk differently. Musk has publicly mused about why no one has attempted to assassinate Harris and suggested that Harris would order his arrest if she wins the presidency. That's far-fetched, even if a Harris administration might be less reluctant to investigate the billionaire's ties to Putin. And no matter who takes the White House, to spurn SpaceX would mean hurting the U.S. space program. Boeing bungled its recent mission to ferry astronauts to the ISS so badly that SpaceX has at least a temporary monopoly over astronaut launches from American soil.

The American space program needs Musk, and he knows it. Without SpaceX, NASA astronauts could fly around the moon a dozen times and never touch down: NASA's own rocket is supposed to get them into lunar orbit, but Starship is their ride to the surface. That leverage raises a worrying--if unlikely--possibility. Earlier this year, Musk told my colleague Damon Beres that he is willing to accept a Harris presidency, but only "if, after review of the election results, it turns out that Kamala wins." Dreier suggested this hypothetical scenario: "What if Elon Musk just declared SpaceX won't work with the Harris administration if he considers it illegitimate?" (Musk is certainly laying the groundwork for election denial--it appears to be his primary preoccupation on X these days.) Although such a decision would put SpaceX in breach of various contracts and cause tremendous turmoil, it would also make clear who controls American spaceflight.
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The Georgia Chemical Disaster Is a Warning

Climate change could mean more spills and fires. America isn't ready.

by Hana Kiros




Since September 29, when the smell of chlorine first began to waft over metro Atlanta, Georgia residents' lives have been upended by an enormous chemical fire. That day, a chemical plant containing millions of pounds of pool sanitizer burned to the ground in Conyers, Georgia. The blaze was extinguished in hours, but an enormous plume of orange and black smoke remained for days, so thick that drivers on Interstate 20 struggled to see past their windshield. Authorities ordered 17,000 people to evacuate and more than 90,000 to shelter in place for the first 48 hours. For those nearest the plant, the order lasted 19 days. The county's public schools reopened on October 21 after weeks of virtual learning. Local doctors say they're seeing children with sore throats, burning eyes, and unyielding headaches. Elaine Fontaine-Kpargarhai, a real-estate agent in Conyers, told me that her 6-year-old daughter had four asthma attacks in three days after not needing her inhaler for half a year.

The smoke has mostly cleared, but residents say they still smell and taste chlorine in the air. Officials in Rockdale County, where the fire broke out, have filed a federal lawsuit against BioLab, the company that owns the chemical plant, for negligence. "We are aware of the filing, and we are reviewing it thoroughly and will respond accordingly," a BioLab spokesperson told me in a statement. "We are not in a position to comment further at this time, other than to say that our goal has been, and continues to be, to work constructively with the County."

Georgia's initial response to the fire was limited by Hurricane Helene, which smacked into Florida's Gulf Coast before it killed more than 200 people, including 33 in Georgia; downed trees and power lines in Rockdale County; and kept state emergency crews busy with rescues. Helene may not have triggered the explosion--officials, who are still investigating the cause of the fire, have suggested that a malfunctioning sprinkler is to blame--but it certainly complicated the response. Such a collision of natural and chemical disasters may become only more common as the world warms, leaving people who live near facilities like the one in Conyers vulnerable to uncertain health effects and worse.

Conyers, roughly a 45-minute drive from Atlanta, is not even close to the Gulf of Mexico, where Helene formed. The worst of the storm's damage came even farther inland, near Asheville, North Carolina--demonstrating the long reach of such disasters. Things could have been much worse in the areas closer to where the hurricane peaked. The Gulf Coast is the backbone of U.S. chemical manufacturing. Texas and Louisiana are home to facilities that supply 80 percent of American petrochemicals. Alabama stuffs more than 25 manufacturers into its 60-mile "Chemical Corridor," where factories make products such as synthetic rubber. Chemical plants along Florida's west coast supply the state's boat and spa factories.

Manufacturing, storing, and mixing chemicals require precise environmental control. "Chemical processes depend on things being in range," Mike Mastrangelo, a health-care emergency planner in the Galveston, Texas, area, told me. That can mean maintaining the right pressure, temperature, or humidity to keep a chemical stable. For example, TCCA--a white, powdery substance used as a pool sanitizer and currently believed to be at the root of the BioLab fire--is stable when fully dry or fully submerged in water. But if it gets wet and can't fully dissolve, it explodes into a cloud of toxic chlorine gas.

Read: The looming Superfund nightmare

Extreme weather threatens the ability of chemical plants to maintain those delicate conditions. Floodwaters can turn over storage tanks, burst pipes, and make drainage systems spew waste, so loose chemicals mix and catch fire. Hurricane-force winds can disable power grids and, consequently, HVAC systems. In 2017, flooding from Hurricane Harvey knocked out the power supply for a plant outside Houston that produced temperature-sensitive peroxides. The chemicals overheated and self-ignited, releasing toxic peroxide fumes and forcing 200 people to evacuate. In 2020, Hurricane Laura ripped the roof off buildings in a Louisiana plant also owned by BioLab. Rain dripped onto the TCCA, causing a chlorine explosion. A federal investigation concluded that BioLab had been "unprepared for the winds produced" and had a "largely nonfunctional fire protection system." (The BioLab spokesperson told me that the 2020 incident stemmed from Hurricane Laura's "unprecedented impact," but he did not address questions about the safety issues raised by the investigation. He also directed me toward a recent press release announcing the "successful completion of emergency response operations" at the Conyers facility.)

Chemical plants across the United States are concentrated near ports, which makes shipping cheaper but raises the risk of many disasters that climate change makes worse, such as hurricane storm surge. A 2022 investigation of more than 10,000 facilities that use high-risk chemicals, conducted by the Government Accountability Office, found that one in three was located in an area where flooding, storms, or wildfires are especially likely. Flooding was by far the biggest concern. At least 133 chemical plants are already at risk of flooding at high tide, and hundreds more are in areas that "may be inundated by storm surge" in a Category 4 or 5 hurricane, according to the report. Furthermore, experts predict that sea levels along the Gulf will be 14 to 18 inches higher by 2050, adding to the problem.

The EPA holds some of these at-risk facilities--those that contain any of 258 chemicals that are inherently toxic or flammable--to a higher safety standard. The companies must work with local responders to make detailed emergency plans, consider how climate change affects the vulnerability of their facilities, and, upon request, inform residents in a six-mile radius what hazardous chemicals they live near. But the EPA does not have special disaster-preparedness requirements for reactive chemicals--compounds that are safe until they suddenly aren't, including TCCA, which has caused multiple chemical disasters.   The U.S. Chemical Safety and Hazard Investigation Board, a federal watchdog that advises rule-making, has documented more than 170 serious accidents caused by reactives--resulting in more than 100 deaths--that took place from 1980 to 2020. Chemical companies have little incentive to shore up their defenses against natural disasters at facilities with reactive substances, James Elliott, a co-director of Rice University's Center for Coastal Futures and Adaptive Resilience, told me. That leaves those sites especially vulnerable to extreme weather--and dangerous to the communities that surround them. (The EPA told me in a statement that it plans to evaluate potential additions to its list of regulated substances, but that any changes will be a multiyear process.)

Read: The world's worst industrial disaster is still unfolding

Some vulnerable towns are already preparing for a future in which chemical disasters are more common. In Galveston, Texas, a coastal city full of refineries, a mascot named Wally the Turtle regularly teaches schoolchildren about the risk of chemical disasters, Mastrangelo told me. He runs chemical-disaster drills at hospitals in the area. But, Mastrangelo said, his county is an outlier--many more communities are worryingly unprepared, even in areas that are clearly at high risk of a natural disaster triggering a chemical one.

About 40 percent of Americans live within three miles of a facility that's subject to the EPA's higher safety standard. Many more likely live near a plant with reactive chemicals. (This interactive, county-by-county map tracks facilities with chemicals that pose a risk to human health.) Not all of those facilities are along the Gulf Coast or in places that have historically been subject to hurricanes, wildfires, severe heat waves, and the like. But this past summer showed that nowhere in the U.S. is safe from extreme weather--and that any community near a chemical facility is at risk of suffering two disasters at once.
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A Touch Revolution Could Transform Pitching

A revolution in the science of touch could unlock the mystery of "feel" in pitching.

by Zach Schonbrun




Mariano Rivera was never secretive about the grip on his signature pitch. He'd show it to teammates, coaches, even reporters. He placed his index and middle fingers together along the seams. He pulled down with his middle finger upon release. The ball would whiz arrow-straight before veering sharply a few inches from where the hitter expected it.

When teaching pitchers how it should feel coming out of their hand, however, Rivera could be frustratingly vague. Put pressure on the middle finger, he would say. This can be a moneymaker for you. Even now, nobody can make a fastball move quite like Mo's. "It is as if it dropped straight from the heavens," he wrote in his 2014 memoir. "How can I explain it any other way?"

Eleven years after Rivera's retirement, a wrist brace with claws could strip any last intimation of divinity out of pitching. A pitcher's fingers slide into its four rubber rings, attached to metal straws that are fastened by a Velcro strap around the wrist. This device, the FlexPro Grip, measures exactly how quickly each of a pitcher's fingers exert pressure on a ball. But the point of the gadget isn't just to register finger forces. It's to transform the art of pitching into a science.
 
 One afternoon last year, at a training facility called VeloU, I watched as Aidan Dolinsky, a pitcher for New York University, slipped on the FlexPro Grip and awaited instructions from Adam Moreau, the device's co-creator. "I want you to squeeze with your two fingers"--the index and middle--"but only at about 50 percent of your maximum pressure," Moreau said. "Hold it there for a few seconds. Hold, hold. And then instantly--boom--ramp up to your max force."
 
 As Dolinsky squeezed, Moreau began peppering him with numbers. "Get to 69," he said, glancing at the app in front of them, "and then when you see that little green dot there, slam on it ... Okay, hold, hold, go!"

The young pitcher needed a few tries before he mastered the proper sequence of acceleration. "I realized I was squeezing too hard, so then I backed off too much," Dolinsky said.

"That's quantifying feel!" Moreau cried. Imagine, he said, standing on the mound, and knowing exactly how much force to put on each key finger, and exactly how to peak them at the same time. "What would that do to your spin?"



Today's professional pitchers throw harder than ever, but their art is still largely dictated by speculative notions of feel. Pitchers have forever been licking their fingers and clutching rosin bags to help with grip; these days, camera technology and data analysis have put a premium on players who can also impart enough spin to make the ball run, ride, cut, carry, sink, tunnel, and bore along a split-second flight path. It's not enough to be blessed with a golden arm. You need to have it work in conjunction with your fingers, too.
 
 Only recently, though, has anyone tried to understand exactly how those fingers work in pitching. In 2017, Glenn Fleisig, an expert in biomechanics, led a cohort of researchers looking at how elite pitchers apply finger pressure while throwing. By stuffing a regulation baseball with sensors, the researchers found that the force of the middle and index finger on the ball spiked twice, the last coming roughly six to seven milliseconds before release--in essence, the instant the ball leaves the hand. The force of that final peak averaged 185 Newtons, exerted through two fingers kissing the seams of a five-ounce baseball. It's enough force to heave a bowling ball about 90 miles an hour.

When I spoke with Fleisig, he recalled that the primary motivation around the study was injury prevention. Elbow tears are collectively a billion-dollar problem for Major League Baseball each year, and "knowing how hard someone grips has implications about what's happening in your elbow," he said. What he found, though, also unlocked a mystery about pitching. Fleisig had previously reported that the angular velocity achievable by a pitcher's shoulder maxes out at about 90 miles an hour, but pitchers can throw faster than that. Something else had to be providing that extra oomph--the fingers. "A huge thing that separates a good pitcher from a great pitcher," Fleisig said, "is their ability to do that last push."

Devin Gordon: Arms are flying off their hinges

Fleisig's work is emblematic of a recent and long-overdue boom in touch research. "We're now catching up to where we've been for many decades in the auditory and visual fields," David Ginty, a neuroscientist at Harvard Medical School, told me. When Ginty started his somatosensory research lab in the mid-1990s, the field was small and quirky, dominated by a few labs producing a handful of papers a year. Today, the IEEE World Haptics conference, the top symposium where touch researchers share their findings, is a sprawling, festival-like event, sponsored by a subsidiary of Meta. Advancements in molecular-genetic techniques have enabled labs like Ginty's to see how individual nerve cells respond to certain stimuli. It's given researchers the best picture yet of the basic biology of touch, and it's jump-started investigations into new treatments for chronic pain, anemia, irritable bowel syndrome, traumatic brain injury, and even low bone density. A stream of studies in recent years has also highlighted the psychological, cognitive, and creative benefits of doing things by hand.

In science, the closer anyone looks at touch, the more its influence becomes apparent. In baseball, it could revolutionize how teams look for the next Mariano Rivera with the magic feel.



For Connor Lunn's entire baseball career, "feel" was waved off as something subjective and abstract, mostly because it couldn't be measured. Eventually, Lunn, a recently retired minor-league pitcher, realized that people weren't even trying. "We have every other metric out there--how hard you're throwing, all the spin rates, the tail axis, everything," Lunn told me. "But there was nothing out there on where you're gripping the ball." Learning how to throw a new pitch was like getting a prescription for eyeglasses based on what somebody else is telling you looks clear for them. In April, shortly before being signed as a free agent by the Tampa Bay Rays, Lunn was co-awarded the patent on a design for a baseball wrapped in a pressure-sensing fabric.

Alex Fast, a data analyst and writer for PitchingList.com, also thought the role of pressure was being overlooked. In March 2023, he gave a talk at the MIT Sloan Analytics Conference in Boston about measuring finger pressure in baseball. Using sensors and other supplies bought from Amazon, he built a feedback device that was tiny and flexible enough to be worn underneath a piece of tape on the fingertip and that could transmit force data to a microcontroller, worn inside a fanny pack on the pitcher's lower back. "When I first got into analytics, I remember thinking that they've quantified everything," Fast told me. But so many people that he spoke with after the conference shared his hunch about finger force, Fast told me later, that he began to think, This could be pitching's next great analytical frontier.

From the July/August 2023 issue: Moneyball broke baseball

Part of what's so notable about the attention being paid to touch in baseball circles is its contrast with how most of us navigate the world. I can point to one tool I reliably touch in my daily life: my iPhone, with its flat, smooth surface. I tap, scroll, and occasionally pinch it; calling it a touchscreen is an insult to the various forms of touch humans once used to manipulate pens, books, Rolodexes, keys, cash, coins, camcorders, calculators, discs, tapes, and credit cards. In households around the world, voice assistants and smart devices already respond nimbly to vocal commands to turn on lights, play songs, set temperatures, and change television channels. Hands-free fixtures fill the bathroom. Telehealth visits replace physical exams. Virtual reality has barely any use for the hands or feet.

That our grip on the physical world is slipping has real consequences: A long history of medical study has connected hand strength to overall physical health and longevity, for reasons that still aren't entirely clear. Christy Isbell, a pediatric occupational therapist at East Tennessee State University, said she sees some kids as old as 4 or 5 years who have never held a pencil or a crayon. The absence of that tactile experience may change how they learn to read and write, she told me, and limit them in other ways. Healthy young adults who spend lots of time on their smartphones have weaker grips, duller fingers, and higher rates of hand and wrist injuries than their peers who use their phones less frequently. Professors at medical schools are raising alarms about the diminishing dexterity of surgical students.

Pitchers are an outlier. Unlike the rest of us, they must be attuned to precisely how their fingertips interact with the world every time they take the mound. And simply paying a little more attention to that interaction appears to make a great difference. According to research by the company that manufactures the FlexPro Grip, pitchers who use the device have been able to increase the rate of spin on their fastball by about 4 percent. A higher spin rate on a fastball can produce a "rising" effect that makes it harder for hitters to square up.

Read: The scourge of 'win probability' in sports

Even if the rest of us never get our finger pressure measured, the research is clear that we can benefit emotionally, cognitively, and physically by doing more with our hands--by jotting down notes, knitting, or taking a pottery class. With that effort, and the help of a few committed baseball buffs, perhaps we can arrest our collective drift into a hands-free world.
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        Danielle Allen and Robert Kagan Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Contributing Writers
        The Atlantic
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Danielle Allen and Robert Kagan Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Contributing Writers






Danielle Allen and Robert Kagan, two of the nation's prominent scholars and commentators on matters of democracy, freedom, and the American idea, are joining The Atlantic as contributing writers, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg announced today. Both writers join The Atlantic from The Washington Post, where they served as opinion columnists.

"The Atlantic is deeply committed to covering the crisis of democracy in all its manifestations, and having Danielle Allen and Robert Kagan join our already excellent team represents a real boon for our readers," Goldberg said.

Allen, who serves as the James Bryant Conant University Professor at Harvard University, is a political philosopher and scholar of public policy. She is also director of the Allen Lab for Democracy Renovation at the Harvard Kennedy School, and director of the Democratic Knowledge Project at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. She has published numerous books on justice and citizenship, including 2023's Justice by Means of Democracy, as well as Our Declaration: A Reading of the Declaration of Independence in Defense of Equality and the acclaimed memoir Cuz: The Life and Times of Michael A. Allen has contributed several articles to The Atlantic, the most recent about the history of a forgotten Black Founding Father.

Kagan is a senior fellow in the foreign-policy program at the Strobe Talbott Center for Security, Strategy, and Technology at the Brookings Institution. He has written for The New York Times, Foreign Affairs, and The Wall Street Journal, and is the author of a number of critically acclaimed and best-selling books, most recently Rebellion: How Antiliberalism Is Tearing America Apart--Again. He is also the author of The Ghost at the Feast: America and Collapse of World Order, 1900-1941; The Jungle Grows Back: America and Our Imperiled World; and Of Paradise and Power. Kagan served in the State Department from 1984 to 1988 as a member of the policy-planning staff, as principal speechwriter for Secretary of State George P. Shultz, and as deputy for policy in the Bureau of Inter-American Affairs.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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Trump Voters Got What They Wanted

Those who expect that Donald Trump will hurt others, and not them, are likely to be unpleasantly surprised.

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.


Democrats and liberal pundits are already trying to figure out how the Trump campaign not only bested Kamala Harris in the "Blue Wall" states of the Midwest and the Rust Belt, but gained on her even in areas that should have been safe for a Democrat. Almost everywhere, Donald Trump expanded his coalition, and this time, unlike in 2016, he didn't have to thread the needle of the Electoral College to win: He can claim the legitimacy of winning the popular vote.

Trump's opponents are now muttering about the choice of Tim Walz, the influence of the Russians, the role of the right-wing media, and whether President Joe Biden should not have stepped aside in favor of Harris. Even the old saw about "economic anxiety" is making a comeback.

These explanations all have some merit, but mostly, they miss the point. Yes, some voters still stubbornly believe that presidents magically control the price of basic goods. Others have genuine concerns about immigration and gave in to Trump's booming call of fascism and nativism. And some of them were just never going to vote for a woman, much less a Black woman.

But in the end, a majority of American voters chose Trump because they wanted what he was selling: a nonstop reality show of rage and resentment. Some Democrats, still gripped by the lure of wonkery, continue to scratch their heads over which policy proposals might have unlocked more votes, but that was always a mug's game. Trump voters never cared about policies, and he rarely gave them any. (Choosing to be eaten by a shark rather than electrocuted might be a personal preference, but it's not a policy.) His rallies involved long rants about the way he's been treated, like a giant therapy session or a huge family gathering around a bellowing, impaired grandpa.

Back in 2021, I wrote a book about the rise of "illiberal populism," the self-destructive tendency in some nations that leads people to participate in democratic institutions such as voting while being hostile to democracy itself, casting ballots primarily to punish other people and to curtail everyone's rights--even their own. These movements are sometimes led by fantastically wealthy faux populists who hoodwink gullible voters by promising to solve a litany of problems that always seem to involve money, immigrants, and minorities. The appeals from these charlatans resonate most not among the very poor, but among a bored, relatively well-off middle class, usually those who are deeply uncomfortable with racial and demographic changes in their own countries.

And so it came to pass: Last night, a gaggle of millionaires and billionaires grinned and applauded for Trump. They were part of an alliance with the very people another Trump term would hurt--the young, minorities, and working families among them.

Trump, as he has shown repeatedly over the years, couldn't care less about any of these groups. He ran for office to seize control of the apparatus of government and to evade judicial accountability for his previous actions as president. Once he is safe, he will embark on the other project he seems to truly care about: the destruction of the rule of law and any other impediments to enlarging his power.

Americans who wish to stop Trump in this assault on the American constitutional order, then, should get it out of their heads that this election could have been won if only a better candidate had made a better pitch to a few thousand people in Pennsylvania. Biden, too old and tired to mount a proper campaign, likely would have lost worse than Harris; more to the point, there was nothing even a more invigorated Biden or a less, you know, female alternative could have offered. Racial grievances, dissatisfaction with life's travails (including substance addiction and lack of education), and resentment toward the villainous elites in faraway cities cannot be placated by housing policy or interest-rate cuts.

No candidate can reason about facts and policies with voters who have no real interest in such things. They like the promises of social revenge that flow from Trump, the tough-guy rhetoric, the simplistic "I will fix it" solutions. And he's interesting to them, because he supports and encourages their conspiracist beliefs. (I knew Harris was in trouble when I was in Pennsylvania last week for an event and a fairly well-off business owner, who was an ardent Trump supporter, told me that Michelle Obama had conspired with the Canadians to change the state's vote tally in 2020. And that wasn't even the weirdest part of the conversation.)

As Jonathan Last, editor of The Bulwark, put it in a social-media post last night: The election went the way it did "because America wanted Trump. That's it. People reaching to construct [policy] alibis for the public because they don't want to grapple with this are whistling past the graveyard." Last worries that we might now be in a transition to authoritarianism of the kind Russia went through in the 1990s, but I visited Russia often in those days, and much of the Russian democratic implosion was driven by genuinely brutal economic conditions and the rapid collapse of basic public services. Americans have done this to themselves during a time of peace, prosperity, and astonishingly high living standards. An affluent society that thinks it is living in a hellscape is ripe for gulling by dictators who are willing to play along with such delusions.

The bright spot in all this is that Trump and his coterie must now govern. The last time around, Trump was surrounded by a small group of moderately competent people, and these adults basically put baby bumpers and pool noodles on all the sharp edges of government. This time, Trump will rule with greater power but fewer excuses, and he--and his voters--will have to own the messes and outrages he is already planning to create.

Those voters expect that Trump will hurt others and not them. They will likely be unpleasantly surprised, much as they were in Trump's first term. (He was, after all, voted out of office for a reason.) For the moment, some number of them have memory-holed that experience and are pretending that his vicious attacks on other Americans are just so much hot air.

Trump, unfortunately, means most of what he says. In this election, he has triggered the unfocused ire and unfounded grievances of millions of voters. Soon we will learn whether he can still trigger their decency--if there is any to be found.

Related:

	What Trump understood, and Harris did not
 	Democracy is not over.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	George T. Conway III: What we're in for
 	Voters wanted lower prices at any cost.
 	Blame Biden, Tyler Austin Harper argues.
 	Trump won. Now what?




Today's News

	The Republicans have won back control of the Senate. Votes are still being counted in multiple House races that could determine which party controls the House.
 	Vice President Kamala Harris delivered a concession speech at Howard University, emphasizing that there will be a peaceful transfer of power.
 	In an interview on Fox News, a Trump spokesperson said that Trump plans to launch "the largest mass-deportation operation of illegal immigrants" on his first day in office.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: "Trump's victory is a reverberation of trends set in motion in 2020," Derek Thompson writes. "In politics, as in nature, the largest tsunami generated by an earthquake is often not the first wave but the next one."


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


OK McCausland for The Atlantic



The Night They Hadn't Prepared For

By Elaine Godfrey

The vibe shifted sometime around 10:30 p.m. Eastern.
 For several hours beforehand, the scene at the Howard University Yard had been jubilant: all glitter and sequins and billowing American flags. The earrings were big, and the risers were full. Men in fraternity jackets and women in pink tweed suits grooved to a bass-forward playlist of hip-hop and classic rock. The Howard gospel choir, in brilliant-blue robes, performed a gorgeous rendition of "Oh Happy Day," and people sang along in a way that made you feel as if the university's alumna of the hour, Kamala Harris, had already won.
 But Harris had not won--a fact that, by 10:30, had become very noticeable.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Watching the Blue Wall crumble
 	There is no constitutional mandate for fascism.
 	The Democrats' dashed hopes in Iowa
 	The tyranny of the election needle




Culture Break


Collection Christophel / Alamy



Watch. These six movies and shows provide a thoughtful or hopeful break if you need a distraction this week.

Adapt. Baseball is a summer sport--and it's facing big questions about how it will be affected by climate change, Ellen Cushing writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Democracy Is Not Over

Americans who care about democracy have every right to feel appalled and frightened. But then they have work to do.

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.


An aspiring fascist is the president-elect, again, of the United States. This is our political reality: Donald Trump is going to bring a claque of opportunists and kooks (led by the vice president-elect, a person who once compared Trump to Hitler) into government this winter, and even if senescence overtakes the president-elect, Trump's minions will continue his assault on democracy, the rule of law, and the Constitution.

The urge to cast blame will be overwhelming, because there is so much of it to go around. When the history of this dark moment is written, those responsible will include not only Trump voters but also easily gulled Americans who didn't vote or who voted for independent or third-party candidates because of their own selfish peeves.

Trump's opponents will also blame Russia and other malign powers. Without a doubt, America's enemies--some of whom dearly hoped for a Trump win--made efforts to flood the public square with propaganda. According to federal and state government reports, several bomb threats that appeared to originate from Russian email domains were aimed at areas with minority voters. But as always, the power to stop Trump rested with American voters at the ballot box, and blaming others is a pointless exercise.

So now what?

The first order of business is to redouble every effort to preserve American democracy. If I may invoke Winston Churchill, this is not the end or the beginning of the end; it is the end of the beginning.

For a decade, Trump has been trying to destroy America's constitutional order. His election in 2016 was something like a prank gone very wrong, and he likely never expected to win. But once in office, he and his administration became a rocket sled of corruption, chaos, and sedition. Trump's lawlessness finally caught up with him after he was forced from office by the electorate. He knew that his only hope was to return to the presidency and destroy the last instruments of accountability.

Paradoxically, however, Trump's reckless venality is a reason for hope. Trump has the soul of a fascist but the mind of a disordered child. He will likely be surrounded by terrible but incompetent people. All of them can be beaten: in court, in Congress, in statehouses around the nation, and in the public arena. America is a federal republic, and the states--at least those in the union that will still care about democracy--have ways to protect their citizens from a rogue president. Nothing is inevitable, and democracy will not fall overnight.

Do not misunderstand me. I am not counseling complacency: Trump's reelection is a national emergency. If we have learned anything from the past several years, it's that feel-good, performative politics can't win elections, but if there was ever a time to exercise the American right of free assembly, it is now--not least because Trump is determined to end such rights and silence his opponents. Americans must stay engaged and make their voices heard at every turn. They should find and support organizations and institutions committed to American democracy, and especially those determined to fight Trump in the courts. They must encourage candidates in the coming 2026 elections who will oppose Trump's plans and challenge his legislative enablers.

After Barack Obama was elected president in 2008, then-Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell vowed to make Obama a one-term president, and obstructed him at every turn. McConnell, of course, cared only about seizing power for his party, and later, he could not muster that same bravado when faced with Trump's assaults on the government. Patriotic Americans and their representatives might now make a similar commitment, but for better aims: Although they cannot remove Trump from office, they can declare their determination to prevent Trump from implementing the ghastly policies he committed himself to while campaigning.

The kinds of actions that will stop Trump from destroying America in 2025 are the same ones that stopped many of his plans the first time around. They are not flashy, and they will require sustained attention, because the next battles for democracy will be fought by lawyers and legislators, in Washington and in every state capitol. They will be fought by citizens banding together in associations and movements to rouse others from the sleepwalk that has led America into this moment.

Trump's victory is a grim day for the United States and for democracies around the world. You have every right to be appalled, saddened, shocked, and frightened. Soon, however, you should dust yourself off, square your shoulders, and take a deep breath. Americans who care about democracy have work to do.

Related:

	David Frum: Trump won. Now what?
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When the Show Is Over

Much of the campaigning has felt like an elaborate traveling circus. But the spectacle is coming to an end.

by John Hendrickson




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


How do you transform something so big, so existential, into something people can grasp? Last night, Oprah Winfrey gave it a shot as the penultimate speaker at Kamala Harris's grand-finale rally in Philadelphia: "If we don't show up tomorrow, it is entirely possible that we will not have the opportunity to ever cast a ballot again."

Every presidential election is the biggest ever, but this one lacks an adequate superlative. Throughout 2024, both parties have leaned on the imagery and messaging of our Founding Fathers. The Donald Trump acolyte and former GOP candidate Vivek Ramaswamy frequently says that we're living in a "1776 moment." Josh Shapiro, Pennsylvania's democratic governor, last night invoked Benjamin Franklin's warning about our still-young country: "a republic, if you can keep it." It's an oft-repeated line, but that "if" lingered in a way I'd never felt before.

Shapiro was peering out at the tens of thousands of people standing shoulder to shoulder along Benjamin Franklin Parkway at the chilly election-eve gathering. Many attendees had been there for hours, and more than a few had grown visibly restless. Each emotion, both on the stage and in the crowd, was turned up to 11--fear, hope, promise, peril. At the lectern, Shapiro's inflection mirrored that of former President Barack Obama. So much of Harris's campaign send-off had the feel of Obama's 2008 celebration in Chicago's Grant Park. Will.i.am came ready with a song (a sequel to his Obama '08 anthem, "Yes We Can") titled--what else?--"Yes She Can."

Around 11:30 p.m., Harris finally appeared at the base of the Rocky Steps to make her final pitch. Beyond the symbolic proximity to the Constitution Center, the Liberty Bell, and Independence Hall, this particular setting was a visual metaphor for, as Harris put it, those who "start as the underdog and climb to victory." (Sadly, no one in the A/V booth thought to blast the Rocky horns as she walked up.) The truth is, it's a bit of a stretch to call Harris the underdog. She is, after all, the quasi-incumbent, and polls suggest that the race is tied. Still, you sort of knew what she was getting at with the Rocky thing.

For the past nine years, the whole political world, and much of American life, has revolved around Donald Trump. He is an inescapable force, a fiery orange sun that promises to keep you safe, happy, and warm but, in the end, will burn you. Harris is running on preserving freedom and democracy, but she's really just running against Trump. In surveys and interviews, many Americans say that they, too, are voting against Trump rather than for Harris. The election is about the future of America, but in a real sense, it's about fear of one person.

Harris had already been in Scranton, Allentown, and Pittsburgh yesterday. But now her campaign had reached its finish line, in Philadelphia, and though I heard cautious optimism, none of the Harris campaign staffers I spoke with last night dared offer any sort of prediction. The closest I got was that some believe they'll have enough internal data to know which states are actually in their column by late tonight, and that they expect the race might be called tomorrow morning or afternoon.

Trump's campaign, meanwhile, wrapped up in an expectedly apocalyptic and campy manner. The truth is, some of his chaos worked--he never lost our attention. Consider the weeklong national conversation about the word garbage. A comedian's stupid joke deeming Puerto Rico "a floating island of garbage in the middle of the ocean" might end up being a determining factor in a Trump defeat, but President Joe Biden's comment likening Trump supporters to garbage also proved a pivotal moment for the MAGA movement. In response to Biden, Trump appeared in a bright-orange safety vest as a way of owning the insult--a billionaire showing solidarity with the working class. In a similar late-campaign moment, Trump donned an apron and served fries at a (closed) McDonald's. It wasn't the work wear so much as the contrast that told the story: In both instances, Trump kept his shirt and tie on. These theatrical juxtapositions, however inane, have a way of sticking in your brain.

But not everyone gets the reality-TV component of his act. Many of his supporters take his every utterance as gospel. At Trump's final rallies, some showed up in their own safety vests or plastic trash bags. Trump's movement had quite literally entered its garbage phase. In his closing argument last night, Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, called Harris "trash." And Trump, days after miming oral sex onstage, kept the grossness going, mouthing that House Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi is a "bitch."

Trump's campaign was much longer than Harris's, and for that reason, I spoke with far more Republicans than Democrats at campaign events this year. Across different cities and states, it was clear that people stood for hours at Trump rallies because they still obsess over Trump the man, and because Trumpism has become something like a religion. Trump makes a significant portion of the country feel good, either by stoking their resentments or simply making them believe he hears their concerns. In the end, though, he's also the one feeding their fears.

It can be easy to write off American politics as a stadium-size spectacle that's grown only cringier and uglier over the past decade. But last night, in my conversations with Philadelphians who'd braved the chill to see Harris, it became clear that the show was just the show, and that they had other priorities. Sure, they'd get to see Ricky Martin perform "Livin' La Vida Loca" and hear Lady Gaga sing "God Bless America," but all of that was extra. A trio of 20-year-old Temple University students--two of whom wore Brat-green Kamala beanies, one of whom wore a camo Harris Walz trucker hat--told me about their hometowns. One had come from nearby Bucks County, which he'd watched grow Trumpy over his teen years. Another was from the Jersey Shore and said she believed that people would egg her house if she put a Harris sign in the front yard. Another, who was from Texas, summed up the risks posed by Trump more succinctly than almost anyone I've spoken with over the past two years of covering the campaign: "He'll let people get away with promoting hate and violence in our country, and I think that is my biggest fear."

This election has been an elaborate traveling circus, with performers playing into all manner of dreams and nightmares. Trump has long relied on the allure of the show, and the preponderance of celebrity cameos at Harris's recent rallies proves that she, too, understands the importance of star power. But now that all of the swing states have been barnstormed, and the billions of dollars have been spent, what's left? The pageantry has entered its final hours. Tomorrow (or the next day ... or the next day), a new iteration of American life begins. We won't be watching it; we'll be living it.

Related:

	Trump's followers are living in a dark fantasy.
 	Podcast: Does America want chaos?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:


	This election is a test.
 	Three tips for following election results without losing your mind
 	X is a white-supremacist site, Charlie Warzel writes.
 	The micro-campaign to target privately liberal wives




Today's News

	A federal judge ruled against state and national Republicans who tried to invalidate roughly 2,000 absentee ballots returned by hand over the weekend and yesterday in some of Georgia's Democratic-leaning counties.
 	The FBI said that many of the bomb threats made to polling locations in several states "appear to originate from Russian email domains." Officials in Georgia and Michigan reported that their states received bomb threats linked to Russia.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu fired his defense minister, Yoav Gallant, over their differences on how the war in Gaza should be conducted. Gallant, who was seen as a more moderate voice in Netanyahu's war cabinet, will be replaced by Foreign Affairs Minister Israel Katz.




Evening Read


Justin Sullivan / Getty



The Right's New Kingmaker

By Ali Breland

Charlie Kirk took his seat underneath a tent that said Prove Me Wrong. I wedged myself into the crowd at the University of Montana, next to a cadre of middle-aged men wearing mesh hats. A student standing near me had on a hoodie that read Jesus Christ. It was late September, and several hundred of us were here to see the conservative movement's youth whisperer. Kirk, the 31-year-old founder of Turning Point USA, was in Missoula for a stop on his "You're Being Brainwashed Tour," in which he goes from college to college doing his signature shtick of debating undergraduates ...
 I had not traveled to Montana simply to see Kirk epically own college kids. (That's not a hard thing to do, and in any case, I could just watch his deep catalog of debate videos.) I'd made the trip because I had the feeling that Kirk is moving toward the core of the conservative movement.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	On Election Night, stare into the abyss.
 	Americans who want out
 	Nobody look at Mark Zuckerberg.
 	The most controversial Nobel Prize in recent memory
 	A tiny petrostate is running the world's climate talks.




Culture Break


Illustration by Anthony Gerace. Sources: Hulton Archive; Joe Vella / Alamy.



Read. The Magic Mountain, by Thomas Mann, "probably saved my life," George Packer writes. And the book's vision remains startlingly relevant today.

Commemorate. The late producer Quincy Jones came from hardship and knew his history, which allowed him to see--and invent--the future of music, Spencer Kornhaber 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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The Case for Gathering on Election Night

Americans may not be in a party mood right now. But the rituals of Election Night can serve a higher civic purpose.

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.


Americans across the country are getting ready to wait.

Knowing the winner of the presidential election by tomorrow night is a real possibility. But the race could also take several days to be called, as it did in 2020, and some House races are likely to take days. In most other modern presidential elections (leaving aside the recount of the  2000 election), news outlets have declared a winner within hours of the polls closing. But in this week's election, the closeness of the race and the popularity of mail-in voting could lead to a longer timeline. Amid all the unknowns, one American tradition may get lost: the social ritual of Election Night.

Over the generations, Election Night has brought Americans together and prepared them to accept the outcome of a race. Many voters missed out on that gathering in 2020, in part because they were in pandemic isolation. And as my colleague Kate Cray wrote at the time, "Watch parties and their kitschy decor don't necessarily fit with an election in which many voters fear the collapse of democracy." A communal gathering was even less appealing to liberals "still traumatized by 2016," Kate noted. This year, Americans of all political loyalties are finding the election anxiety-inducing: A recent survey from the American Psychological Association found that 69 percent of polled adults rated the U.S. presidential election as a significant source of stress, a major jump from 52 percent in 2016 (and a slight bump from 68 percent in 2020).

Still, some Americans are preparing for classic election watch parties at friends' homes or in bars. But this time around, voters' self-preservational instincts are kicking in too. A recent New York magazine roundup of readers' Election Night plans in the Dinner Party newsletter included streaming unrelated television, drinking a lot, and "Embracing the Doom Vibes." For some, prolonged distraction is the move: The cookbook author Alison Roman suggests making a complicated meal. Even party enthusiasts seem wary: In an etiquette guide about how to throw a good Election Night party with guests who have different political views, Town & Country suggested that "hosting a soiree of this nature in 2024 is like setting up a game of croquet on a field of landmines." One host suggested giving guests a "safe word" to avoid conflict.

Election Night was once a ritual that played out in public--generally over the course of several days, Mark Brewin, a media-studies professor at the University of Tulsa and the author of a book on Election Day rituals, told me. A carnival-like atmosphere was the norm: People would gather at the offices of local newspapers to wait for results, and winners' names were projected on walls using "magic lanterns." Fireworks sometimes went off, and bands played. With the popularity of radio and TV in the 20th century, rituals moved farther into private spaces and homes, and results came more quickly. But even as technology improved, "this process is always at the mercy of the race itself," Brewin explained.

Election Night rituals of years past weren't just about celebration. They helped create the social conditions for a peaceful reconciliation after impassioned election cycles, Brewin said. In the 19th century, for example, once an election was called, members of the winning party would hand a "Salt River ticket" to the friends whose candidates lost (Salt River is a real body of water, but in this case, the term referred to a river of tears). The humor of the gesture was its power: It offered people a way to move forward and work together. Such rituals marked the moment when people "stop being partisans and become Americans again," Brewin said.

That concept feels sadly quaint. This week, Americans are bracing for chaos, especially if Donald Trump declares prematurely that he won or attempts to interfere in the results of the race. An election-watch gathering might seem trivial in light of all that. But Americans have always come together to try to make sense of the changes that come with a transfer of power, and doing so is still worthwhile--especially at a time when unifying rituals feel out of reach.

Related:

	Is this the end of the Election Night watch party?
 	How to get through Election Day






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's followers are living in a dark fantasy, Adam Serwer writes.
 	Inside the ruthless, restless final days of Trump's campaign
 	The "blue dot" that could clinch a Harris victory
 	How is it this close?




Today's News

	Vice President Kamala Harris will finish her last day of campaigning in Philadelphia, and Donald Trump will host his last rally in Grand Rapids, Michigan.
 	A Pennsylvania judge ruled that Elon Musk's America PAC can continue with its $1 million daily giveaway through Election Day.
 	Missouri sued the Department of Justice in an effort to block the department from sending federal poll monitors to St. Louis.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores the appliances we've relied on for decades, and those that claim to usher in new ways of living--with varied success.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Jacopin / BSIP / Getty; Velimir Zeland / Shutterstock.



A 'Crazy' Idea for Treating Autoimmune Diseases Might Actually Work

By Sarah Zhang

Lupus, doctors like to say, affects no two patients the same. The disease causes the immune system to go rogue in a way that can strike virtually any organ in the body, but when and where is maddeningly elusive. One patient might have lesions on the face, likened to wolf bites by the 13th-century physician who gave lupus its name. Another patient might have kidney failure. Another, fluid around the lungs. What doctors can say to every patient, though, is that they will have lupus for the rest of their life. The origins of autoimmune diseases like it are often mysterious, and an immune system that sees the body it inhabits as an enemy will never completely relax. Lupus cannot be cured. No autoimmune disease can be cured.
 Two years ago, however, a study came out of Germany that rocked all of these assumptions.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	David Frum: No one has an alibi.
 	Donald Trump's hatred of free speech
 	The shadow over Kamala Harris's campaign
 	The institutions failed.
 	Xi may lose his gamble.
 	Samer Sinijlawi: My hope for Palestine




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Mourn. We'll never get a universal cable, Ian Bogost writes. It's the broken promise of USB-C.

Watch. Kamala Harris made a surprise appearance on Saturday Night Live, but another segment that night made a sharper political point, Amanda Wicks writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

One peek into Americans' mental state on Election Night comes from their orders on food apps. In 2016, Election Night alcohol demand on Postmates was nearly double that of the prior Tuesday--and that demand spiked again at lunchtime the next day. For the delivery app Gopuff, alcohol orders were high on Election Night in 2020--especially champagne and 12-packs of White Claw. And, less festively, orders for Tums and Pepto Bismol rose too. However you pass the time waiting for results this year, I hope you stay healthy.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What to Watch If You Need a Distraction This Week

These six movies and shows provide a thoughtful or hopeful break.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.


The thought of Election Day may bring a twinge of anxiety for some people. "A big event should prompt big feelings," our staff writer Shayla Love recently observed. But waiting for the results also leaves plenty of downtime for many Americans, whose nerves are unlikely to abate until after the race is called. Today, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What should you watch if you're feeling overwhelmed by election anxiety?





What to Watch

Marcel the Shell With Shoes On (streaming on Max)

When thinking of movies that ease my anxiety, election-related or not, this one is a no-brainer. Allow me to introduce you to Marcel, the shell with shoes on, who will likely give you some hope for the future.

In this mockumentary for all ages, Marcel (co-created and voiced by Jenny Slate) faces tough situations with incredible grace--something we could all aim to do right now. He takes care of his grandmother while also looking for the rest of his family and community, who all disappeared one night. But this heartbreaking situation is no match for Marcel's relentless positivity, corny sense of humor, and cheesy-but-adorable observations (for example, he says that a documentary is "like a movie, but nobody has any lines and nobody even knows what it is while they're making it"). And when things don't go his way or he wants to back down, his grandmother steps in to show us where Marcel got his cheerfulness from--and to tell him to be more like Lesley Stahl from 60 Minutes.

-- Mariana Labbate, assistant audience editor



The Verdict (available to rent on YouTube), Darkest Hour (streaming on Netflix)

I should probably recommend something uplifting and funny and distracting, but whenever I feel down or stressed, I return to two rather heavy movies that inspire me. Both of them are about the determination of one person to do the right thing, even when all seems lost.

Start with The Verdict, a 1982 courtroom drama starring Paul Newman as Frank Galvin, a down-and-out lawyer trying to win a medical-malpractice case against a famous Boston hospital. Once a rising legal star, Frank is now just a day-drinking ambulance chaser. But he rediscovers himself--and his sense of justice--as he fights the hospital and its evil white-shoe law firm.

After that, watch Darkest Hour, in which Winston Churchill--magnificently portrayed by Gary Oldman--fights to save Western civilization during the terrifying days around the time of the fall of France in 1940. The United Kingdom stands alone as British politicians around Churchill urge him to make a deal with Hitler. Instead, the prime minister rallies the nation to stand and fight.

No matter what happens on Election Day, both movies will remind you that every one of us can make a difference each day if we stay true to our moral compass.

-- Tom Nichols, staff writer



Outrageous Fortune (available to rent on YouTube)

Bette Midler and Shelley Long star in this campy 1987 flick, which starts out as a satire of the New York theater scene before escalating into a buddy comedy slash action thriller (with a healthy dose of girl-power revenge).

Some scenes haven't aged all that well. But the dynamic between the two stars as they careen into truly absurd situations is winning enough to carry the film. To keep track of who is who--and who mustn't be trusted--you will need to put down your phone and focus (doubly true because some elements of the plot are slightly underbaked). The blend of slapstick antics and pulpy suspense should help take your mind off the race, as will the costume jewelry, shots of 1980s New York, Shakespeare references, and explosions. Through the plot's various twists and turns, one takeaway is clear: The power of dance should never be underestimated. This movie may not exactly restore anyone's faith in humanity, but it will definitely help pass the time as you wait for results to roll in.

-- Lora Kelley, associate editor



The Hunt for Red October (streaming on Max)

There are three movies I'll watch at the drop of a hat: Arrival, a genre-bender in which Amy Adams plays a linguist who learns to speak backwards and forward in time; The Devil Wears Prada, as long as we skip through the scenes with Andy's annoying friends; and the Cold War underwater thriller The Hunt for Red October. I consider all three films a balm in anxious times, but this week, I'm setting sail with Sean Connery and Alec Baldwin.

Maybe because I write about war, I don't consider a plotline centered on the threat of nuclear Armageddon an unusually nerve-racking experience. This movie transports me. The script is as tight as the hull of a Typhoon-class submarine. James Earl Jones is near perfect as an admiral turned CIA honcho. Baldwin was super hot then. And a bonus: The supporting performances by Scott Glenn, Courtney B. Vance, Sam Neill, and Tim Curry (Tim Curry!) are some of the most memorable of their careers. (Fight me.) If you haven't seen this movie, treat yourself--if only for the opening minutes, so you can hear Connery, in Edinburgh-tinged Russian, proclaim morning in Murmansk to be "Cold ... and hard."

-- Shane Harris, staff writer



How I Met Your Mother (streaming on Netflix and Hulu)

The right sitcom can cure just about anything. If you, like me, somehow missed out on watching How I Met Your Mother when it first aired, it's the perfect show to transport you back to a not-so-distant past when TV still had laugh tracks and politics was ... not this. For the uninitiated, the series is exactly what it sounds like, featuring a dorky romantic named Ted as he tells his kids the seemingly interminable story of, well, how he met their mother.

The roughly 20-minute episodes are both goofy and endearing. Although the plot, which follows Ted and his four best friends, centers on the characters' romantic entanglements, the story is fundamentally about friendship. As Kevin Craft wrote in The Atlantic in the run-up to the series finale, the show's unstated mantra is "We're all in this together." Over the next few days, this is perhaps the most important thing we can remember.

-- Lila Shroff, assistant editor



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Throw out your black plastic spatula.
 	A future without Hezbollah
 	What Orwell didn't anticipate




The Week Ahead 

	Heretic, a horror-thriller film starring Hugh Grant, about a man who traps two young missionaries in a deadly game inside his house (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 4 of Outer Banks, a series about a group of teenagers hunting for treasure (part two premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	You Can't Please All, a memoir by Tariq Ali about how his years of political activism shaped his life (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Why You Might Need an Adventure

By Arthur C. Brooks

Almost everyone knows the first line of Herman Melville's 1851 masterpiece Moby-Dick: "Call me Ishmael." Fewer people may remember what comes next--which might just be some of the best advice ever given to chase away a bit of depression:
 "Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet ... then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Making new friends is tough. The Golden Bachelorette understands why.
 	The celebrities are saying the loud part quietly.
 	MomTok is the apotheosis of 21st-century womanhood.
 	Eight nonfiction books that will frighten you
 	"Dear James": My colleague repeats herself constantly.
 	Conclave is a crowd-pleaser about the papacy.




Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	A brief history of Trump's violent remarks
 	Trump suggests training guns on Liz Cheney's face.
 	The Democratic theory of winning with less




Photo Album


A competitor paddles in a giant hollowed-out pumpkin at the yearly pumpkin regatta in Belgium. (Bart Biesemans / Reuters)



Check out these photos of people around the world dressing up in Halloween costumes and celebrating the holiday with contests, parades, 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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When Fancy Appliances Fall Short

Reassessing the tools we've long relied on, and the ones that claim to improve our lives

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.


You know America's most controversial appliance when you hear it: The leaf blower is loud, it's messy, and it's a hazard to the environment. But Ian Bogost recently argued that we're thinking about leaf blowers all wrong: "Excessive use of blowers, not the tools themselves, should be taken as the villain here," he wrote. A full ban on the appliance is impossible as long as yards are part of American life, so limiting its use would be the best path forward.

Today's newsletter explores the appliances we've relied on for decades, and those that claim to usher in new ways of living--with varied success.

On Our Appliances

A Defense of the Leaf Blower

By Ian Bogost

Reassessing America's most hated appliance

Read the article.

A $700 Kitchen Tool That's Meant to Be Seen, Not Used

By Ellen Cushing

KitchenAid's newest stand mixer seems like a great appliance--for people who don't actually bake.

Read the article.

The Microwave Makes No Sense

By Jacob Sweet

Every kitchen appliance is getting smart--except one.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Your TV is too good for you: 4K resolution is a sham, Ian Bogost argues.
 	KitchenAid did it right 87 years ago: Modern appliances are rarely built to last. They could learn something from the KitchenAid stand mixer, Anna Kramer argues.




Other Diversions

	The silliest, sexiest show of the year
 	Why you might need an adventure
 	Why are baseball players always eating?




P.S.


Courtesy of John Ambrose



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. John Ambrose, 72, wrote that he took this photo "looking due west from my front door in Glastonbury, CT. The sky kept changing and went from an orange to a deep pink."  

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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What Trump Sees Coming

At one of his final dystopian rodeos, the former president hinted at 2025 and beyond.

by John Hendrickson




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


Maybe it was always building to this: thousands of people singing and dancing to "Macho Man," some sporting neon safety vests, others in actual trash bags, a symbolic expression of solidarity with their authoritarian hero whose final week on the campaign trail has revolved around the word garbage.


Where will the MAGA movement go from here? Trump had an answer last night, at least for the short term. He wasn't telegraphing an Election Day victory--he was preparing, once again, to label his opponents "cheaters" and to challenge a potential defeat.

The evening's host, Tucker Carlson, said that for most of his life as a journalist, he'd imagined that one would have to be "bereft of a soul" to stand onstage and support a politician. "And here I am with a full-throated, utterly sincere endorsement of Donald Trump."

On with the show.

As I wandered around Desert Diamond Arena, in Glendale, Arizona, last night, this iteration of Trumpism felt slightly different, if not wholly novel. Nine years ago, Trump held one of his first MAGA rallies not far from this venue. "Donald Trump Defiantly Rallies a New 'Silent Majority' in a Visit to Arizona" read a New York Times headline from July 11, 2015. Charlie Kirk, one of last night's warm-up speakers, put it thusly: "This state helped launch the movement that has swept the globe." All of the elements Trump needed to stoke the fire back then were still here last night: the Mexican border debate, inflamed racial tensions, metastasizing political extremism. Trump's movement has grown, and his red MAGA hat has become a cultural touchstone. As the Arizona sun set, though, his nearly decade-long campaign of fear and despotism also had a surprising air of denouement.

Trump told Carlson he doesn't like to look back. But last night, as he rambled (and rambled), he was sporadically reflective about all that had led to this point in his life. Trump sat in a leather chair with just a handheld mic--no teleprompter, no notes. He mostly ignored Carlson's questions and instead tossed out ideas at random--what he calls "the weave." In reality, it's less lucid than he believes; more of a zigzag across years of personal triumphs and troubles. Remember "Russia, Russia, Russia"? Remember the "China virus"? Remember the time he courageously pardoned Scooter Libby? Remember how good he used to be at firing people on The Apprentice? Remember the crowd at that one Alabama rally? All of this, in his mind, amounted to something akin to a closing argument.

The event was a hurricane-relief benefit billed as Tucker Carlson Live With Special Guest Donald J. Trump. But Carlson barely spoke. Instead, he sat back in his own chair, occasionally picking at his fingers, looking somewhat mystified that this was where he'd ended up in his career, hosting Inside the Authoritarian's Studio. He had taken the stage to the sounds of Kid Rock, but he looked as preppy as ever in a navy blazer, a gingham shirt, a striped tie, and khakis. He insisted, twice, that he had bent the knee to Donald Trump without shame. Trump, he marveled, had shown him what a sham D.C. was. He lamented how those inside the Beltway treated Trump "like he was a dangerous freak, like he'd just escaped from the state mental institution."

Carlson has grown more radical since Fox News fired him. Last night, he claimed, for instance, that the CIA and the FBI have been working with the Democratic Party to take Trump down. He implied that funding for Ukraine isn't going to the military but is instead lining the pockets of the Washington elite: "Have you been to McLean recently?"

The man he unabashedly endorsed, meanwhile, again spoke of "the enemy within," and attacked the enemy of the people (the media). Trump once again demeaned his opponent, Vice President Kamala Harris, as a "low-IQ individual" and "dumb as a rock." He claimed that members of the January 6 "unselect committee" had burned, destroyed, and deleted all the evidence it had collected because, in the end, they found out that Nancy Pelosi was at fault (this bit was especially hard to follow). He called for enlisting the "radical war hawk" Liz Cheney into combat: "Let's put her with a rifle standing there with nine barrels shooting at her, okay? Let's see how she feels about it, you know, when the guns are trained on her face."

Trump blew some of his usual autocratic dog whistles, saying, for instance, that anyone who burns an American flag should be sentenced to a year in prison. He suggested that loyalists and extremists will fill his next administration, should it exist. He implied that he'd bring in Elon Musk to find ways to slash the federal budget, and let Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a vaccine skeptic and a conspiracy theorist, examine public-health matters. "He can do anything he wants," Trump said of Kennedy.

But perhaps the most meaningful moment of the night was when Trump said matter-of-factly that he won't run for president again. He instead hinted that his vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, will be a top 2028 contender. Win or lose, this was it, his last dystopian rodeo. Trump spoke almost wistfully about suddenly approaching the end of his never-ending rally tour. He sounded like a kid moving to a new neighborhood and a new middle school. He told his friends he'd miss them. "We'll meet, but it'll be different," he said. He was in no rush to leave the stage.

The big question going into Tuesday's election is whether the MAGA movement will fizzle out should Trump lose. Although Trump himself seems more exhausted than usual these days, his supporters are as fired up as ever. "Fight! Fight! Fight!" chants-- a reference to Trump's now-infamous response to the July attempt on his life--broke out among the crowd as people waited to pass through Secret Service checkpoints. I passed a man in a brown wig, a pink blazer, and a green top that read Kamala Toe, the words gesturing toward his crotch. I saw a woman wearing gold Trump-branded sneakers, and many people with Musk's Dark MAGA hat. The latter seemed particularly notable: In addition to getting behind Vance, Trump might be inclined to pass the torch to another nonpolitician--namely, someone like Musk.

For now, though, Trump is returning to his conspiratorial election denialism. Four years ago, he tried to undermine the results in Arizona, Georgia, and other states. Last night, he singled out Pennsylvania. (A day earlier, his campaign had filed a lawsuit in the state, alleging voter suppression.) "It's hard to believe I'm winning, it seems by a lot, if they don't cheat too much," he said, alleging malfeasance in York and Lancaster counties. Whether he succeeds or fails, the detritus that Trump has left behind will likely linger. "Look around, Mr. President, because there's a lot of garbage here!" Charlie Kirk said earlier in the night. "Go to the polls on Tuesday and make sure that we all ride that big garbage truck to Washington, D.C.," Kennedy, who was one of the warm-up speakers, implored.

Trump, though, opined with uncharacteristic nostalgia: "When I was a young guy, I loved--I always loved the whole thing, the concept of the history and all of the things that can happen." He sounded fleetingly earnest. He has undoubtedly cemented his place in history. Or, as Carlson put it earlier in the night: "Almost 10 years later, he has completely transformed the country and the world."

Related:

	Trump suggests training guns on Liz Cheney's face.
 	A brief history of Trump's violent remarks




Today's News

	The White House altered its transcript of President Joe Biden's call with Latino activists, during which official stenographers recorded that Biden called Trump supporters "garbage," according to the Associated Press. The White House denied that Biden had been referring to Trump voters.
 	During a meeting in Moscow, North Korea's foreign minister pledged to support Russia until it wins the war against Ukraine.
 	The price of Donald Trump's social-media stock fell another 14 percent today, amounting to a loss of more than 40 percent over three days.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Although AI regulation is the rare issue that Trump and Harris actually agree on, partisanship threatens to halt years of bipartisan momentum, Damon Beres writes.
 	The Books Briefing: These books are must-reads for Americans before Election Day, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	MAGA is tripping.
 	Five of the election's biggest unanswered questions
 	The Georgia chemical disaster is a warning.
 	The five best books to read before an election




Evening Read


Illustration by Katie Martin



This Might Be a Turning Point for Child-Free Voters

By Faith Hill

When Shannon Coulter first started listening to Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear's speech at the Democratic National Convention in August, she thought it seemed fairly standard. "All women," he said, "should have the freedom to make their own decisions, freedom over their own bodies, freedom about whether to pursue IVF." But then he said something that she rarely hears from political leaders: Women should also have "freedom about whether to have children at all." Beshear was recognizing that some Americans simply don't want to be parents, Coulter, the president of the political-advocacy nonprofit Grab Your Wallet, told me. And that handful of words meant a great deal to her as a child-free person, someone who's chosen not to have kids. "People are just looking," she said, "for even the thinnest scraps of acknowledgment."


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Robert Viglasky / Disney / Hulu



Watch. Rivals (streaming on Hulu) is the silliest, sexiest show of the year, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Listen. We Live Here Now, a podcast by Lauren Ober and Hanna Rosin, who found out that their new neighbors were supporting January 6 insurrectionists.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Culture-War Test for AI

Do both candidates secretly agree on the technology?

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Did someone forward you this newsletter? Sign up here.

You might think, given the extreme pronouncements that are regularly voiced by Silicon Valley executives, that AI would be a top issue for Kamala Harris and Donald Trump. Tech titans have insisted that AI will change everything--perhaps the nature of work most of all. Truck drivers and lawyers alike may see aspects of their profession automated before long. But although Harris and Trump have had a lot to say about jobs and the economy, they haven't spoken much on the campaign trail about AI.

As my colleague Matteo Wong wrote yesterday, that may be because this is the rare issue that the two actually agree on. Presidential administrations have steadily built AI policy since the Barack Obama years; Trump and Joe Biden both worked "to grow the federal government's AI expertise, support private-sector innovation, establish standards for the technology's safety and reliability, lead international conversations on AI, and prepare the American workforce for potential automation," Matteo writes.

But there is a wrinkle. Trump and his surrogates have recently lashed out against supposedly "woke" and "Radical Leftwing" AI policies supported by the Biden administration--even though those policies directly echo executive orders on the technology that Trump signed himself. Partisanship threatens to halt years of bipartisan momentum, though there's still a chance that reason will prevail.




Illustration by The Atlantic



Something That Both Candidates Secretly Agree On

By Matteo Wong

If the presidential election has provided relief from anything, it has been the generative-AI boom. Neither Kamala Harris nor Donald Trump has made much of the technology in their public messaging, and they have not articulated particularly detailed AI platforms. Bots do not seem to rank among the economy, immigration, abortion rights, and other issues that can make or break campaigns.

But don't be fooled. Americans are very invested, and very worried, about the future of artificial intelligence. Polling consistently shows that a majority of adults from both major parties support government regulation of AI, and that demand for regulation might even be growing. Efforts to curb AI-enabled disinformation, fraud, and privacy violations, as well as to support private-sector innovation, are under way at the state and federal levels. Widespread AI policy is coming, and the next president may well steer its direction for years to come.

Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	The slop candidate: "In his own way, Trump has shown us all the limits of artificial intelligence," Charlie Warzel writes.


	The near future of deepfakes just got way clearer: "India's election was ripe for a crisis of AI misinformation," Nilesh Christopher wrote in June. "It didn't happen."




P.S.

Speaking of election madness, many people will be closely watching the results not just because they're anxious about the future of the republic but also because they have a ton of money on the line. "On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election," my colleague Lila Shroff wrote in a story for The Atlantic yesterday. So-called prediction markets "sometimes describe themselves as 'truth machines,'" Lila writes. "But that's a challenging role to assume when Americans can't agree on what the basic truth even is."

-- Damon
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What Americans Should Read Before the Election

Alexei Navalny's memoir, in particular, reminds readers how crucial the freedoms to vote and dissent are.

by Boris Kachka


The Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny, right, makes a V sign for the media in court in Moscow on March 30, 2017. (Evgeny Feldman / AP)



This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

If I were to assign one book to every American voter this week, it would be Alexei Navalny's Patriot. Half memoir, half prison diary, it testifies to the brutal treatment of the Russian dissident, who died in a Siberian prison last February. Still, as my colleague Gal Beckerman noted last week in The Atlantic, the writing is surprisingly funny. Navalny laid down his life for his principles, but his sardonic good humor makes his heroism feel more attainable--and more real. His account also helps clarify the stakes of our upcoming election, featuring a Republican candidate who has promised to take revenge on "the enemy from within."

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The virtue of being forgotten
 	The writer who understood the true nature of obsession
 	The genius of Handel's Messiah
 	Eight nonfiction books that will frighten you


Now, if I had enough time to assign voters a full syllabus, Ben Jacobs's new list of books to read before Election Day would be the perfect starting point. Literature on campaigns of the past offers a "well-adjusted alternative" to doomscrolling or poll-refreshing, Jacobs writes, recommending five works that put the madness into much-needed perspective--including H. L. Mencken's account of a raucous Democratic convention; Hunter S. Thompson on fear, loathing, and Richard Nixon; and a deep dive into the chaotic 2020 presidential transition.

Navalny's memoir takes place under a very different political system, but it, too, covers presidential campaigns, including his own attempt to challenge Russian President Vladimir Putin (Navalny was ultimately barred from running), as well as plenty of other chaotic leadership transitions (from Mikhail Gorbachev to Boris Yeltsin to Putin). These are not the convulsions of a mature democracy--today, Putin rules as a dictator--but in Navalny's unrelenting good nature, there are glimpses of what a Russian democratic leader might look like. (He might be a Rick and Morty fan; he might build a functional legal system.) Embedded in this martyr's story--what Beckerman calls "the passion of Navalny"--is the tragedy of a world power that missed the chance to build the kind of open society Americans now take for granted at their peril.

The most fundamental freedom of an open society may be the right to vote, even when, as in the United States, the choice is constrained by a two-party system and the rules of the Electoral College. In a perfect world, perhaps a protest vote wouldn't be a wasted one, as Beckerman noted in another story this week; a ballot wouldn't count more in Pennsylvania than in New York; a presidential choice wouldn't have to be binary. But Patriot reminded me that Navalny also voted--knowing it was futile. He tried to run for office, knowing he'd be punished for it. And he kept speaking out from prison, knowing he would likely die for it. He did these things out of optimism. He thought his country would one day be free: "Russia will be happy!" he declared at the end of a speech during one of his many show trials. If he could believe that, then Americans, whose rights are more secure but not necessarily guaranteed, can be optimistic enough to vote.






A Dissident Is Built Different

By Gal Beckerman

How did Alexei Navalny stand up to a totalitarian regime?

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Red Parts, by Maggie Nelson

In 2005, Nelson published the poetry collection Jane: A Murder, which focuses on the then-unsolved murder of her aunt Jane Mixer 36 years before, and the pain of a case in limbo. This nonfiction companion, published two years later, deals with the fallout of the unexpected discovery and arrest of a suspect thanks to a new DNA match. Nelson's exemplary prose style mixes pathos with absurdity ("Where I imagined I might find the 'face of evil,'" she writes of Mixer's killer, "I am finding the face of Elmer Fudd"), and conveys how this break upends everything she believed about Mixer, the case, and the legal system. Nelson probes still-open questions instead of arriving at anything remotely like "closure," and the way she continues to ask them makes The Red Parts stand out. -- Sarah Weinman

From our list: Eight nonfiction books that will frighten you





Out Next Week

? Carson the Magnificent, by Bill Zehme

? Lincoln vs. Davis: The War of the Presidents, by Nigel Hamilton


? Letters, by Oliver Sacks




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Ben Jones. Sources: Hulton Archive / Getty; Win McNamee / Getty; University of Texas at Dallas.



What Orwell Didn't Anticipate

By Megan Garber

"Use clear language" cannot be our guide when clarity itself can be so elusive. Our words have not been honed into oblivion--on the contrary, new ones spring to life with giddy regularity--but they fail, all too often, in the same ways Newspeak does: They limit political possibilities, rather than expand them. They cede to cynicism. They saturate us in uncertainty. The words might mean what they say. They might not. They might describe shared truths; they might manipulate them. Language, the connective tissue of the body politic--that space where the collective "we" matters so much--is losing its ability to fulfill its most basic duty: to communicate. To correlate. To connect us to the world, and to one another.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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17 <em>Atlantic</em> Covers From Different Presidential Elections

These covers offer a window into the unique and enduring ideas of each electoral era.

by Shan Wang




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea.


This year's presidential election is the 60th in the history of the United States. The Atlantic has for 42 of those election cycles published stories examining the fitness of candidates to serve, the inclinations of the voting public to vote, and the sturdiness of our democratic institutions to carry on. Our magazine's covers in October and November of presidential-election years offer windows into the unique--or uniquely persistent--national anxieties of each electoral era.

One cover story from our archives imagined a hypothetical Inauguration Day on which, "for the first time in history, the Inaugural stand has been built on the West Front of the Capitol," but by noon in D.C., "there is no new President--none of the candidates carried a majority of the electoral vote on November 4." That was Laurence H. Tribe and Thomas M. Rollins writing in The Atlantic in October 1980, in a story titled "Deadlock" (to be clear, on the actual 1981 Inauguration Day, Ronald Reagan was sworn in, having defeated the incumbent Jimmy Carter in a landslide the previous November).

Voters on the margins have been a regular subject of study in The Atlantic. "Between campaigns Smith is open-minded on all matters affecting the body politic," Meredith Nicholson wrote in an October 1920 essay outlining debates he, a Democrat, had been having with his friend Smith, a Republican, about whom to vote for in the upcoming presidential election. But "party loyalty is one of the most powerful factors in the operation of our democracy," Nicholson noted. "If Smith, in his new mood of independence, votes for Mr. Cox, and I, not a little bitter that my party in these eight years has failed to meet my hopes for it, vote for Mr. Harding, which of us, I wonder, will best serve America?"

Politics is a consistent presence, but not all of our fall covers from those years exclusively concerned the election. November 1976, for instance, led with the culture critic Benjamin DeMott's spirited exploration of the state of the American family. November 1964 contained a special supplement on ... the country of Canada; the month before, however, The Atlantic made its second-ever presidential endorsement. These days, the months surrounding an election pose a particular challenge for our print team: The November issue of the magazine appears on newsstands after the election, but goes to the printers before it takes place.

In many election years, including the present one, we sought lessons from American history. Our November 1988 issue mounted a robust defense for the teaching of American history--history, not just civics lessons, or facts about American government. "The chances for democratic principles to survive such crises depend upon the number of citizens who remember how free societies have responded to crises in the past, how free societies have acted to defend themselves in, and emerge from, the bad times. Why have some societies fallen and others stood fast?" the historian Paul Gagnon wrote, in a cover story titled "Why Study History?" 

So spend a moment today with history: Below is a selection of 17 Atlantic covers from election years spanning two centuries. If you'd like to read more, you can browse our entire collection of issues online here, dating back to November 1857.



November 2024






November 2020






November 2016






October 2012






November 2004






October 2004






November 2000






November 1992






November 1988






October 1980






November 1976






November 1968






November 1964






October 1964






November 1940






October 1920






October 1860






Looking for weekend reads? Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Schools Without ChatGPT Plagiarism

A robust honor code--and abundant institutional resources--can make a difference.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Did someone forward you this newsletter? Sign up here.


Among the most tangible and immediate effects of the generative-AI boom has been a total upending of English classes. On November 30, 2022, the release of ChatGPT offered a tool that could write at least reasonably well for students--and by all accounts, the plagiarism began the next day and hasn't stopped since.

But there are at least two American colleges that ChatGPT hasn't ruined, according to a new article for The Atlantic by Tyler Austin Harper: Haverford College (Harper's alma mater) and nearby Bryn Mawr. Both are small, private liberal-arts colleges governed by the honor code--students are trusted to take unproctored exams or even bring tests home. At Haverford, none of the dozens of students Harper spoke with "thought AI cheating was a substantial problem at the school," he wrote. "These interviews were so repetitive, they almost became boring."

Both Haverford and Bryn Mawr are relatively wealthy and small, meaning students have access to office hours, therapists, a writing center, and other resources when they struggle with writing--not the case for, say, students at many state universities or parents squeezing in online classes between work shifts. Even so, money can't substitute for culture: A spike in cheating recently led Stanford to end a century of unproctored exams, for instance. "The decisive factor" for schools in the age of ChatGPT "seems to be whether a university's honor code is deeply woven into the fabric of campus life," Harper writes, "or is little more than a policy slapped on a website."




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. 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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	AI cheating is getting worse: "At the start of the third year of AI college, the problem seems as intractable as ever," Ian Bogost wrote in August.
 	A chatbot is secretly doing my job: "Does it matter that I, a professional writer and editor, now secretly have a robot doing part of my job?" Ryan Bradley asks.




P.S.

With Halloween less than a week away, you may be noticing some startlingly girthy pumpkins. In fact, giant pumpkins have been getting more gargantuan for years--the largest ever, named Michael Jordan, set the world record for heaviest pumpkin in 2023, at 2,749 pounds. Nobody knows what the upper limit is, my colleague Yasmin Tayag reports in a delightful article this week.

-- Matteo
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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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                [image: A 16-foot-tall sculpture shaped like a human hand with a face stands on a rooftop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 16-foot-tall hand sculpture named Quasi stands perched on its fingertips atop the roof of an art gallery in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person looks out of a restaurant door at a large sculpture of the head of an astronaut appearing to emerge from the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man looks out from a container restaurant near an art sculpture depicting a sleeping Chinese astronaut in the Songzhuang art district in eastern Beijing, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view of a pygmy hippopotamus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pygmy hippo named Toni dives in her pool at the Zoological Garden in Berlin on October 29, 2024.
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                A dog dressed as a ghost participates in a pet Halloween-costume competition in Lima, Peru, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A small tree in a shopping district appears to have two large glowing eyes in it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tree with "eyes" makes an appearance at the Lei Street cultural and creative district in Hefei, Anhui province, China, on October 28, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Zuo Dongchen / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A steep snow-covered mountain stands in the background with autumn-colored trees in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Larch trees are seen in front of the Matterhorn on an autumn day in Zermatt, Switzerland, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands next to a large American flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An attendee stands next to an American flag before a rally held by Democratic presidential nominee U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris, at Coastal Credit Union Music Park at Walnut Creek, in Raleigh, North Carolina, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A worker closes a truck holding election equipment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At a warehouse in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, on October 29, 2024, a worker closes a truck holding election equipment and supplies to be distributed to polling locations in Bucks County.
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                Fans Austin Capobianco (left) and John Peter (right) interfere with Mookie Betts of the Los Angeles Dodgers as he attempts to catch a fly ball in foul territory during the first inning of Game Four of the 2024 World Series against the New York Yankees at Yankee Stadium on October 29, 2024. The play resulted in an out, and the two fans were ejected from the stadium and banned from attending the following game.
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                [image: A man smiles and lifts his son up, celebrating while standing in front of a projected screen showing a baseball player.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misael Morales celebrates with his son Sebastian in East L.A. after the Los Angeles Dodgers defeated the New York Yankees 7-6 in Game 5 to win the World Series on October 30, 2024, in Los Angeles, California. Morales projected the game onto a water tower from his home for members of the community.
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                [image: A soccer player warms up for a game, as a wet ball spins in the air nearby, throwing off curving streams of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tottenham Hotspur's Welsh striker Brennan Johnson warms up ahead of the English Premier League football match between Crystal Palace and Tottenham Hotspur at Selhurst Park in south London on October 27, 2024.
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                Robots compete in a soccer game in Qingdao in eastern China's Shandong province on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person leaps in the air while holding a hobby horse between their legs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A competitor takes part in the Hortobagy Hobby Horse Cup in Tiszafured, Hungary, on October 26, 2024. More than 100 competitors of all ages participated in the event to race and show off their steeds made from a long stick attached to a horse's head made of wood or other material.
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                [image: A girl stands in a grassy field, holding her arms up toward an octopus-shaped kite.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl plays with a kite at the 30th Cape Town International Kite Festival, part of an awareness campaign and fundraiser for World Mental Health Day, in South Africa, on October 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Esa Alexander / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A flock of birds flies past a low sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migratory birds fly in the Linhuai section of the Hongze Lake Wetland National Nature Reserve in Suqian, Jiangsu province, China, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person takes a photograph of a sculpture shaped like a fanciful rocket ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The work "Odyssey," by Clayton Blake, is seen in Bondi as part of the annual Sculpture by the Sea exhibition in Sydney, Australia, on October 28, 2024. Made of stainless steel, the sculpture is said to celebrate the "human spirit and our deep-seated desire for exploration, discovery, travel, and adventure."
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                [image: A Palestinian boy wrapped in a blanket keeps warm next to a fire atop rubble.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian boy keeps warm next to a fire as he stands on the rubble of a building in the Bureij camp for Palestinian refugees in the central Gaza Strip on October 26, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas.
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                Cars are piled in a street with other debris after flash floods hit the Sedavi area of Valencia, Spain, on October 30, 2024. Spanish authorities said that more than 150 people had died after flash flooding followed heavy rainfall.
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                [image: Half a dozen cars sit in a line after a flood, resting with their rear wheels on top of the car behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents walk near piled-up cars following flooding in Picanya, near Valencia, Spain, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two people kneel down to place candles on a tomb, surrounded by floodwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On October 31, 2024, women place candles on the half-submerged tomb of family members at flood-prone Holy Spirit Memorial Park in Masantol, Pampanga province, Philippines, after heavy rains from the recent tropical storm Trami, ahead of All Saints Day.
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                [image: People walk and drive across an uneven flood-damaged road bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A week after Hurricane Oscar hit the town of Imias in Guantanamo province, Cuba, people walk across a bridge damaged by the cyclone, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: Kids sit on the shore near a damaged bus that ran off a road onto the beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kids sit on the shore near a bus that ran off a road onto the beach in the Pocitos neighborhood in Montevideo, Uruguay, on October 26, 2024. At least 15 people were injured, and the cause of the accident is still being investigated.
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                [image: A guide leads his horse in front of the Giza pyramids, framed by a gap in an art installation made up of interlinked round lenses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A guide leads his horse in front of the installation titled "I See I See" by visual artist Federica Di Carlo, during the "Forever Is Now" contemporary art exhibition at the Giza Pyramids, on the outskirts of Cairo, Egypt, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: A shopkeeper's face is surrounded by decorations and lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shopkeeper sells decorations and lights ahead of the Hindu festival of Diwali, in New Delhi, India, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person wears a Catrina costume, including an ornamental headpiece and detailed skull makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed up as Catrinas take part in the Mega Parade of Catrinas 2024, on the occasion of Day of the Dead celebrations, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: People look at a display outside a cathedral featuring half a dozen large skeleton figures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors enjoy a Day of the Dead display honoring the late Mexican director Roberto Gomez Bolanos, outside the cathedral in Santiago, Nuevo Leon state, Mexico, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: Autumn colors on display along a section of the Great Wall of China]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Autumn colors on display at the Mutianyu section of the Great Wall of China, seen on October 29, 2024, in Beijing
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                [image: A few dozen men looking variously like Santa Claus stand together holding diplomas.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Graduates from Brazil's School of Santa Claus sing as they pose for a picture after their graduation ceremony at the Calouste Gulbekian Arts Center, in the city center of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on October 29, 2024.
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                [image: People dance with fire while wearing Pagan costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers take part in a procession as part of the Samhuinn Fire Festival in Edinburgh, Scotland, on October 31, 2024. The Samhuinn Fire Festival is a modern take on an ancient Celtic festival, marking the transition between summer and winter with fire-dancing, drums, acrobatics, and theater performances.
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                [image: A man is silhouetted on a hill as the sun sets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man stands on a hill as the sun sets at Olympic Park in Munich, Germany, on October 29, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Matthias Schrader / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of thousands of solar panels arranged in rows across a flat desert area, with mountains in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial photo shows the vast Shichengzi Photovoltaic Industrial Park in Hami, Xinjiang province, China, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Many rows of grape vines in autumnal colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vineyards in autumnal colors, seen in Mundelsheim, Germany, on October 28, 2024
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                [image: Hundreds of people march in a protest along a road through farm fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous people take part in a protest against the construction of a Templo Santa Muerte in Cantel, Guatemala, on October 26, 2024. Thousands of indigenous Mayan people in Guatemala rejected the construction of a Santa Muerte prayer center, allegedly financed by gang members imprisoned in a local jail.
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                [image: A fallen leaf, covered in raindrops]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fallen leaf, covered in raindrops, seen on the ground in Berlin's Kreuzberg district on October 29, 2024
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                [image: A person sits in a small lakeside gazebo, surrounded by colorful trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sits beside the Central Park Lake, in front of trees turning color as the sun rises on October 28, 2024, in New York City.
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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/2024/11/photos-of-the-week-beach-bus-ghost-dog-celtic-fire/680481/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Notes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  feed_5/article_0/images/img1_u3.jpg
@><\





feed_6/article_9/images/img1_u48.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img30.jpg





feed_5/article_1/images/img1_u8.jpg





cover.jpg
TheAtlantic.com

Thu, 07 Nov 2024





feed_5/article_3/images/img22.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img2_u6.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img3_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img19.jpg





feed_15/article_11/images/img2_u14.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img6.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img1_u6.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img33.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img31.jpg





feed_15/article_7/images/img2_u13.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img18.jpg





feed_15/article_7/images/img1_u71.jpg
-

&






feed_5/article_3/images/img26.jpg





feed_15/article_11/images/img1_u36.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img14.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img8.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img4_u2.jpg





feed_15/article_6/images/img2_u10.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img29.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img15_u1.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img13.jpg





feed_15/article_6/images/img1_u44.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img9.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img23.jpg





feed_15/article_3/images/img1_u64.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img35.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img7_u2.jpg





feed_15/article_3/images/img2_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img34.jpg





feed_15/article_3/images/img3_u8.jpg





feed_0/article_20/images/img1_u39.jpg





feed_0/article_21/images/img1_u73.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img25.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img24.jpg





feed_15/article_6/images/img3_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_9/images/img1_u29.jpg





feed_15/article_5/images/img2_u8.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img21.jpg





feed_15/article_4/images/img1_u42.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img32.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img27.jpg





feed_15/article_4/images/img2_u12.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img10_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_4/images/img3_u11.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img16_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_8/images/img1_u25.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img5_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_8/images/img2_u4.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img28.jpg





feed_15/article_8/images/img3_u10.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img12_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_5/images/img1_u4.png
.






feed_5/article_3/images/img17.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img11_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_22/images/img1_u5.jpg





feed_0/article_24/images/img1_u58.jpg





feed_0/article_12/images/img3.jpg





feed_0/article_12/images/img1_u49.jpg





feed_0/article_12/images/img2_u11.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img4_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_2/images/img1_u27.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img5_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img6_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_2/images/img3_u12.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img3_u5.jpg





feed_15/article_2/images/img2.png





feed_15/article_9/images/img6_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img1_u52.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img2_u1.jpg
1He
e TRITH.





feed_15/article_9/images/img8_u2.jpg
wAlantic Monthly
What

Global Language

triumph
of English

i WALLRAFF





feed_0/article_14/images/img1_u56.jpg





feed_0/article_3/images/img1_u67.jpg





feed_0/article_16/images/img1_u47.jpg





feed_15/article_10/images/img1_u18.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img2_u9.jpg





feed_0/article_19/images/img1_u23.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img20.jpg





feed_5/article_3/images/img1_u59.jpg





feed_15/article_10/images/img2_u2.png





feed_0/article_23/images/img1_u61.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img1_u38.jpg
* Kk k.
X" e BT
- a = - = s

(***—A. g





feed_15/article_9/images/img15.jpg
“Atlantic |






feed_3/article_0/images/img1_u30.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img7_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img13_u1.jpg





feed_3/article_6/images/img1_u60.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img9_u1.jpg
Atlantic

" L /HoMAS
JEFFERSON
ANDTHE
CHARACTER
ISSUE






feed_15/article_9/images/img11.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img12.jpg





feed_5/article_2/images/img1_u50.jpg





feed_0/article_8/images/img1_u13.jpg
%:e-s{'l wm





feed_15/article_9/images/img18_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_4/images/img1_u16.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img4_u3.jpg
Atlantic

HOW

SOCIAL
MEDIA GOT
WEAPONIZED






feed_3/article_7/images/img1_u2.png





feed_15/article_9/images/img3_u9.jpg





feed_0/article_5/images/img1_u65.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img14_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_2/images/img1_u2.jpg
®
$
00§ @ .






feed_0/article_10/images/img1_u15.jpg





mastheadImage.jpg
TheAtlantic.com





feed_14/article_0/images/img1_u22.jpg





feed_3/article_2/images/img1_u69.jpg





feed_0/article_13/images/img1_u32.jpg





feed_3/article_1/images/img1_u37.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img1_u21.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img17_u1.jpg
T

ATLANTIC

MONTHLY






feed_0/article_11/images/img3_u7.jpg





feed_0/article_11/images/img1_u19.jpg





feed_3/article_5/images/img1_u66.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img16.jpg





feed_0/article_11/images/img2_u5.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img1_u35.jpg





feed_3/article_3/images/img1_u40.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img10.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img1_u45.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img5.jpg





feed_12/article_2/images/img1_u54.jpg





feed_12/article_4/images/img1_u63.jpg





feed_12/article_0/images/img1_u7.jpg





feed_0/article_1/images/img1_u1.png





feed_0/article_0/images/img1_u74.jpg





feed_2/article_17/images/img1_u72.jpg





feed_0/article_6/images/img2_u1.png





feed_0/article_6/images/img1_u53.jpg





feed_12/article_3/images/img1_u51.jpg





feed_0/article_7/images/img1_u31.jpg





feed_2/article_15/images/img1_u1.jpg





feed_12/article_1/images/img1_u41.jpg





feed_0/article_19/images/img2.jpg





feed_0/article_19/images/img3_u3.jpg





feed_2/article_23/images/img1_u24.jpg
uMP
Ro 270&0:

[
z
2
[
=
&
n

T
2

¥
*
.
*
*






feed_8/article_3/images/img1.png





feed_2/article_16/images/img1_u28.jpg





feed_2/article_19/images/img1_u70.jpg





feed_2/article_18/images/img1.jpg





feed_8/article_1/images/img1_u57.jpg





feed_8/article_4/images/img1_u68.jpg





feed_8/article_5/images/img1_u34.jpg





feed_7/article_0/images/img1_u46.jpg





feed_8/article_2/images/img1_u55.jpg





feed_6/article_11/images/img1_u43.jpg





feed_2/article_21/images/img4.jpg





feed_2/article_21/images/img1_u33.jpg





feed_2/article_21/images/img2_u7.jpg





feed_2/article_21/images/img3_u4.jpg





feed_6/article_6/images/img1_u14.jpg





feed_6/article_7/images/img1_u20.jpg





feed_6/article_3/images/img1_u26.jpg





feed_2/article_22/images/img1_u17.jpg





feed_2/article_24/images/img1_u10.jpg





feed_2/article_20/images/img1_u3.png





feed_16/article_0/images/img8_u1.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img6_u3.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img2_u3.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img7.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img5_u2.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img3_u6.jpg





feed_16/article_0/images/img4_u4.jpg





feed_6/article_4/images/img1_u4.jpg





feed_6/article_5/images/img1_u62.jpg





feed_6/article_10/images/img1_u12.jpg





feed_6/article_8/images/img1_u9.jpg





feed_6/article_2/images/img1_u11.jpg





