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        How to Turn Uncertainty Into Opportunity
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Dionysius I was a tyrant who ruled the Sicilian city of Syracuse for 38 years in the fourth century BCE. He lived amid complete opulence, and his life lacked for no luxury then available. How happy was he? Some centuries later, the Roman writer and statesman Cicero tried to answer that question in his book Tusculan Disputations, which centered on one of Dionysius's court flatterers, a man named D...

      

      
        The Not-So-Woke Generation Z
        Faith Hill

        For years, Gen Z has been either derided or praised for supposedly being "woke." Its members have been called snowflakes, mocked for performative "slacktivism" and embracing trigger warnings, and described (favorably and unfavorably) as climate warriors and gun-control activists. Some older commentators have even proclaimed them the nation's last hope. (The number of people who've argued that Gen Z might "save the world" is ... not small.)But that progressive reputation was called into question whe...

      

      
        Republican Leaders Are More Afraid of Trump Than Ever
        Jonathan Chait

        If you had predicted before the election that Donald Trump's second administration would seek to hand some of the most sensitive and powerful roles in government to a Fox News personality (Pete Hegseth, nominated for defense secretary), a recurring Fox News guest who is also featured frequently on Russian state-controlled media (Tulsi Gabbard, nominated for director of national intelligence), and the target of an ongoing House Ethics Committee sexual-misconduct investigation (Matt Gaetz, nominate...

      

      
        Democrats' Immigration Problem
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn the days after the election, Representative Ritchie Torres, who represents a district in the Bronx, piled onto the complaints about his party. He argued they are too responsive to the "far left" and have "managed to alienate historic numbers of Latinos." They were spouting "ivory-towered nonsense" that the working class wasn't buying. As a series of tweets, the theory is superficial. Kamala Harris--and even Joe Biden--ha...

      

      
        The Atlantic's December Cover Story: David Brooks on How the Ivy League Broke America
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's December cover story, "How the Ivy League Broke America," contributing writer David Brooks argues that America's meritocratic system is not working, and that we need something new. The current meritocratic order began in the 1930s, when Harvard and other Ivy League schools moved away from a student body composed of WASP elites and toward one of cognitive elites: "When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that ...

      

      
        Abandon the Empty Nest. Instead, Try the Open Door.
        Gretchen Rubin

        On a sunny Thursday in August, my husband and I dropped off our daughter Eleanor for her freshman year of college. The three of us raced to unload the car during our 8-8:20-a.m. time slot, lugged boxes and bags up to her room, argued about how to install the bed risers. We unpacked Eleanor's new shower caddy, twin-XL sheets, towels, and storage bins. I performed the sacred making-of-the-dorm-bed ritual, and as I did, I felt the weight of knowing that this was the last time I would perform that ki...

      

      
        The Democrats Are Committing Partycide
        Jerusalem Demsas

        As California goes, so goes the nation, but what happens when a lot of Californians move to Texas? After the 2030 Census, the home of Hollywood and Silicon Valley will likely be forced to reckon with its stagnating population and receding influence. When congressional seats are reallocated to adjust for population changes, California is almost certain to be the biggest loser--and to be seen as the embodiment of the Democratic Party's failures in state and local governance.The liberal Brennan Cente...

      

      
        How the Ivy League Broke America
        David Brooks

        Every coherent society has a social ideal--an image of what the superior person looks like. In America, from the late 19th century until sometime in the 1950s, the superior person was the Well-Bred Man. Such a man was born into one of the old WASP families that dominated the elite social circles on Fifth Avenue, in New York City; the Main Line, outside Philadelphia; Beacon Hill, in Boston. He was molded at a prep school like Groton or Choate, and came of age at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. In thos...

      

      
        Tulsi Gabbard's Nomination Is a National-Security Risk
        Tom Nichols

        President-elect Donald Trump has nominated former Representative Tulsi Gabbard as the director of national intelligence. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence was created after 9/11 to remedy what American policy makers believed was a lack of coordination among the various national-intelligence agencies, and the DNI sits atop all of America's intelligence services, including the CIA.Gabbard is stunningly unqualified for almost any Cabinet post (as are some of Trump's other picks), b...

      

      
        The Thing That Binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump spent much of the 2024 presidential campaign promising to wreak vengeance on his enemies and upend the federal government. Three Cabinet picks in the past two days are starting to show what that might look like.Since last night, Trump has announced plans to nominate Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense, Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence, and Matt Gaetz for attorney general. On the face of i...

      

      
        Did Republicans Just Hand Trump 2.0 His First Defeat?
        Russell Berman

        Donald Trump has won the public embrace of virtually every Republican currently in federal elected office. In private, however, at least one bastion of mild GOP resistance to Trump's takeover remains: the Senate Republican conference.GOP senators demonstrated that resistance today by electing as majority leader Senator John Thune of South Dakota and decisively rejecting the candidate whom Trump's allies preferred for the job, Senator Rick Scott of Florida. Thune, a 63-year-old in his fourth term,...

      

      
        What to Expect From Elon Musk's Government Makeover
        Marina Koren

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.As promised, Donald Trump has given Elon Musk a job in (or at least adjacent to) his second administration, in a brand-new extragovernmental organization named for a meme turned cryptocurrency: the Department of Government Efficiency, a.k.a. DOGE. The Trump campaign has already started selling T-shirts to commemorate the occasion, featuring Trump, Musk, and dogecoin's Shiba Inu mascot, with the Martian landscape in the ba...

      

      
        What Trump Can (And Probably Can't) Do With His Trifecta
        Russell Berman

        Updated at 4:23 p.m ET on November 13, 2024Donald Trump will begin his second term as president the same way he began his first--with Republicans controlling both the House and Senate.The GOP scored its 218th House-race victory--enough to clinch a majority of the chamber's 435 seats--today when CNN and NBC News declared Republicans the winner of two close elections in Arizona. How many more seats the Republicans will win depends on the outcome of a few contests, in California and elsewhere, where ba...

      

      
        The Terminally Online Are in Charge Now
        David A. Graham

        The announcements of Donald Trump's early picks for his administration have been like the limbo: The bar keeps dropping and the dance keeps going.One of the first nominees was Marco Rubio for secretary of state; the Floridian holds some questionable views but is at least a third-term senator and a member of the Foreign Relations Committee, and is not the nihilist troll Richard Grenell. Then there was Representative Michael Waltz for national security adviser; he has no experience running anything...

      

      
        Photos From 1898: The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska
        Alan Taylor

        More than 125 years ago, Erwin Barbour, a geology professor at the University of Nebraska, took an interest in what he described as an "agricultural movement"--the proliferation of creative and inexpensive homemade windmills on farms across Nebraska. In 1897, Barbour documented this phenomenon, traveling the state, photographing the mills, interviewing their inventors and owners, and estimating the costs and benefits. He found that both wealthy and poor farmers built a wide variety of mills, many ...

      

      
        Pardon Trump's Critics Now
        Paul Rosenzweig

        Over the past several years, courageous Americans have risked their careers and perhaps even their liberty in an effort to stop Donald Trump's return to power. Our collective failure to avoid that result now gives Trump an opportunity to exact revenge on them. President Joe Biden, in the remaining two months of his term in office, can and must prevent this by using one of the most powerful tools available to the president: the pardon power.The risk of retribution is very real. One hallmark of Tru...

      

      
        Don't Turn Inward
        Julie Beck

        One month to the day before the 2024 presidential election, The New York Times reported on a new analysis of how Americans spend their time. More and more of the average American's day is being spent at home: one hour and 39 minutes more in 2022 than in 2003. For each extra hour at home, a bit of it was spent with family--7.4 minutes. More of it, 21 minutes, was spent alone.Obviously, because of the coronavirus pandemic, time at home spiked in 2020. Some of this homebody impulse may well be the st...

      

      
        How One Woman Became the Scapegoat for America's Reading Crisis
        Helen Lewis

        Photographs by Jeff BrownUntil a couple of years ago, Lucy Calkins was, to many American teachers and parents, a minor deity. Thousands of U.S. schools used her curriculum, called Units of Study, to teach children to read and write. Two decades ago, her guiding principles--that children learn best when they love reading, and that teachers should try to inspire that love--became a centerpiece of the curriculum in New York City's public schools. Her approach spread through an institute she founded at...

      

      
        Don't Give Up on the Truth
        Peter Wehner

        The Donald Trump who campaigned in 2024 would not have won in 2016. It's not just that his rhetoric is more serrated now than it was then; it's that he has a record of illicit behavior today that he didn't have then.Trump wasn't a felon eight years ago; he is now. He wasn't an adjudicated sexual abuser then; he is now. He hadn't yet encouraged civic violence to overturn an election or encouraged a mob to hang his vice president. He hadn't yet called people who stormed the Capitol "great patriots"...

      

      
        The Loyalists Are Collecting Their Rewards in Trump's Cabinet
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.A note from Tom:As we were about to publish this newsletter, Donald Trump announced that he has asked the Fox News personality Pete Hegseth, a military veteran who has no experience in leading large organizations and no serious background as a senior leader in national-security affairs, to be his secret...

      

      
        How Can I Find More Satisfaction in Work?
        James Parker

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

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox. Dear James,What are we, modern humans, to make of work? How can I do it without so much anxiety, but still sufficient productivity? The daily grind is mostly fine but also highly stressful, with man...

      

      
        Trump's 'Deep State' Revenge
        Shane Harris

        The panic set in just before midnight last Tuesday. "She's in trouble," one U.S. intelligence officer fretted as Kamala Harris's blue wall looked ready to crumble, all but ensuring that Donald Trump would head back to the White House. "This is a disaster," said another, who is retired but served during the first Trump administration and bears the scars.Neither of these men who contacted me on Election Night is a partisan. Like most intelligence officers I know, they prefer to steer clear of polit...

      

      
        The Two Donald Trumps
        Roge Karma

        The central contradiction of Donald Trump's reelection is this: He owes his victory to the fact that millions of voters appear to have seen him as the stability candidate who would usher in a return to pre-COVID normalcy. But he has put forward a second-term agenda that would be far more radical and disruptive than anything he accomplished while in office.To much of the country, the notion of Trump as the return-to-normal candidate is laughable. His first term involved two impeachments, intense n...

      

      
        AI Can Save Humanity--Or End It
        Craig Mundie

        Over the past few hundred years, the key figure in the advancement of science and the development of human understanding has been the polymath. Exceptional for their ability to master many spheres of knowledge, polymaths have revolutionized entire fields of study and created new ones.Lone polymaths flourished during ancient and medieval times in the Middle East, India, and China. But systematic conceptual investigation did not emerge until the Enlightenment in Europe. The ensuing four centuries p...

      

      
        The HR-ification of the Democratic Party
        Mike Pesca

        Kamala Harris and the Democrats sold themselves as the party of change, freedom, and not being weird. But many American voters saw them instead as prigs, Stepford wives, morons, and condescending smarty-pants. The Democrats didn't actually embody all of these shortcomings, separately or simultaneously--it's difficult to be both smart and dumb, seductive and prudish. I've been thinking this past week about how the Democratic Party is seen, and it hit me: The Democratic Party resembles that most Ame...
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How to Turn Uncertainty Into Opportunity

The goal is to manage your anxiety about a possible bad outcome so that <em>it</em> does not manage <em>you</em>.

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.

Dionysius I was a tyrant who ruled the Sicilian city of Syracuse for 38 years in the fourth century BCE. He lived amid complete opulence, and his life lacked for no luxury then available. How happy was he? Some centuries later, the Roman writer and statesman Cicero tried to answer that question in his book Tusculan Disputations, which centered on one of Dionysius's court flatterers, a man named Damocles.

Damocles asserted that, given all of the power, fame, wealth, and pleasure the tyrant enjoyed, no one could possibly be happier. As Cicero relates the tale, Dionysius was amused by this assertion and asked Damocles if he would like to share the royal experience and judge its happiness for himself. Damocles enthusiastically accepted, and was immediately offered a bed of gold on which to recline and be attended by servants keen to fulfill his wishes.

Then, however, as Damocles was enjoying every imaginable luxury, a shining sword was let down from the ceiling above his head, suspended by a single horse hair: the proverbial Sword of Damocles. The danger and uncertainty this presented instantly superseded all of Damocles's enjoyment, because he could focus on nothing but the deadly blade poised to slice him in two at any moment.

The lesson was clear: Damocles understood that the truth of Dionysius's existence was that of a pampered but hated tyrant living in perpetual fear for his safety, utterly uncertain of his future. Chastened, Damocles quietly excused himself from court and returned to a humble existence.

"There can be no happiness for one who is under constant apprehensions," Cicero concluded. The legend of the Sword of Damocles encapsulates one of life's great paradoxes: We all seek opportunity and abundance, but these things inevitably come with uncertainty and risk, which we hate. It seems that we must choose between the terror that comes from an adventurous high life and the boredom that attends the safety and predictability of a more modest way of being.

But is this really true? I believe that the paradox poses a false choice. If, instead, we understand how to manage uncertainty rather than trying to avoid it, we can get out from under the sword.

Read: Philosophy could have been a lot more fun

A friend of mine being treated for cancer had to have a blood test every three months that would indicate whether the disease was at bay or resurgent. If the latter was true, he would need to undergo an aggressive, painful treatment. The days leading up to each test were agony for him--not because he couldn't deal with the treatment if he had to, but because the uncertainty made him miserable. Not knowing what was in store dominated his thoughts, stole his sleep, and ruined his concentration.

Although my friend's situation was especially grave, almost all of us can relate to his discomfort with uncertainty. Scholars have found that this state of suspense, which psychologists call "intolerance of uncertainty," is something we naturally detest. Their research shows that the feeling simultaneously paralyzes us through anxiety and makes us spend time and effort searching for predictability. Economists use a similar term, "uncertainty aversion," and suggest that it can lead people to sour on investments, specifically if they seem risky, potentially resulting in a major sell-off, even a downturn.

The discomfort comes from the fact that uncertainty stimulates the brain's anterior cingulate cortex-amygdala complex, signaling a possible threat and therefore a stress response. When some uncertainty cannot be adequately resolved, that can result in high glucocorticoid concentrations in the blood, leading to problems such as insomnia. Not surprisingly, this condition is especially uncomfortable for people who already register a high degree of neuroticism: Experiments have found that such people are less willing than others to wait in a state of suspense.

Although uncertainty is anything but pleasant, it has an obvious evolutionary basis: If your ancestors had systematically disregarded the condition, they would have been unlikely to survive to pass on their genes. But probably as a result, they bequeathed their uncertainty intolerance down through the generations--what scholars call the "Having Descendants Forever" hypothesis. Of course, your ancestors were thinking not about you, their descendant, suffering from elevated glucocorticoids, but about their own security.

The unpleasantness of the experience derives from the fact that we mentally place undue weight on possible undesirable outcomes because of our negativity bias. Again, this is bound to be an evolved self-protective trait, because good outcomes are nice but bad outcomes can be deadly, so paying attention to what might happen next is crucial. The work of researchers who study this bias suggests that it is not strictly rational, however, because it can lead us to inaccurately assess probabilities and even distort the truth. For example, one scholar writing in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology in 2009 reported that his study's participants rated negatively framed opinions as more credible than the same opinions framed positively.

All in all, uncertainty intolerance paired with negativity bias can easily lower your quality of life if the combination causes you to pass up opportunities because you have an inflated fear of adverse outcomes. A vestigial fear of social rejection that distorts probabilities can keep you from asking someone out on a date--in which case an aversion to the uncertainty of "no" could mean you miss out entirely on a huge upside for your love life. Similarly, an inchoate anxiety about being alone preys on the ancient part of your brain and may keep you from moving away from your hometown--although you might be much happier if you did so.

Read: Would you give up your kidney for $50,000?

The goal in building a better life is not to eradicate a dislike for uncertainty in favor of taking any and all risk. That would likely qualify you for a Darwin Award, which is bestowed on those who take idiotic risks that lead to their own ignominious demise. Instead, the goal is learning to manage your uncertainty aversion so that it does not manage you. The key to achieving this is to employ metacognition, enabling you to treat the uncertainty analytically, not just emotionally.

This requires you to find an external frame of reference to structure the way you see your uncertain circumstances. Structuring your thinking like this does not require a Ph.D. in statistics. It starts by simply laying out in a schematic way the uncertainty in a situation you're facing. For instance, suppose you have a job that is very secure but leaves you bereft of passion. You look at job announcements a lot but never apply for anything because that would mean a steep learning curve, moving to a new place, and possibly risking the stability you have. In other words, changing jobs could have an uncertain outcome. But according to research on the topic, you are probably discounting the possible upside--which could be work you actually enjoy, interesting new things to learn, and generally feeling more alive.

To start making a better mental model, write two lists: one of costs, potential and actual; the other of benefits. The next step in structuring your thinking is a bigger challenge: matching plausible probabilities to each cost and benefit. What are the realistic odds that you'll wind up temporarily unemployed? What is the likelihood that you will like a new job more? If you are struggling with this task, ask a friend to help by providing an extra bit of objectivity. A classic 1979 study on decision making showed that even when your assessments are no more than guesses, the model you create will very likely be more accurate than leaving a decision entirely in the realm of intuition and emotion (though knowing when to trust your gut is also always valuable).

Finally, with your list and calculations in hand, try to think critically about the decision. Perhaps you will decide to jump; perhaps you will decide to stay--neither one is guaranteed to be right. Either way, however, you will almost surely be less plagued with discomfort about uncertainty, because you have worked toward a decision and being at peace, as opposed to being paralyzed by anxiety. You will also have an answer to the future question Why did I decide to do that?

Arthur C. Brooks: What John Stuart Mill knew about happiness

I would note one more way to lift the Sword of Damocles from your life: get old. As I have written previously, people typically grow happier with age: Positive emotion rises, and negative emotion falls; conscientiousness and agreeableness also increase. One reason for this is that negativity bias declines over the years. Indeed, as researchers found in a meta-analysis of 100 studies, older people pay more attention to positive information, and remember it better, than younger people do. This is almost certainly because older people have learned through experience that, for the most part, their worst fears didn't come true and things turned out all right.

Despite the terrifying lesson for Damocles, in Cicero's telling, Dionysius himself never met the terrible end implied by the hanging sword. Though a despot of the worst kind, he "was not struck dead with a thunderbolt by Olympian Jupiter, nor did Aesculapius cause him to waste away and perish of some painful and lingering disease." Rather, Dionysius died in his bed at the then-venerable age of 65. Whether, with age, he was able to escape his emotional uncertainty Cicero does not relate. But you can.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/11/uncertainty-opportunity-happiness/680624/?utm_source=feed
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The Not-So-Woke Generation Z

The same young people once derided as liberal snowflakes are moving to the right.

by Faith Hill




For years, Gen Z has been either derided or praised for supposedly being "woke." Its members have been called snowflakes, mocked for performative "slacktivism" and embracing trigger warnings, and described (favorably and unfavorably) as climate warriors and gun-control activists. Some older commentators have even proclaimed them the nation's last hope. (The number of people who've argued that Gen Z might "save the world" is ... not small.)

But that progressive reputation was called into question when Donald Trump won last week's presidential election--partly thanks, it seems, to Gen Z, which encompasses voters ages 18 to 27. Exit polls and county-by-county analyses, however imprecise, indicated that young voters had shifted right since 2020. That's especially true for young men--most of all young white men, who made up one of Trump's most supportive cohorts. Democrats also lost ground with young women, though. According to some national exit-poll data, the party's lead among 18-to-29-year-olds was cut nearly in half. And county data (which are considered more reliable, though still imperfect) indicate that counties with large populations of 18-to-34-year-olds moved 5.6 points rightward since the 2020 election.

People had good reason for thinking that more young adults might vote for Kamala Harris. Surveys have shown that the group cares about blue-coded issues such as the environment, firearm safety, diversity, and inclusivity. One 2023 poll found that, compared with Baby Boomers and Generation X, Gen Z is more concerned about criminal-justice reform and racial equity; in 2020, Pew found that Gen Z members are likelier to say the government "should do more to solve problems" rather than leaving things to business and individuals.

But, as researchers told me, priorities change; young adults can care about progressive causes and still be moved by messaging that speaks to their deep unease and uncertainty. Many of them are struggling--to feel financially secure, psychologically safe, or hopeful. Trump, in his campaign, managed to mirror what many young people already felt: The world is a frightening place, and it's not getting better.



Every generation is more multifaceted than its stereotypes suggest. Even before this election, Gen Z's political leanings were more complex than older adults made them out to be; famous young activists such as Greta Thunberg and Malala Yousafzai could never have represented the more than 2 billion people globally who were born between 1997 and 2012. But particularly in the past few years, surveys have found young adults to be "not off-the-charts liberal," as Corey Seemiller, a Gen Z researcher and professor at Wright State University, put it. When she and her collaborator Meghan Grace polled thousands of respondents in 2021 and 2022, they found a "massive difference between women and men," Seemiller told me; women were nearly twice as likely as men to identify as being on the left side of the political spectrum. Still, less than half of women said they were politically left; about 20 percent identified as on the right and about 20 percent as "in the middle." That survey result might not have seemed shocking at the time, but in hindsight, it suggested that not that much needed to change, Seemiller said, for many young people to tip into voting for Trump.

It's true that some progressive causes, including climate change and gun control, have typically appealed to members of Gen Z regardless of gender. But in the past few years, those priorities seem to have changed. Now many young people are more concerned about the economy, a topic that was a centerpiece of Trump's campaign. "Gen Z is a very financially concerned generation," Grace told me. Relative to their elders, they're saving more earlier and are "much more financially conservative." A University of Chicago study from earlier this fall similarly found that young adults across races and party affiliations rated inflation as the most important issue related to the 2024 election; economic growth ranked prominently as well. That doesn't mean that young adults stopped caring about lefty causes--but they're more ideologically varied than some imagined. In their 2021 research, Seemiller and Grace found that, compared with participants who simply fell down the middle on most issues, twice as many young people identified as "center blended": very liberal on some issues and very conservative on others. "If you hit a nerve with something they really cared about," Seemiller said, "you got their vote."

So what nerve did Trump hit? One common thread preoccupying many young people, Grace told me, is a desire for security. "When you think about things like their passion for the environment, desire for school safety, financial success, affordable housing," she said, "all of those things have the same spin on them: I just want to feel safe." They generally want to go to class without worrying about shooters, to grow older without witnessing the planet's demise, to pay rent without draining their whole paycheck, to believe they can make ends meet. Trump campaigned on fear--he warned of an economy in shambles, crime and danger lurking, undocumented immigrants taking work from "forgotten men and women." Much of that wasn't rooted in reality: Violent crime rates are down in the U.S., for instance, and undocumented immigrants tend to fill jobs that American workers say they don't want. Still, fear resonated.

Other populations who voted red last week were clearly drawn in by some of that messaging--but Gen Z might have been particularly susceptible, researchers told me. Young adulthood is a scary life stage, one in which many people are just beginning their careers and starting to save money, low not only on resources but also on power. The future, to many of them, probably feels deeply uncertain. Having left behind their old life contexts--family, school, the political and religious beliefs of parents and neighbors--they face the daunting task of finding new communities and driving principles, Jennifer Tanner, a developmental researcher, told me. (Young adults, she noted, are particularly vulnerable to cults, which can grant them a sense of direction and camaraderie.)

In many ways, the transition to adulthood has become harder in recent years. College tuition is ever-rising, which leaves many people with overwhelming debt. Sky-high rent has made living below one's means even trickier. And the ways young people have traditionally found new purpose are shifting: They're marrying and having kids later or not at all, and religious participation is less common. Young men, whose rightward turn was especially pronounced in this election, may face particular challenges. They're now less likely than women to get a college degree. And although the military used to be an alternative route for many non-college-bound men to find structure and a sense of pride, recruitment has been down over the past two generations. Now, Tanner told me, that population is left wondering: "What do I have to belong to?"

Read: Young adults are in crisis

Trump had plenty of help convincing Gen Z that they could find solace on the right. Podcast hosts such as Joe Rogan and Andrew Tate spread the message to millions of young men that they'd been spurned and needed to take back power. Tradwife influencers sold an idealized conservative vision to huge counts of young women while preparing perfect desserts. Trumpism may also have reached many young adults through their parents--most of whom belong to Gen X, a notably conservative generation (and, if the exit polls are correct, the one that supported Trump more than any other last week).

Parents have always had some sway over their children's beliefs, and studies suggest that many have a mediating influence on their grown kids' voting behavior. But young adults today, on average, have particularly strong ongoing relationships with their parents. In a Pew poll from last year, a majority of 18-to-34-year-olds said they look to their parents for advice. And nearly 60 percent of the parents in that survey said they'd helped their kids financially in the past year; 57 percent of 18-to-24-year-olds in a January poll reported living with their parents. Someone who depends on their folks for money or a roof over their head might feel some extra pressure, whether consciously or not, to align with the family's politics.

Read: The new age of endless parenting

But another person who might have nudged Gen Z rightward is Kamala Harris. The vice president's campaign hardly mentioned climate change or gun control--issues which, though they've dropped in importance for young voters more recently, might still have been "unifying" across race and gender if they'd been highlighted, both Grace and Seemiller told me. Harris did talk about some economic policies, such as lowering housing costs and instituting a price-gouging ban. But she also hammered home that she'd save America--and democracy--from Trump, and piece together the norms he shattered. That wouldn't necessarily have resonated with Gen Z, the oldest of whom were only 21 when Trump was first elected in 2016, the researchers I spoke with told me; a world with Trump is the only world they've really known as adults. In Seemiller and Grace's 2021 survey, "access to voting" and "political dysfunction" were pretty low on the priority list. "They might not have been hearing the issue that mattered to them," Grace told me. "And so it really had to be simplified down to: Do I care about the economy or do I care about this other thing they're talking about?"

The dark irony is that a Trump presidency, in all likelihood, will be particularly hard on young adults. Economists have warned that Trump's plans, if they come to fruition, will only worsen inflation. Trump is not likely to cancel student-loan debt. And well before November 5, LGBTQ youth were already at starkly high risk for suicide; now they've seen their nation elect someone who poured millions of dollars into anti-trans ads, and is expected to roll back policies that prevent discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity. The crisis hotline for the Trevor Project, a suicide-prevention nonprofit for young LGBTQ people, reported a nearly 700 percent increase in reach-outs on November 6.

Of course, whatever happens next won't affect all young adults in the same way--and ultimately, more voters under 30 still chose Harris than Trump. But anyone who was surprised by Gen Z last week might want to stop assuming they understand the young people of the world, and instead start listening to them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/11/gen-z-woke-myth-election/680653/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Republican Leaders Are More Afraid of Trump Than Ever

Trump's ridiculous Cabinet nominations will provide senators with a new test.

by Jonathan Chait




If you had predicted before the election that Donald Trump's second administration would seek to hand some of the most sensitive and powerful roles in government to a Fox News personality (Pete Hegseth, nominated for defense secretary), a recurring Fox News guest who is also featured frequently on Russian state-controlled media (Tulsi Gabbard, nominated for director of national intelligence), and the target of an ongoing House Ethics Committee sexual-misconduct investigation (Matt Gaetz, nominated for attorney general), you might have been accused of fearmongering. The notion would have sounded like a beyond-worst-case scenario cooked up to scare moderates out of voting for Trump. And yet that scenario is now upon us.

Following the announcement of Trump's unconventional slate of Cabinet picks, serious Republicans attempted to make clear that they are still in charge and won't let things get out of hand. The Gaetz pick, in particular, drew immediate derision. Gaetz "will never get confirmed," an unnamed Republican senator told Fox News. Senator John Cornyn rolled his eyes and let out "an audible snort," while Gaetz's Republican House colleagues reportedly gasped when they heard the news.

Maybe the Senate caucus really will draw the line somewhere--perhaps at Gaetz, perhaps at one or both of Gabbard and Hegseth. But there is something disconcertingly familiar in the confident yet carefully hedged assertions that the old-line GOP will stop this madness. It is exactly what Republicans said would stop Trump from receiving the nomination in 2015, from winning the presidency in 2016, and from reclaiming the party's leadership after the ignominy of January 6. "I don't think he's a serious candidate," Senator Lisa Murkowski said yesterday, of Gaetz. That is almost a verbatim repetition of what elected Republicans once said about Trump.

Elaine Godfrey: Matt Gaetz is winning

At every step along the way, Republican elites have assumed that they could stop Trump later. But when the decisive moment arrived, they discovered that the cost of confrontation had gotten higher, not lower. Opening a breach with a man whom the base had come to admire, and then worship, would imperil their own ambitions, not just Trump's.

The Republican affirmations of support for Gaetz have been less ambiguous than the background statements, facial contortions, and guttural noises expressed against him. "There's no question we've had our differences," Senator Markwayne Mullin acknowledged, referring to Gaetz. (The "differences" to which Mullin was tactfully alluding presumably consist of, as he once described to a CNN reporter, Gaetz's penchant for showing pictures of "girls that he had slept with" to disgusted House colleagues and bragging about his creative use of erectile-dysfunction pills.) Still, Mullin said, "I completely trust President Trump's decision making on this one." Mullin granted that Gaetz would have to answer "a lot of questions that are gonna be out there." While this technically leaves open the possibility that Gaetz supplies a "wrong" answer, it also implies that there is a correct one that would justify confirming an alleged sex pest whose primary qualification is a willingness to abuse power.

Senator Lindsey Graham's reaction to the Gaetz announcement was a microcosm of his Trump-era career. "I don't know yet, I'll have to think about that," he initially told reporters yesterday afternoon. By evening, having evidently given the matter all the necessary thought, Graham had transformed into a loyalist, pleading with his fellow partisans to join him in submission. "Elections have consequences," he explained on Fox News. "To every Republican: Give Matt a chance."

Senator Tommy Tuberville not only pledged his support for Trump's slate of nominees but threatened primaries against any Republicans who dissent. This is deadly serious business. Loyalty to Trump is the main basis on which Republican-primary voters choose their nominees. Trump has proved willing time and again to handicap the GOP's prospects of holding seats--thus undermining his own base of support in Congress--by endorsing the most slavish loyalists over slightly more independent and much more electable alternatives.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

At the moment, having won reelection with an actual popular-vote majority, and about to enter his tenth year as the party's most prominent figure, Trump's command over its base is at an apogee. To block Trump's selections would be not only to flout his authority, but to deny a narrative to which the base has subscribed: Trump as the innocent victim of a relentless "deep state" conspiracy. If Republican senators prevent Trump from installing the allies he says he needs to defeat that vast conspiracy, their voters may well conclude that those senators side with Trump's enemies.

The Republican lawmakers who justified Trump's election on the grounds that they would restrain his worst impulses now realize that his worst impulses have arrived, and they're not so easy to restrain. One can see the rationalizations forming in advance. Do legislators really want to blow up their relationship with Trump before his term has even begun, forfeiting their chance to exert influence over policy and staffing? Wouldn't it be better to let Trump have his nominees, but hold them to account with strict oversight hearings? "What I'm hearing privately from a few key GOP senators: yes, they'd prefer to not have a messy fight over Gaetz," the CBS News reporter Robert Costa posted this morning on X. "Not their favorite. But they also don't have a lot of energy for pushing back. Trump runs the show, they say. If Gaetz can reassure them, they're open to backing him."

Old-guard Republicans appear to be in the middle stage of a familiar Trump-era progression. It begins He'd never do it before moving on to We'll stop him if he tries and finally settling on There was nothing we could have done anyway. As they advance through these stages, they will cede Trump more and more power, which will only vindicate their ultimate fatalism. How could they ever have stood up to somebody so strong?
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Democrats' Immigration Problem

A warning from Representative Ritchie Torres of New York

by Hanna Rosin




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

In the days after the election, Representative Ritchie Torres, who represents a district in the Bronx, piled onto the complaints about his party. He argued they are too responsive to the "far left" and have "managed to alienate historic numbers of Latinos." They were spouting "ivory-towered nonsense" that the working class wasn't buying. As a series of tweets, the theory is superficial. Kamala Harris--and even Joe Biden--have not been especially beholden to the far left, either in their policies or in their presentation. Harris did not lean into her identity nearly as much as, say, Hillary Clinton did in her campaign. And Bidenomics was aimed at the working and middle class.

But Torres's conviction, it turns out, comes from a deeper place. Torres is 36, Afro Latino, and represents a district that is more than 50 percent Latino and working class to poor. He grew up poor himself and did not graduate from college. It's by now a very old stereotype, he says, to assume that Latinos are pro-immigration. In his experience, the perception of New York being overrun by undocumented immigrants is a preoccupation among his constituents, and ignoring their worries about this issue, and the state of the economy, is what he believes caused urban neighborhoods to shift rightward.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we hash out the "Democrats are too woke" theory and talk about Torres's ideas of how the Democrats should change their approach to immigration.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Donald Trump lost New York, like everyone thought he would. So that's not news. What is, though, is how much better he did in the city than last time. Manhattan moved to the right by five points, Brooklyn by six, Queens, where I grew up, by 11--11 points! As my Trump-voting brother bragged to me: "It was a shellacking."

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. New York, Miami, Chicago, Philly, Dallas, Detroit all shifted right. Trump's message seemed to especially land in urban, working-class neighborhoods, where immigrants and people of color live.

Now, there are lots of reasons the country shifted rightward, and we'll probably be talking about them for a while. But these are neighborhoods that have voted reliably Democratic. So the shift is noticeable and surprising, although not to this person.

Ritchie Torres: For me, the far left is a gift to Donald Trump. And it will be the gift that will keep on giving until there's a serious reckoning with the results of the election.

Rosin: This is Congressman Ritchie Torres. He represents a district in the Bronx, which, by the way, shifted right by 11 points. He, like many people, has a theory for why Trump won.

The day after the election, he tweeted: "Donald Trump has no greater friend than the far left, which has managed to alienate historic numbers of Latinos, Blacks, Asians, and Jews from the Democratic Party with absurdities like 'Defund the Police' or 'From the River to the Sea' or 'Latinx.' ... The working class is not buying the ivory-towered nonsense that the far left is selling."

Now, this is not an original take. Lots of people last week were screaming at the Democrats some version of "woke is broke"--that's how Maureen Dowd put it, at least. But Torres has some authority on the subject that other people lack: He's young--36. He's Afro Latino. He's gay. He grew up poor. And he didn't finish college.

He's also a proud Democrat representing a district that's over 50 percent Latino. To him, what happened seems pretty obvious.

Torres: You know, the main reason we lost was inflation and immigration. And on the subject of immigration, I do believe we swung the pendulum too far to the left.

Rosin: When I think of Kamala Harris, I don't necessarily think far left. I mean, she talked about being a prosecutor. She was measured on her Israel-Gaza positions. Her position on the border got more moderate. So far left does not necessarily, to me, describe what happened in the last election.

Torres: I am not suggesting that Kamala Harris is far left. So take as an example, "defund the police." It was never the case that the majority of the Democratic Party endorsed "defund the police," but the far left has an outsized microphone and, therefore, has an outsized impact in defining the image of the Democratic Party in the public mind.

Rosin: And you don't think that's because the far left is exaggerated by the right? I mean, that the right has a megaphone making it seem like the far left is the Democratic Party when neither Kamala Harris nor Joe Biden are especially far left or advocate far-left policies?

Torres: Can you make that argument with respect to immigration?

Rosin: Yeah, immigration is an exception. You're right about that. I mean, I was thinking about--

Torres: It's the exception that cost us the election.

Rosin: Yeah. I was thinking about working-class policies because if I think about actual policies--because you talk a lot about policies versus messaging--

Torres: We have prosecutors in America who have swung the pendulum too far to the left and have been rejected by voters in blue states.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Torres: So we can blame the voters. We can claim that the voters are misogynist and white supremacist. We could blame Fox News and the New York Post. But those institutions have always been with us in recent political history.

Rosin: Although never as mobilized as they are now. I mean, there is a concerted effort to make the Democrats seem like its most extreme version, and that effort is well funded, well coordinated, and very effective.

Torres: I'll take an example of the issue of Israel, right? I'm known to be strongly pro-Israel.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: There's not a Republican in the country that could caricature me as anti- Israel because I make it crystal clear where I stand. And rule No. 1 in politics is: If you do not define clearly what you stand for, others will define it for you. And I often feel like the image of the party is defined not by the center left, which is the heart of the party, but either by the far right, in the form of the New York Post and Fox News, or the far left.

Rosin: So where do you stand? What would you say publicly and loudly about where the Democratic Party should be?

Torres: The Democratic Party should stop pandering to a far left that is far more representative of Twitter and TikTok than it is of the real world. And it should start listening to working-class people of color. And we have to take positions that are aligned with the priorities of working-class people of color.

Look--take the issue of immigration. I'm strongly pro-immigration. For me, the more the merrier. I see immigration as the driver of entrepreneurial and the essential workforce of America. But I'm also self-aware enough to know that I'm considerably to the left of the country. And you have to meet people where they are.

You cannot impose your ideology on the majority of the American people. You know, as elected officials, we are constrained by public opinion.

Rosin: This rightward drift we now know in New York happened in Washington Heights, the West Bronx, Queens, which is where I grew up. It's working-class communities of color. So how do you explain that? Is it all immigration? What is that?

Torres: Look--for me, what was most troubling was not only the fact that Donald Trump won but how he won. Not only did he crack the blue wall in the industrial Midwest, but he's beginning to crack the blue wall in urban America. You know, he came within five points of winning New Jersey.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: He came within 12 points of winning New York. He won nearly 30 percent of the vote in the Bronx, which is one of the most Democratic and Latino counties in America. And keep in mind that the trends that we are seeing unfold long predate the 2024 election. Donald Trump made inroads among voters of color, particularly Latinos, in the 2020 election. And he decisively built on those gains in the 2024 election, but he did not begin those gains in the 2024 election.

Rosin: So you think it's police and immigration?

Torres: The main reason is inflation and immigration and public safety. But on the subject of inflation, we were a victim of circumstances--like, supply-chain disruptions during COVID led to high inflation. And when you're the incumbent party in power, you're blamed for what happens, fairly or unfairly. And to be blamed for inflation is a political death sentence. So that, to me, is not the fault of the party. Inflation is a global phenomenon with global causes. But immigration is different. I do feel there was political malpractice that led to our loss of credibility on the issue of immigration.

You know, since 2022, there has been an unprecedented wave of migration, whose impact was felt not only at the border but in cities like New York, where the shelter system and the social safety net and municipal finances were completely overwhelmed. You know, in December of 2023, Quinnipiac reported that 85 percent of New Yorkers were concerned about the impact of the migrant crisis on New York City.

Despite clear signs of popular discontent, the Biden administration waited two and a half years before issuing an executive order regulating migration at the border. And by then it was too late. The political damage had been done. The Republicans had successfully weaponized the issue against us.

Rosin: Okay. This is helpful. Your critiques come across on Twitter as broad critiques, the sort of general, broad critique that we don't speak to the working class. And there are parts of that that don't totally make sense to me, but I think you're narrowing that to a couple of specific and important issues.

Torres: Well, I think if you--first, it's Twitter, so I'm constrained by the limits of tweets. But I would recommend that you read all the commentary I've made, not simply one tweet that gained more than 3 million views. The first tweet I sent out was about just the complicated electoral environment that we were entering.

Vice President Harris was at a structural disadvantage in an antiestablishment atmosphere. The majority of Americans disapproved of the Biden administration. The majority of Americans feel that America is on the wrong track or heading in the wrong direction. And the majority of Americans feel that they are worse off today than they were four years ago.

That is an insurmountable challenge, no matter who's the nominee, right? It's about structural reality rather than individual personality. Now, we thought that Donald Trump was so radioactive that we could overcome that structural challenge, and we were wrong.

Rosin: Did you think that, by the way? Did you also think that? Like, were you surprised?

Torres: I'm shocked but not surprised. Like, I find Donald Trump's victory to be shocking but not surprising, because, in recent electoral history, there is no precedent for an incumbent party winning a presidential election when more than 70 percent of Americans think the country is on the wrong track or headed in the wrong direction. And so in the end, it is not surprising that Trump fatigue was outweighed by the popular discontent over inflation and immigration.

Rosin: After the break, I ask Torres how he thinks Democrats can rebuild after this loss.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. So let's turn to rebuilding. It seems genuinely difficult in 2024 to compile a Democratic Party that's working-class voters plus urban, college-educated, mostly white liberals. Do you have any ideas or thoughts about how to stick those two coalitions together?

Torres: I would look to New York as a success. I mean, New York was a profound disappointment in 2022. You know, Lee Zeldin was masterful at weaponizing the words of the far left against the Democratic Party, causing congressional losses in 2022. But in 2024, we had a resounding success.

We took back nearly all the congressional seats that we had lost. We ran on the strength of strong candidates like Laura Gillen and Tom Suozzi and Josh Riley and Pat Ryan. And the common thread among all of them is that every one of them is a centrist or center-left Democrat. So for me, the lesson learned there is that the road to 270 electoral votes and the road to the congressional majority runs through center left, not the far left.

Rosin: And can you say what center left sounds like? What is a center-left Democrat talking about? Are they talking about specific constituent issues? What does it look like to be responsive?

Torres: Economically populist, right? We have to convey the sense that we're fighting for working people and that we're holding powerful interests accountable, right? And I think that's where the left is onto something, right? I think what we should avoid are the excesses on issues like immigration or public safety, right?

There should be nothing resembling "defund the police," nothing resembling open borders. People do care about border security. People do care about public safety. We have to ensure that we're on the center of those issues while doubling down on economic populism.

Rosin: So weirdly, on a national level, like an Elizabeth Warren-ish message, it sounds like what you're talking about. So when I think of real solutions to working-class problems, I think of breaking up monopolies, real strong consumer protections. But those are big-government policies, and big-government policies are not that popular. That approach doesn't seem to really gain traction, even though it seems like the right policy solution.

Torres: So much of politics is rhetorical, and I just feel like we have to give people the sense that we are fighting for them, right? And too often, people have the impression that we're obsessed with a culture war. But I want to be clear: I continue to believe the main reasons we lost the election were inflation and immigration. And I disagree with Bernie Sanders' critique. I do not think President Biden abandoned the working class. Legislation like the Inflation Reduction Act is meant to support working people. It's meant to support America, but the benefits of the legislation in the short term are outweighed by the cost of inflation.

Rosin: So can you say how you would talk about immigration or address immigration? Because for people who are not looking too closely, it feels a little counterintuitive that, you know, a majority say--Latino or people-of-color districts and voting class--their main issue is restrictions on immigration. It seems, on its face, to be a contradiction. Now, I'm sure when you get deeper, it isn't.

Torres: If you're stereotyping Latinos, sure.

Rosin: Yeah, exactly. So let's get beneath the stereotype, and, like, how would you walk through that issue?

Torres: Well, I mean, keep in mind that the most Latino county in America was Starr County, right at the border. In 2016, Hillary Clinton won it by 60 percentage points. And in 2024, Donald Trump won nearly 60 percent--a complete collapse of Latino support. Look--my view is that we do not have a messaging problem; we have a reality problem.

When the migrant crisis was unfolding, we should have responded with the sense of urgency that the public demanded of us. The public saw it as a crisis. So it's not a messaging problem. It's a reality problem. When there is a crisis, when there's an emergency, when there's a metaphorical fire, we have to extinguish the fire. We have to do everything we can to extinguish the fire, or else we're going to pay a price at the ballot box.

Rosin: Although, it still surprises me that people would drift towards a leader who uses words like "mass deportation," you know, or the whole "floating island of garbage" thing. Like, it still surprises me that that's not an automatic "no."

Torres: Again, I'm appalled by it, but I'm self-aware enough to recognize that I'm considerably to the left of the rest of the country in immigration. And here's the danger: If we swing the pendulum too far to the left on issues like immigration and public safety, we will risk a public reaction that will make our country more right wing, not less; more restrictionist on immigration, not less; more conservative on public safety, not less.

Rosin: Got it. Okay. That makes sense. So how do you--

Torres: I just want to illustrate this point further: Before the "defund the police" movement, Republicans were becoming more open to criminal-justice reform, right? Hakeem Jeffries, who's going to be, eventually, the speaker of the House, negotiated a bipartisan criminal-justice-reform legislation. And then after the "defund the police" movement, any hope of bipartisanship on criminal justice has all but collapsed.

Rosin: I see. So this is what you mean. You're saying, The Democrats are allowing--or, by capitulating to some far-left language, are allowing--the Republicans to use the language against us. Like, they're handing them a tool.

Okay. I understand what you're saying. Just as a model, can you just tell me how you talk to your constituents about immigration? So we know what your own personal feelings are. We know that you're listening to what they're saying. What's the kind of language that the Democrats could have adopted and should adopt in the future about a touchy issue like immigration?

Torres: I'm not clear the issue is language. I mean, I'm happy to answer the question, but I--

Rosin: What kind of policies? Sorry. Yes, you're right. What kind of policies?

Torres: I mean, basic border security.

Rosin: Just talk about that. Yeah.

Torres: Like, so you cannot have a system where anyone anywhere can cross the border, declare asylum, and then remain here indefinitely.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: And there was a point at which the sheer number of people coming became overwhelming. Like, it put unprecedented strain on the shelter system and social safety net of New York City. And, you know, I know Mayor Adams came under severe criticism for excoriating the administration. But for me, the problem was not Mayor Adams complaining about the migrant crisis; the problem was the reality of the migrant crisis and the administration's failure to address it with the urgency that the public demanded.

Look--I feel if we return to the center left on both immigration and public safety, I'm cautiously optimistic that communities of color will naturally gravitate toward the Democratic Party as its natural home. That's my belief.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: We have to meet people where they are, or there's a limit to how far we can deviate from strongly held public sentiment on an issue like immigration.

Rosin: Last thing I want to say is: Disinformation seems overwhelming--like, just overwhelming in a very, very coordinated way. How do you combat something like that? Like, no matter what you will say on immigration, there'll be a disinformation campaign to skew it, turn it, whatever.

Torres: Look--we do our best to speak out against disinformation, but I'm probably in the minority here. I'm not convinced we lost because of disinformation.

Like, if you remove inflation and immigration from the table, we win the election. We win the election because Donald Trump's net favorability has been chronically underwater. He is unpopular among most Americans, but he was seen as a change agent, as an alternative to a status quo marked by inflation and the migrant crisis. If you change the status quo, he no longer wins the election. That's my belief.

Rosin: Okay. All right. This has been really, really helpful. I really appreciate this. Thank you.

Torres: Of course.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by 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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s December Cover Story: David Brooks on How the Ivy League Broke America

Trust in our current meritocratic system has plummeted, with large masses of voters turning instead to populist leaders including Donald Trump. Our elite-education system has a lot to answer for, Brooks argues. We need a new set of meritocratic values.




For The Atlantic's December cover story, "How the Ivy League Broke America," contributing writer David Brooks argues that America's meritocratic system is not working, and that we need something new. The current meritocratic order began in the 1930s, when Harvard and other Ivy League schools moved away from a student body composed of WASP elites and toward one of cognitive elites: "When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative, as though someone had turned on a powerful magnet and filaments across wide swaths of the culture suddenly snapped to attention in the same direction."
 
 As well intentioned as this was, Brooks argues, the new meritocratic system has produced neither better elites nor better societal results. We've reached a point at which a majority of Americans believe that our country is in decline, that the "political and economic elite don't care about hard-working people," that experts don't understand their lives, and that America "needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful." In short, Brooks writes, "under the leadership of our current meritocratic class, trust in institutions has plummeted to the point where, three times since 2016, a large mass of voters has shoved a big middle finger in the elites' faces by voting for Donald Trump." Furthermore, the system is so firmly established that it will be hard to dislodge. "Parents can't unilaterally disarm, lest their children get surpassed by the children of the tiger mom down the street," Brooks writes. "Teachers can't teach what they love, because the system is built around teaching to standardized tests. Students can't focus on the academic subjects they're passionate about, because the gods of the grade point average demand that they get straight A's ... All of this militates against a childhood full of curiosity and exploration."
 
 Brooks goes on to describe the six sins of meritocracy, concluding that "many people who have lost the meritocratic race have developed contempt for the entire system, and for the people it elevates. This has reshaped national politics. Today, the most significant political divide is along educational lines: Less educated people vote Republican, and more educated people vote Democratic ... Wherever the Information Age economy showers money and power onto educated urban elites, populist leaders have arisen to rally the less educated: not just Donald Trump in America but Marine Le Pen in France, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. These leaders understand that working-class people resent the know-it-all professional class, with their fancy degrees, more than they do billionaire real-estate magnates or rich entrepreneurs." Brooks continues: "When income level is the most important division in a society, politics is a struggle over how to redistribute money. When a society is more divided by education, politics becomes a war over values and culture."
 
 Brooks argues that the challenge is not to end meritocracy, but to humanize and improve it, with the first crucial step being how we define merit. In reconceiving the meritocracy, we need to take more account of noncognitive traits. Brooks writes: "If we sort people only by superior intelligence, we're sorting people by a quality few possess; we're inevitably creating a stratified, elitist society. We want a society run by people who are smart, yes, but who are also wise, perceptive, curious, caring, resilient, and committed to the common good. If we can figure out how to select for people's motivation to grow and learn across their whole lifespan, then we are sorting people by a quality that is more democratically distributed, a quality that people can control and develop, and we will end up with a fairer and more mobile society."
 
 "We should want to create a meritocracy that selects for energy and initiative as much as for brainpower," Brooks concludes. "After all, what's really at the core of a person? Is your IQ the most important thing about you? No. I would submit that it's your desires--what you are interested in, what you love. We want a meritocracy that will help each person identify, nurture, and pursue the ruling passion of their soul."
 
 David Brooks's "How the Ivy League Broke America" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Brooks on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Abandon the Empty Nest. Instead, Try the Open Door.

Adults whose kids have left home deserve a metaphor that emphasizes possibility.

by Gretchen Rubin




On a sunny Thursday in August, my husband and I dropped off our daughter Eleanor for her freshman year of college. The three of us raced to unload the car during our 8-8:20-a.m. time slot, lugged boxes and bags up to her room, argued about how to install the bed risers. We unpacked Eleanor's new shower caddy, twin-XL sheets, towels, and storage bins. I performed the sacred making-of-the-dorm-bed ritual, and as I did, I felt the weight of knowing that this was the last time I would perform that kind of service, as that kind of mother, for that kind of child.

"Oh, Mom, are you crying?" Eleanor asked tenderly as I gave her a long, tight hug. "I never see you cry!"

I nodded without answering. I couldn't speak. I tried to put into that hug everything I couldn't say.

Many parents might relate to that scene, as well as to the uncomfortable mix of emotions I felt as my husband and I drove away from campus: gratitude, hopefulness, melancholy. We had spent so much time and effort helping Eleanor--and before her, our daughter Eliza--to make this transition, from dependence to greater independence. With both daughters launched, Jamie and I were left to face the question: Now what?

Read: Lighthouse parents have more confident kids

That day, we joined the ranks of the "empty nesters," the millions of Americans whose adult children no longer live at home. According to a Census Bureau analysis of data from the 2014 Survey of Income and Program Participation, its most recent analysis available, the United States had roughly 22.5 million empty-nest couples a decade ago, though our numbers today are surely larger (the 2014 survey data did not include single or same-sex parents).

I have always disliked the term empty nest, which to me emphasizes loss and abandonment--though I understand why the term has stuck. When my husband and I walked back into our apartment, it did feel empty, and over the next few weeks, it felt even emptier. Eleanor's bed was always made. Her room was unnaturally tidy. We had less food in the fridge, fewer shoes by the door, and a vacant chair at the kitchen table. I took a nap on Eleanor's bed. I touched her books. I felt her absence.

So empty nest does capture a certain atmosphere. But it's not a useful metaphor for adults left wondering what to do once their kids are gone. Words matter; they have the power to shape our expectations, to shift the way we see and how we act. Practice piano or play piano? Spend time or invest time? Office politics or office diplomacy? Empty nest or ...?

As a person who years ago embarked on my own "Happiness Project," I balked at empty nest's connotations of futility or meaninglessness. No wonder so many adults, when and if they anticipate this stage of life, consider it with dread. I found myself searching for a different metaphor--one that could help me and parents like me not to languish but to see this new phase as a time of self-discovery, possibility, and growth.

I considered and rejected several alternatives. Free rein?--but that suggested an unappealing level of license. Better bandwidth?--accurate, but too clunky. Open waters?--hmm, I liked the image of a ship sailing across a wide sea, but I wanted a metaphor that would evoke home and family. And then, at last, I had it: open door.

Open door, I realized, works on many levels. It emphasizes that family members leave and return, sometimes for short periods, other times for longer. It describes how my husband and I can now take a last-minute trip to visit friends, because our door is more open for us than when we had children to care for. It's also a phrase of welcome. It stresses that our daughters can come and go as they please--our door is always open!--and that although my husband and I may be busy with our own lives, we are, like the manager who maintains an open-door policy, always available if someone needs our attention or advice.

Empty nest has such an air of finality. It's also something of a relic, implying that once the birds fly away, the nest stays empty. Open door is much more fitting at a time when adult children's bonds with their parents have gotten tighter, and when grown kids are more likely to return to live at home than they were a generation ago. (In which case, maybe it's a revolving door as well as an open one.)

Read: Your childhood home might never stop haunting you

Any reference to the open door or empty nest is of course an oversimplification of a transition that people encounter in wildly different ways. For some parents, the open-door moment comes when their oldest child, rather than their youngest, leaves home, or when a child moves across the country or marries. Some parents will never experience the open door because their child will remain dependent on them forever. Some might be unable to take advantage of this period because of financial limitations or health problems. And some might trade the responsibilities of parenthood for grandparenthood, or become caregivers for older relatives, without a break.

But whenever this moment does arrive, it is typically a time of unavoidable self-evaluation--a major transition with sometimes painful changes to routine, home, and relationships, and for many parents, their sense of identity and purpose. It allows people--forces people--to reflect.

Americans today live significantly longer than they did several decades ago, which means the quality of this period of life is incredibly important. If I reach the age of my still-active parents, I'll be in the open-door phase for longer than I was a child living in their home, longer than I was a child-free young adult, and longer than I was a parent raising children--a huge chunk of my existence. But although many people in their youth imagine the experience of someday leaving home, going to college, or raising children, a remarkable number arrive at the open-door moment having given it little thought. "I have four sons," an acquaintance told me. "It took so much effort to get them all launched, I never thought about myself, except to think that it would be a relief to be done. Now I feel adrift."

That lack of foresight isn't surprising. The tumult of everyday family routine can make it hard for people to step back and think about their lives. As I often remind myself, something that can be done at any time tends to be done at no time, and the demands of parenthood make it easy to delay facing what can be difficult questions. Am I living the life I want to live? Is it too late to start something new? Do I really want to be married anymore? Or simply: Now is it okay to eat meals in front of the TV?

Some people I've encountered whose children have left home have told me--in tones of shame, sadness, or bewilderment--that they're reassessing long-standing habits and relationships. "I thought I had a group of friends, but I didn't," a woman seated next to me on an airplane last year said. Her social circle was tied to her daughter's activities, such as soccer and violin; once her daughter graduated, those bonds dissolved. Some have reported a crisis of identity. "I keep asking myself, What am I for?" a friend said. Another warned me to resist the lure of all those hours freed up on my schedule: "I know you love to work, but be careful not to work all the time, because now you can."

Read: The seven habits that lead to happiness in old age

The open door is a reminder of possibilities: What might await us on the other side? We're not sitting in a vacated nest, passively watching as someone else takes flight; we have our own places to go and plans to make. This is a time of opportunity if met with purpose. I have friends who have started companies, embraced new interests, returned to old passions, and moved to a different town. Many are embracing restored freedoms. "I have popcorn and wine for dinner every night," a friend confided to me. "Now I sleep late and walk around naked," another reported.

I'm not arguing that the substitution of a simple phrase is enough to transform feelings of grief into cheerful optimism. Every so often, I get a sick, shocked feeling in my stomach when I remember: It's over. The other day, I choked up in the drugstore when Harry Chapin's song "Cat's in the Cradle" started playing over the sound system: "My child arrived just the other day / He came to the world in the usual way." It's a song about how quickly children grow up, how parents lose their place as the center of their kids' lives--and how that change may bring regret and sorrow. The days are long, but the years are short.

I tend to push hard feelings aside. Here, the open door metaphor has also proved useful, reminding me to stay open to contradictory emotions. So many things can be true at once: Yes, I recognize that everything I've been going through falls into the category of cliche; and yes, the experience has felt startling and unexpected. Since the day Eleanor headed off to kindergarten, I've planned and hoped for this transition, yet still it seems sudden. I want my daughters to know that they are essential to my happiness and that my happiness does not depend on them. My world feels smaller and bigger.

In October, two long (and also short) months after we dropped Eleanor off, my husband and I visited her for Family Weekend. Under yellow leaves shining against a brilliantly blue sky, we crisscrossed the campus so that she could show us where she took her classes, where she studied in the library, how she had decorated her dorm room for Halloween. We met her friends and heard about her midterms.

As she was describing some late-night party drama, I interrupted to ask, "Are you careful when you walk around at night? Really careful?" "Of course I am, Mom," she answered. Then she returned to her story.

And it hit me: We had arrived at that moment of the paradox of parenting. Jamie and I would always be parents, we would always love and worry, we would always come running in case of emergency--but we'd worked hard at the labor of parenthood to put ourselves out of a job. Now the way to step up was to step back, and the way to hold on was to let go. At the same time, as I saw the intensity of Eleanor's experience, I craved that expansiveness for myself: more relationships, deeper knowledge, fresh adventures. For me, too, a new door was swinging open.
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The Democrats Are Committing Partycide

In the future, even winning the former "Blue Wall" states won't be enough for the party's presidential nominees.

by Jerusalem Demsas




As California goes, so goes the nation, but what happens when a lot of Californians move to Texas? After the 2030 Census, the home of Hollywood and Silicon Valley will likely be forced to reckon with its stagnating population and receding influence. When congressional seats are reallocated to adjust for population changes, California is almost certain to be the biggest loser--and to be seen as the embodiment of the Democratic Party's failures in state and local governance.

The liberal Brennan Center is projecting a loss of four seats, and the conservative American Redistricting Project, a loss of five. Either scenario could affect future presidential races, because a state's Electoral College votes are determined by how many senators and representatives it has. In 2016, after her loss to Donald Trump, Hillary Clinton argued that she'd "won the places that are optimistic, diverse, dynamic, moving forward"--an outlook that she contrasted with Donald Trump's "Make America great again" slogan. But now Democrats' self-conception as a party that represents the future is running headlong into the reality that the fastest-growing states are Republican-led.

According to the American Redistricting Project, New York will lose three seats and Illinois will lose two, while Republican-dominated Texas and Florida will gain four additional representatives each if current trends continue. Other growing states that Trump carried in this month's election could potentially receive an additional representative. By either projection, if the 2032 Democratic nominee carries the same states that Kamala Harris won this year, the party would receive 12 fewer electoral votes. Among the seven swing states that the party lost this year, Harris came closest to winning in the former "Blue Wall" of Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--at least two of which are likely to lose an electoral vote after 2030. Even adding those states to the ones Harris won would not be enough to secure victory in 2032. The Democrat would need to find an additional 14 votes somewhere else on the map.

Read: Democrats deserved to lose

Population growth and decline do not simply happen to states; they are the result of policy choices and economic conditions relative to other states. Some states lose residents because their economy hasn't kept up with the rest of the country's. But in much of blue America, including California and New York, economic dynamism and high wages aren't enough to sustain population growth, because the skyrocketing cost of shelter eclipses everything else. The amenities that these states offer--the California coastline, the New York City cultural scene--start to look like the historic molding on a house with its roof caved in. Policy failures are dragging down the Democrats' prospects in two ways: by showing the results of Democratic governance in sharp, unflattering relief, and by directly reducing the party's prospects in presidential elections and the House of Representatives.

California, New York, and other slow-growing coastal Democratic strongholds have taken an explicitly anti-population-growth tack for decades. They took for granted their natural advantages and assumed that prosperity was a given. People willingly giving up their residencies in these coastal areas is a sign of how dismal the cost of living is.

While the media are likely to pick up on anecdotes about wealthy people complaining about tax levels and political norms in liberal states, data show that population loss is heavily concentrated among lower-income people and people without a college degree. In an analysis of census data, the Public Policy Institute of California found that more than 600,000 people who have left the Golden State in the past decade have cited the housing crisis as the primary reason.

When people vote with their feet, they're sending a clear signal about which places make them optimistic about the future. What does it say about liberal governance that Democratic states cannot compete with Florida and Texas?

Remarkably, none of this happened by accident. A hostility toward population growth and people in general has suffused the politics of Democratic local governance. The researcher Greg Morrow meticulously documented the political effort in Los Angeles to stop people from moving to the city over the back half of the 20th century. In the early 1970s, the UCLA professor Fred Abraham pushed for growth limits, arguing, "We need fewer people here--a quality of life, not a quantity of life. We must request a moratorium on growth and recognize that growth should be stopped." Morrow also points to comments from the Sierra Club, which recommended "limiting residential housing ... to lower birth rates." Such arguments preceded a now infamous downzoning in the '70s and '80s, which substantially reduced the number of homes that could be legally built, slashed the potential population capacity of Los Angeles from an estimated 10 million people to 4 million, and spurred one of the nation's most acute housing and homelessness crises. Self-styled progressives and liberals in blue communities across the country have taken similar approaches, all but directing would-be newcomers to places like Texas and Florida.

Contrast this attitude with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis's boast, in a press release during his unsuccessful presidential-primary campaign, that "people are flocking to Florida and fleeing California." DeSantis has pursued pro-growth housing policies that allow working-class people to afford housing in his state.

Read: How Florida beat New York

For a long time, failures of local governance have remained divorced from the national political conversation. What can President Joe Biden have to do with the decision of Marin or Westchester County to refuse new housing supply? But national Democrats cannot overlook the issue any longer. As researchers from the Economic Innovation Group recently noted, the biggest declines in Democrats' vote share from 2020 to 2024 occurred in the most expensive and most populous counties.

In the days since Harris's defeat, Democrats have defended Biden's tenure by arguing that inflation was beyond the president's control, or pointing to other economic accomplishments. But no Republican stopped San Francisco from building housing, and Trump is not responsible for New York City's byzantine housing-permitting regime. (In fact, as I write this, New York is on the verge of watering down a proposal that would ease the construction of apartment buildings and smaller homes.) In the course of my work, I hear many policy makers and residents in blue communities lament their intractable housing crises, seemingly unaware that many places have solved a supposedly insurmountable problem. The only difference is those places are in states run by Republicans.

It is not too late to reverse California's stagnation--or that of New York and other expensive states. The cost of housing is quite literally a signal for how many millions of people would love to live in those places. Yet, in the aftermath of Trump's reelection, as several Democratic governors have telegraphed their intent to act as bastions of resistance in the coming years, none has focused on the issue that has most hollowed out the promise of liberal America. Nowhere in these headline-seeking pronouncements is a plan to address the housing and cost-of-living crisis or even a reckoning with the failures that produced the status quo. In part this is due to Democrats' failure to understand the link between their anti-growth policies at the state and local level and the national viability of their party. For years, Democrats have gotten to represent the growing, vibrant parts of this country and have become complacent, presuming economic dominance even in the absence of good policy. But last week's results should not have shocked state and local Democratic policy makers--people have been voting with their feet for years.
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How the Ivy League Broke America

The meritocracy isn't working. We need something new.

by David Brooks




Every coherent society has a social ideal--an image of what the superior person looks like. In America, from the late 19th century until sometime in the 1950s, the superior person was the Well-Bred Man. Such a man was born into one of the old WASP families that dominated the elite social circles on Fifth Avenue, in New York City; the Main Line, outside Philadelphia; Beacon Hill, in Boston. He was molded at a prep school like Groton or Choate, and came of age at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. In those days, you didn't have to be brilliant or hardworking to get into Harvard, but it really helped if you were "clubbable"--good-looking, athletic, graceful, casually elegant, Episcopalian, and white. It really helped, too, if your dad had gone there.

Once on campus, studying was frowned upon. Those who cared about academics--the "grinds"--were social outcasts. But students competed ferociously to get into the elite social clubs: Ivy at Princeton, Skull and Bones at Yale, the Porcellian at Harvard. These clubs provided the well-placed few with the connections that would help them ascend to white-shoe law firms, to prestigious banks, to the State Department, perhaps even to the White House. (From 1901 to 1921, every American president went to Harvard, Yale, or Princeton.) People living according to this social ideal valued not academic accomplishment but refined manners, prudent judgment, and the habit of command. This was the age of social privilege.

And then a small group of college administrators decided to blow it all up. The most important of them was James Conant, the president of Harvard from 1933 to 1953. Conant looked around and concluded that American democracy was being undermined by a "hereditary aristocracy of wealth." American capitalism, he argued, was turning into "industrial feudalism," in which a few ultrarich families had too much corporate power. Conant did not believe the United States could rise to the challenges of the 20th century if it was led by the heirs of a few incestuously interconnected Mayflower families.

So Conant and others set out to get rid of admissions criteria based on bloodlines and breeding and replace them with criteria centered on brainpower. His system was predicated on the idea that the highest human trait is intelligence, and that intelligence is revealed through academic achievement.

By shifting admissions criteria in this way, he hoped to realize Thomas Jefferson's dream of a natural aristocracy of talent, culling the smartest people from all ranks of society. Conant wanted to create a nation with more social mobility and less class conflict. He presided during a time, roughly the middle third of the 20th century, when people had lavish faith in social-engineering projects and central planning--in using scientific means to, say, run the Soviet economy, or build new cities like Brasilia, or construct a system of efficiency-maximizing roadways that would have cut through Greenwich Village.

When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative.

In trying to construct a society that maximized talent, Conant and his peers were governed by the common assumptions of the era: Intelligence, that highest human trait, can be measured by standardized tests and the ability to do well in school from ages 15 to 18. Universities should serve as society's primary sorting system, segregating the smart from the not smart. Intelligence is randomly distributed across the population, so sorting by intelligence will yield a broad-based leadership class. Intelligence is innate, so rich families won't be able to buy their kids higher grades. As Conant put it, "At least half of higher education, I believe, is a matter of selecting, sorting, and classifying students." By reimagining college-admissions criteria, Conant hoped to spark a social and cultural revolution. The age of the Well-Bred Man was vanishing. The age of the Cognitive Elite was here.

At first, Conant's record did not match his rhetoric. He couldn't afford to offend the rich families who supplied Harvard with its endowment. In 1951, 18 years into his presidency, the university was still accepting 94 percent of its legacy applicants. When Jews with high grades and test scores began to flood in, Harvard limited the number of applicants it would consider from New Jersey and parts of New York--places that had a lot of Jews.

But eventually Conant's vision triumphed and helped comprehensively refashion American life. If you control the choke points of social mobility, then you control the nation's culture. And if you change the criteria for admission at places such as Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, then you change the nation's social ideal.

When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative, as though someone had turned on a powerful magnet and filaments across wide swaths of the culture suddenly snapped to attention in the same direction.

Status markers changed. In 1967, the sociologist Daniel Bell noted that the leadership in the emerging social order was coming from "the intellectual institutions." "Social prestige and social status," he foresaw, "will be rooted in the intellectual and scientific communities."

Family life changed as parents tried to produce the sort of children who could get into selective colleges. Over time, America developed two entirely different approaches to parenting. Working-class parents still practice what the sociologist Annette Lareau, in her book Unequal Childhoods, called "natural growth" parenting. They let kids be kids, allowing them to wander and explore. College-educated parents, in contrast, practice "concerted cultivation," ferrying their kids from one supervised skill-building, resume-enhancing activity to another. It turns out that if you put parents in a highly competitive status race, they will go completely bonkers trying to hone their kids into little avatars of success.

Elementary and high schools changed too. The time dedicated to recess, art, and shop class was reduced, in part so students could spend more of their day enduring volleys of standardized tests and Advanced Placement classes. Today, even middle-school students have been so thoroughly assessed that they know whether the adults have deemed them smart or not. The good test-takers get funneled into the meritocratic pressure cooker; the bad test-takers learn, by about age 9 or 10, that society does not value them the same way. (Too often, this eventually leads them to simply check out from school and society.) By 11th grade, the high-IQ students and their parents have spent so many years immersed in the college-admissions game that they, like 18th-century aristocrats evaluating which family has the most noble line, are able to make all sorts of fine distinctions about which universities have the most prestige: Princeton is better than Cornell; Williams is better than Colby. Universities came to realize that the more people they reject, the more their cachet soars. Some of these rejection academies run marketing campaigns to lure more and more applicants--and then brag about turning away 96 percent of them.

America's opportunity structure changed as well. It's gotten harder to secure a good job if you lack a college degree, especially an elite college degree. When I started in journalism, in the 1980s, older working-class reporters still roamed the newsroom. Today, journalism is a profession reserved almost exclusively for college grads, especially elite ones. A 2018 study found that more than 50 percent of the staff writers at The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal had attended one of the 34 most elite universities or colleges in the nation. A broader study, published in Nature this year, looked at high achievers across a range of professions--lawyers, artists, scientists, business and political leaders--and found the same phenomenon: 54 percent had attended the same 34 elite institutions. The entire upper-middle-class job market now looks, as the writer Michael Lind has put it, like a candelabrum: "Those who manage to squeeze through the stem of a few prestigious colleges and universities," Lind writes, "can then branch out to fill leadership positions in almost every vocation."

When Lauren Rivera, a sociologist at Northwestern, studied how elite firms in finance, consulting, and law select employees, she found that recruiters are obsessed with college prestige, typically identifying three to five "core" universities where they will do most of their recruiting--perhaps Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, and MIT. Then they identify five to 15 additional schools--the likes of Amherst, Pomona, and Berkeley--from which they will more passively accept applications. The resumes of students from other schools will almost certainly never even get read.

"Number one people go to number one schools" is how one lawyer explained her firm's recruiting principle to Rivera. That's it, in a sentence: Conant's dream of universities as the engines of social and economic segregation has been realized.


Conant's reforms should have led to an American golden age. The old WASP aristocracy had been dethroned. A more just society was being built. Some of the fruits of this revolution are pretty great. Over the past 50 years, the American leadership class has grown smarter and more diverse. Classic achiever types such as Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, Jamie Dimon, Ketanji Brown Jackson, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Pete Buttigieg, Julian Castro, Sundar Pichai, Jeff Bezos, and Indra Nooyi have been funneled through prestigious schools and now occupy key posts in American life. The share of well-educated Americans has risen, and the amount of bigotry--against women, Black people, the LGBTQ community--has declined. Researchers at the University of Chicago and Stanford measured America's economic growth per person from 1960 to 2010 and concluded that up to two-fifths of America's increased prosperity during that time can be explained by better identification and allocation of talent.

From the May 1946 issue: America remakes the university

And yet it's not obvious that we have produced either a better leadership class or a healthier relationship between our society and its elites. Generations of young geniuses were given the most lavish education in the history of the world, and then decided to take their talents to finance and consulting. For instance, Princeton's unofficial motto is "In the nation's service and the service of humanity"--and yet every year, about a fifth of its graduating class decides to serve humanity by going into banking or consulting or some other well-remunerated finance job.

Would we necessarily say that government, civic life, the media, or high finance work better now than in the mid-20th century? We can scorn the smug WASP blue bloods from Groton and Choate--and certainly their era's retrograde views of race and gender--but their leadership helped produce the Progressive movement, the New Deal, victory in World War II, the Marshall Plan, NATO, and the postwar Pax Americana. After the meritocrats took over in the 1960s, we got quagmires in Vietnam and Afghanistan, needless carnage in Iraq, the 2008 financial crisis, the toxic rise of social media, and our current age of political dysfunction.

Today, 59 percent of Americans believe that our country is in decline, 69 percent believe that the "political and economic elite don't care about hard-working people," 63 percent think experts don't understand their lives, and 66 percent believe that America "needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful." In short, under the leadership of our current meritocratic class, trust in institutions has plummeted to the point where, three times since 2016, a large mass of voters has shoved a big middle finger in the elites' faces by voting for Donald Trump.


I've spent much of my adult life attending or teaching at elite universities. They are impressive institutions filled with impressive people. But they remain stuck in the apparatus that Conant and his peers put in place before 1950. In fact, all of us are trapped in this vast sorting system. Parents can't unilaterally disarm, lest their children get surpassed by the children of the tiger mom down the street. Teachers can't teach what they love, because the system is built around teaching to standardized tests. Students can't focus on the academic subjects they're passionate about, because the gods of the grade point average demand that they get straight A's. Even being a well-rounded kid with multiple interests can be self-defeating, because admissions officers are seeking the proverbial "spiky" kids--the ones who stand out for having cultivated some highly distinct skill or identity. All of this militates against a childhood full of curiosity and exploration.

Most admissions officers at elite universities genuinely want to see each candidate as a whole person. They genuinely want to build a campus with a diverse community and a strong learning environment. But they, like the rest of us, are enmeshed in the mechanism that segregates not by what we personally admire, but by what the system, typified by the U.S. News & World Report college rankings, demands. (In one survey, 87 percent of admissions officers and high-school college counselors said the U.S. News rankings force schools to take measures that are "counterproductive" to their educational mission.)

In other words, we're all trapped in a system that was built on a series of ideological assumptions that were accepted 70 or 80 years ago but that now look shaky or just plain wrong. The six deadly sins of the meritocracy have become pretty obvious.

1. The system overrates intelligence. Conant's sorting mechanism was based primarily on intelligence, a quality that can ostensibly be measured by IQ tests or other standardized metrics. Under the social regime that Conant pioneered, as the historian Nathaniel Comfort has put it, "IQ became a measure not of what you do, but of who you are--a score for one's inherent worth as a person." Today's elite school admissions officers might want to look at the whole person--but they won't read your beautiful essay if you don't pass the first threshold of great intelligence, as measured by high grades and sparkling SAT or ACT scores.


Ricardo Rey



Intelligence is important. Social scientists looking at large populations of people consistently find that high IQ correlates with greater academic achievement in school and higher incomes in adulthood. The Study of Mathematically Precocious Youth, based at Vanderbilt, found that high SAT scores at 12 or 13 correlate with the number of doctorates earned and patents issued. Many elite colleges that had dropped standardized testing as an application requirement are now mandating it again, precisely because the scores do provide admissions officers with a reliable measure of the intellectual abilities that correlate with academic performance and with achievement later in life.

But intelligence is less important than Conant and his peers believed. Two people with identical IQ scores can vary widely in their life outcomes. If you rely on intelligence as the central proxy for ability, you will miss 70 percent of what you want to know about a person. You will also leach some of the humanity from the society in which you live.

Starting in the 1920s, the psychologist Lewis Terman and his colleagues at Stanford tracked roughly 1,500 high-IQ kids through life. The Termites, as the research subjects were known, did well in school settings. The group earned 97 Ph.D.s, 55 M.D.s, and 92 law degrees. But as the decades went on, no transcendent geniuses emerged from the group. These brilliant young people grew up to have perfectly respectable jobs as doctors, lawyers, and professors, but there weren't any transformational figures, no world changers or Nobel Prize winners. The whiz kids didn't grow up to become whiz adults. As the science journalist Joel Shurkin, who has written a book on the Terman study, concluded, "Whatever it was the IQ test was measuring, it was not creativity."

Similarly, in a 2019 paper, the Vanderbilt researchers looked at 677 people whose SAT scores at age 13 were in the top 1 percent. The researchers estimated that 12 percent of these adolescents had gone on to achieve "eminence" in their careers by age 50. That's a significant percentage. But that means 88 percent did not achieve eminence. (The researchers defined eminence as reaching the pinnacle of a field--becoming a full professor at a major research university, a CEO of a Fortune 500 company, a leader in biomedicine, a prestigious judge, an award-winning writer, and the like.)

The bottom line is that if you give somebody a standardized test when they are 13 or 18, you will learn something important about them, but not necessarily whether they will flourish in life, nor necessarily whether they will contribute usefully to society's greater good. Intelligence is not the same as effectiveness. The cognitive psychologist Keith E. Stanovich coined the term dysrationalia in part to describe the phenomenon of smart people making dumb or irrational decisions. Being smart doesn't mean that you're willing to try on alternative viewpoints, or that you're comfortable with uncertainty, or that you can recognize your own mistakes. It doesn't mean you have insight into your own biases. In fact, one thing that high-IQ people might genuinely be better at than other people is convincing themselves that their own false views are true.

2. Success in school is not the same thing as success in life. University administrators in the Conant mold assumed that people who could earn high grades would continue to excel later in their career.

But school is not like the rest of life. Success in school is about jumping through the hoops that adults put in front of you; success in life can involve charting your own course. In school, a lot of success is individual: How do I stand out? In life, most success is team-based: How can we work together? Grades reveal who is persistent, self-disciplined, and compliant--but they don't reveal much about emotional intelligence, relationship skills, passion, leadership ability, creativity, or courage.

In short, the meritocratic system is built on a series of non sequiturs. We train and segregate people by ability in one setting, and then launch them into very different settings. "The evidence is clear," the University of Pennsylvania organizational psychologist Adam Grant has written. "Academic excellence is not a strong predictor of career excellence. Across industries, research shows that the correlation between grades and job performance is modest in the first year after college and trivial within a handful of years."

For that reason, Google and other companies no longer look at the grade point average of job applicants. Students who got into higher-ranking colleges, which demand high secondary-school GPAs, are not substantially more effective after they graduate. In one study of 28,000 young students, those attending higher-ranking universities did only slightly better on consulting projects than those attending lower-ranked universities. Grant notes that this would mean, for instance, that a Yale student would have been only about 1.9 percent more proficient than a student from Cleveland State when measured by the quality of their work. The Yale student would also have been more likely to be a jerk: The researchers found that students from higher-ranking colleges and universities, while nominally more effective than other students, were more likely to pay "insufficient attention to interpersonal relationships," and in some instances to be "less friendly," "more prone to conflict," and "less likely to identify with their team."

Also, we have now, for better or worse, entered the Age of Artificial Intelligence. AI is already good at regurgitating information from a lecture. AI is already good at standardized tests. AI can already write papers that would get A's at Harvard. If you're hiring the students who are good at those things, you're hiring people whose talents might soon be obsolete.

3. The game is rigged. The meritocracy was supposed to sort people by innate ability. But what it really does is sort people according to how rich their parents are. As the meritocracy has matured, affluent parents have invested massively in their children so they can win in the college-admissions arms race. The gap between what rich parents and even middle-class parents spend--let's call it the wealth surplus--is huge. According to the Yale Law professor Daniel Markovits, the author of The Meritocracy Trap, if the typical family in the top 1 percent of earners were to take that surplus--all the excess money they spend, beyond what a middle-class family spends, on their child's education in the form of private-school tuition, extracurricular activities, SAT-prep courses, private tutors, and so forth--and simply invest it in the markets, it would be worth $10 million or more as a conventional inheritance. But such is the perceived status value of a fancy college pedigree that rich families believe they'll be better able to transmit elite standing to their kids by spending that money on education.

The system is rigged: Students from families in the top 1 percent of earners were 77 times more likely to attend an Ivy League-level school than students from families making $30,000 a year or less. Many elite schools draw more students from the top 1 percent than the bottom 60.

The children of the affluent have advantages every step of the way. A 3-year-old who grows up with parents making more than $100,000 a year is about twice as likely to attend preschool as a 3-year-old with parents who make less than $60,000. By eighth grade, children from affluent families are performing four grade levels higher than children from poor families, a gap that has widened by 40 to 50 percent in recent decades. According to College Board data from this year, by the time students apply to college, children from families making more than $118,000 a year score 171 points higher on their SATs than students from families making $72,000 to $90,000 a year, and 265 points higher than children from families making less than $56,000. As Markovits has noted, the academic gap between the rich and the poor is larger than the academic gap between white and Black students in the final days of Jim Crow.

From the September 2019 issue: Daniel Markovits on how life became an endless, terrible competition

Conant tried to build a world in which colleges weren't just for the children of the affluent. But today's elite schools are mostly for the children of the affluent. In 1985, according to the writer William Deresiewicz, 46 percent of the students at the most selective 250 colleges came from the top quarter of the income distribution. By 2000, it was 55 percent. By 2006 (based on a slightly smaller sample), it was 67 percent. Research findings by the Harvard economist Raj Chetty and others put this even more starkly: In a 2017 paper, they reported that students from families in the top 1 percent of earners were 77 times more likely to attend an Ivy League-level school than students who came from families making $30,000 a year or less. Many elite schools draw more students from the top 1 percent of earners than from the bottom 60 percent.

In some ways, we've just reestablished the old hierarchy rooted in wealth and social status--only the new elites possess greater hubris, because they believe that their status has been won by hard work and talent rather than by birth. The sense that they "deserve" their success for having earned it can make them feel more entitled to the fruits of it, and less called to the spirit of noblesse oblige.

Those early administrators dreamed that talent, as they defined it, would be randomly scattered across the population. But talent is rarely purely innate. Talent and even effort cannot, as the UCLA Law School professor Joseph Fishkin has observed, "be isolated from circumstances of birth."

4. The meritocracy has created an American caste system. After decades of cognitive segregation, a chasm divides the well educated from the less well educated.

The average high-school graduate will earn about $1 million less over their lifetime than the average four-year-college graduate. The average person without a four-year college degree lives about eight years less than the average four-year-college grad. Thirty-five percent of high-school graduates are obese, compared with 27 percent of four-year-college grads. High-school grads are much less likely to get married, and women with high-school degrees are about twice as likely to divorce within 10 years of marrying as women with college degrees. Nearly 60 percent of births to women with a high-school degree or less happen out of wedlock; that's roughly five times higher than the rate for women with at least a bachelor's degree. The opioid death rate for those with a high-school degree is about 10 times higher than for those with at least a bachelor's degree.

The most significant gap may be social. According to an American Enterprise Institute study, nearly a quarter of people with a high-school degree or less say they have no close friends, whereas only 10 percent of those with college degrees or more say that. Those whose education doesn't extend past high school spend less time in public spaces, less time in hobby groups and sports leagues. They're less likely to host friends and family in their home.

The advantages of elite higher education compound over the generations. Affluent, well-educated parents marry each other and confer their advantages on their kids, who then go to fancy colleges and marry people like themselves. As in all caste societies, the segregation benefits the segregators. And as in all caste societies, the inequalities involve inequalities not just of wealth but of status and respect.

Read: The growing college-degree wealth gap

The whole meritocracy is a system of segregation. Segregate your family into a fancy school district. If you're a valedictorian in Ohio, don't go to Ohio State; go to one of the coastal elite schools where all the smart rich kids are.

It should be noted that this segregation by education tends to overlap with and contribute to segregation by race, a problem that is only deepening after affirmative action's demise. Black people constitute about 14 percent of the U.S. population but only 9 percent of Princeton's current freshman class, according to the school's self-reported numbers, and only 3 percent of Amherst's and 4.7 percent of Tufts's, according to federal reporting guidelines. (Princeton has declined to reveal what that number would be based on those federal guidelines.) In the year after the Supreme Court ended affirmative action, MIT says that the number of Black people in its freshman class dropped from 15 percent to 5 percent.

For the past 50 years or so, the cognitive elite has been withdrawing from engagement with the rest of American society. Since about 1974, as the Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol has noted, college-educated Americans have been leaving organizations, such as the Elks Lodge and the Kiwanis Club, where they might rub shoulders with non-educated-class people, and instead have been joining groups, such as the Sierra Club and the ACLU, that are dominated by highly educated folks like themselves.


Ricardo Rey



"We now have a single route into a single dominant cognitive class," the journalist David Goodhart has written. And because members of the educated class dominate media and culture, they possess the power of consecration, the power to determine what gets admired and what gets ignored or disdained. Goodhart notes further that over the past two decades, it's been as though "an enormous social vacuum cleaner has sucked up status from manual occupations, even skilled ones," and reallocated that status to white-collar jobs, even low-level ones, in "prosperous metropolitan centers and university towns." This has had terrible social and political consequences.

5. The meritocracy has damaged the psyches of the American elite. The meritocracy is a gigantic system of extrinsic rewards. Its gatekeepers--educators, corporate recruiters, and workplace supervisors--impose a series of assessments and hurdles upon the young. Students are trained to be good hurdle-clearers. We shower them with approval or disapproval depending on how they measure up on any given day. Childhood and adolescence are thus lived within an elaborate system of conditional love. Students learn to ride an emotional roller coaster--congratulating themselves for clearing a hurdle one day and demoralized by their failure the next. This leads to an existential fragility: If you don't keep succeeding by somebody else's metrics, your self-worth crumbles.

Some young people get overwhelmed by the pressure and simply drop out. Others learn to become shrewd players of the game, interested only in doing what's necessary to get good grades. People raised in this sorting system tend to become risk-averse, consumed by the fear that a single failure will send them tumbling out of the race.

At the core of the game is the assumption that the essence of life fulfillment is career success. The system has become so instrumentalized--How can this help me succeed?--that deeper questions about meaning or purpose are off the table, questions like: How do I become a generous human being? How do I lead a life of meaning? How do I build good character? 

6. The meritocracy has provoked a populist backlash that is tearing society apart. Teachers behave differently toward students they regard as smart. Years of research has shown that they smile and nod more at those kids, offer them more feedback, allow them more time to ask questions. Students who have been treated as smart since elementary school may go off to private colleges that spend up to $350,000 per student per year. Meanwhile many of the less gifted students, who quickly perceive that teachers don't value them the same way, will end up at community colleges that may spend only $17,000 per pupil per year. By adulthood, the highly educated and the less educated work in different professions, live in different neighborhoods, and have different cultural and social values.

From the April 2021 issue: Private schools have become truly obscene

Many people who have lost the meritocratic race have developed contempt for the entire system, and for the people it elevates. This has reshaped national politics. Today, the most significant political divide is along educational lines: Less educated people vote Republican, and more educated people vote Democratic. In 1960, John F. Kennedy lost the white college-educated vote by two to one and rode to the White House on the backs of the working class. In 2020, Joe Biden lost the white working-class vote by two to one and rode to the White House on the backs of the college-educated.

Wherever the Information Age economy showers money and power onto educated urban elites, populist leaders have arisen to rally the less educated: not just Donald Trump in America but Marine Le Pen in France, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. These leaders understand that working-class people resent the know-it-all professional class, with their fancy degrees, more than they do billionaire real-estate magnates or rich entrepreneurs. Populist leaders worldwide traffic in crude exaggerations, gross generalizations, and bald-faced lies, all aimed at telling the educated class, in effect: Screw you and the epistemic regime you rode in on.

When income level is the most important division in a society, politics is a struggle over how to redistribute money. When a society is more divided by education, politics becomes a war over values and culture. In country after country, people differ by education level on immigration, gender issues, the role of religion in the public square, national sovereignty, diversity, and whether you can trust experts to recommend a vaccine.

Read: Why Americans are so polarized: education and evolution

As working-class voters have shifted to the right, progressivism has become an entry badge to the elite. To cite just one example, a study of opinion pieces in The Harvard Crimson found that they became three and a half times more progressive from 2001 to 2023. By 2023, 65 percent of seniors at Harvard, the richest school in the world, identified as progressive or very progressive.

James Conant and his colleagues dreamed of building a world with a lot of class-mixing and relative social comity; we ended up with a world of rigid caste lines and pervasive cultural and political war. Conant dreamed of a nation ruled by brilliant leaders. We ended up with President Trump.


From time to time, someone, usually on the progressive left, will suggest that we dismantle the meritocracy altogether. Any sorting system, they argue, is inherently elitist and unjust. We should get rid of selective admissions. We should get rid of the system that divides elite from non-elite. All students should be treated equally and all schools should have equal resources.

I appreciate that impulse. But the fact is that every human society throughout history has been hierarchical. (If anything, that's been especially true for those societies, such as Soviet Russia and Maoist China, that professed to be free of class hierarchy.) What determines a society's health is not the existence of an elite, but the effectiveness of the elite, and whether the relationship between the elites and everybody else is mutually respectful.

And although the current system may overvalue IQ, we do still need to find and train the people best equipped to be nuclear physicists and medical researchers. If the American meritocracy fails to identify the greatest young geniuses and educate them at places such as Caltech and MIT, China--whose meritocracy has for thousands of years been using standardized tests to cull the brightest of the bright--could outpace us in chip manufacturing, artificial intelligence, and military technology, among other fields. And for all the American education system's flaws, our elite universities are doing pioneering research, generating tremendous advances in fields such as biotech, launching bright students into the world, and driving much of the American economy. Our top universities remain the envy of the world.

The challenge is not to end the meritocracy; it's to humanize and improve it. A number of recent developments make this even more urgent--while perhaps also making the present moment politically ripe for broad reform.

First, the Supreme Court's ending of affirmative action constrained colleges' ability to bring in students from less advantaged backgrounds. Under affirmative action, admissions officers had the freedom to shift some weight from a narrow evaluation of test scores to a broader assessment of other qualities--for instance, the sheer drive a kid had to possess in order to accomplish what they did against great odds. If colleges still want to compose racially diverse classes, and bring in kids from certain underrepresented backgrounds, they will have to find new ways to do that.

Second, as noted, much of what the existing cognitive elite do can already be done as well as or better by AI--so shouldn't colleges be thinking about how to find and train the kind of creative people we need not just to shape and constrain AI, but to do what AI (at least as of now) cannot?

Third, the recent uproar over Gaza protests and anti-Semitism on campus has led to the defenestration of multiple Ivy League presidents, and caused a public-relations crisis, perhaps even lasting brand damage, at many elite universities. Some big donors are withholding funds. Republicans in Congress are seizing the opportunity to escalate their war on higher education. Now would be a good time for college faculty and administrators to revisit first principles in service of building a convincing case for the value that their institutions provide to America.

Fourth, the ongoing birth dearth is causing many schools to struggle with enrollment shortfalls. This demographic decline will require some colleges not just to rebrand themselves, but to reinvent themselves in creative ways if they are to remain financially afloat. In a reformed meritocracy, perhaps colleges now struggling with declining enrollments might develop their own distinctive niches in the ecosystem, their own distinctive ways of defining and nurturing talent. This in turn could help give rise to an educational ecosystem in which colleges are not all arrayed within a single status hierarchy, with Harvard, Yale, and Princeton on top and everyone else below. If we could get to the point where being snobby about going to Stanford seems as ridiculous as being snobby about your great-grandmother's membership in the Daughters of the American Revolution, this would transform not just college admissions but American childhood.

The crucial first step is to change how we define merit. The history of the meritocracy is the history of different definitions of ability. But how do we come up with a definition of ability that is better and more capacious than the one Conant left us? We can start by noting the flaws at the core of his definition. He and his peers were working at a time when people were optimistic that the rational application of knowledge in areas such as statistics, economics, psychology, management theory, and engineering could solve social problems. They admired technicians who valued quantification, objectification, optimization, efficiency.

They had great faith in raw brainpower and naturally adopted a rationalist view of humans: Reason is separate from emotions. Economists and political scientists of the era gravitated toward models that were based on the idea that you could view people as perfectly rational actors maximizing their utility, and accurately predict their behavior based on that.

Social engineers with this mindset can seem impressively empirical. But over the course of the 20th century, the rationalist planning schemes--the public-housing projects in America's cities, the central economic planning in the Soviet Union--consistently failed. And they failed for the same reason: The rationalists assumed that whatever can't be counted and measured doesn't matter. But it does. Rationalist schemes fail because life is too complex for their quantification methods.

In Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, James C. Scott, the late political scientist and anthropologist, describes a 19th-century German effort to improve the nation's lumber industry. To make forests amenable to scientific quantification, planners had to redefine what forest meant. Trees became timber, and everything not a tree was designated as underbrush--useless stuff that got in the way when workers tried to efficiently harvest the timber.

The German rationalists reorganized the forests, planting new trees in neat rows and clearing away all the underbrush. At first, everything seemed to go well. But as the Germans discovered too late, the trees needed the underbrush to thrive. Without the organic messiness that the rationalists had deemed superfluous, the trees' nutrient cycle got out of whack. They began ailing. A new word entered the German language--Waldsterben, or "forest death."

By focusing on only those parts of the forest that seemed instrumental to their uses, the planners failed to see the forest accurately. In trying to standardize and control the growth process, the planners murdered the trees.

The modern meritocracy misunderstands human beings the same way the German rationalists misunderstood trees. To make people legible to the sorting system, researchers draw a distinction between what they call "cognitive" and "noncognitive" skills. Cognitive skills are the "hard" ones that can be easily measured, such as IQ and scores on an algebra test. Noncognitive skills are fuzzier, harder-to-quantify things, such as emotional flexibility, grit, social agility, and moral qualities.

But of course all mental actions are cognitive. What this categorization method reveals is how little the rationalists care about the abilities that lie beyond IQ. The modern meritocracy treats the noncognitive realm the way the German planners treated the underbrush; it discounts it. But the putatively "noncognitive" skills can be more important than cognitive ones. Having a fast mental processor upstairs is great, but other traits may do more to determine how much you are going to contribute to society: Do you try hard? Can you build relationships? Are you curious? Are you trustworthy? How do you perform under pressure?

The meritocracy as currently constituted seems to want you to be self-centered and manipulative. We put students in competitive classrooms, where the guiding questions are "How am I measuring up?" and "Where am I on the curve?"

The importance of noncognitive traits shows up everywhere. Chetty, the Harvard economist, wanted to understand the effect that good teachers have on their pupils. He and his colleagues discovered that what may most differentiate good teachers is not necessarily their ability to produce higher math and reading scores. Rather, what the good teachers seem to impart most effectively are "soft skills"--how to get along with others, how to stay on task. In fact, the researchers found that these soft skills, when measured in the fourth grade, are 2.4 times more important than math and reading scores in predicting a student's future income.

The organizational-leadership expert Mark Murphy discovered something similar when he studied why people get fired. In Hiring for Attitude, he reports that only 11 percent of the people who failed at their jobs--that is, were fired or got a bad performance review--did so because of insufficient technical competence. For the other 89 percent, the failures were due to social or moral traits that affected their job performance--sour temperament, uncoachability, low motivation, selfishness. They failed because they lacked the right noncognitive skills.

Murphy's study tracked 20,000 new hires and found that 46 percent of them failed within 18 months. Given how painful and expensive it is for an organization to replace people, this is a cataclysmic result. Why aren't firms better at spotting the right people? Why do we have such a distorted and incomplete view of what constitutes human ability?


In reconceiving the meritocracy, we need to take more account of these noncognitive traits. Our definition of ability shouldn't be narrowly restricted to who can ace intelligence tests at age 18. We need to stop treating people as brains on a stick and pay more attention to what motivates people: What does this person care about, and how driven are they to get good at it? We shouldn't just be looking for skillful teenage test-takers; we want people with enough intrinsic desire to learn and grow all the days of their life. Leslie Valiant, a computer-science professor at Harvard who has studied human cognition for years, has written that "notions like smartness and intelligence are almost like nonsense," and that what matters more for civilizational progress is "educability," the ability to learn from experience.

If I were given the keys to the meritocracy, I'd redefine merit around four crucial qualities.

Curiosity. Kids are born curious. One observational study that followed four children between the ages of 14 months and 5 years found that they made an average of 107 inquiries an hour. Little kids ask tons of questions. Then they go to school, and the meritocracy does its best to stamp out their curiosity. In research for her book The Hungry Mind, the psychologist Susan Engel found that in kindergarten, students expressed curiosity only 2.4 times every two hours of class time. By fifth grade, that was down to 0.48 times.

What happened? Although teachers like the idea of curiosity, our current system doesn't allow it to blossom. A typical school wants its students to score well on standardized tests, which in turn causes the school to encourage teachers to march through a certain volume of content in each class period. If a student asks a question because she is curious about something, she threatens to take the class off course. Teachers learn to squelch such questions so the class can stay on task. In short, our current meritocracy discourages inquiry in favor of simply shoveling content with the goal of improving test scores. And when children have lost their curiosity by age 11, Engel believes, they tend to remain incurious for the rest of their life.

From the January/February 2005 issue: Lost in the meritocracy

This matters. You can sometimes identify a bad leader by how few questions they ask; they think they already know everything they need to. In contrast, history's great achievers tend to have an insatiable desire to learn. In his study of such accomplished creative figures, the psychologist Frank Barron found that abiding curiosity was essential to their success; their curiosity helped them stay flexible, innovative, and persistent.

Our meritocratic system encourages people to focus narrowly on cognitive tasks, but curiosity demands play and unstructured free time. If you want to understand how curious someone is, look at how they spend their leisure time. In their book, Talent: How to Identify Energizers, Creatives, and Winners Around the World, the venture capitalist Daniel Gross and the economist Tyler Cowen argue that when hiring, you should look for the people who write on the side, or code on the side, just for fun. "If someone truly is creative and inspiring," they write, "it will show up in how they allocate their spare time." In job interviews, the authors advise hiring managers to ask, "What are the open tabs on your browser right now?"

A sense of drive and mission. When the Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl was imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps, he noticed that the men who tended to survive the longest had usually made a commitment to something outside the camps--a spouse, a book project, a vision of a less evil society they hoped to create. Their sense that life had meaning, Frankl concluded, sustained them even in the most dehumanizing circumstances.

A sense of meaning and commitment has value even in far less harrowing conditions. People with these qualities go to where the problems are. They're willing to run through walls.

Some such people are driven by moral emotions--indignation at injustice, compassion for the weak, admiration for an ideal. They have a strong need for a life of purpose, a sense that what they are doing really matters. As Frankl recognized, people whose lives have a transcendent meaning or a higher cause have a sense of purpose that drives them forward. You can recognize such people because they have an internal unity--the way, say, the social-justice crusader Bryan Stevenson's whole life has a moral coherence to it. Other people are passionate about the pursuit of knowledge or creating beautiful tools that improve life: Think of Albert Einstein's lifelong devotion to understanding the universe, or Steve Jobs's obsession with merging beauty and function.

I once asked a tech CEO how he hires people. He told me that after each interview, he asks himself, "Is this person a force of nature? Do they have spark, willpower, dedication?" A successful meritocracy will value people who see their lives as a sacred mission.

Social intelligence. When Boris Groysberg, an organizational-behavior professor at Harvard Business School, looked at the careers of hundreds of investment analysts who had left one financial firm to work at another, he discovered something surprising: The "star equity analysts who switched employers paid a high price for jumping ship relative to comparable stars who stayed put," he reports in Chasing Stars: The Myth of Talent and the Portability of Performance. "Overall, their job performance plunged sharply and continued to suffer for at least five years after moving to a new firm."

These results suggest that sometimes talent inheres in the team, not the individual. In an effective meritocracy, we'd want to find people who are fantastic team builders, who have excellent communication and bonding skills. Coaches sometimes talk about certain athletes as "glue guys," players who have that ineffable ability to make a team greater than the sum of its parts. This phenomenon has obvious analogies outside sports. The Harvard economist David Deming has shown that across recent decades, the value of social skills--of being a workplace "glue guy"--has increased as a predictor of professional success, while the value of cognitive ability has modestly declined.

David Deming: The single biggest fix for inequality at elite colleges

The meritocracy as currently constituted seems to want you to be self-centered and manipulative. We put students in competitive classrooms, where the guiding questions are "How am I measuring up?" and "Where am I on the curve?"

Research has shown, however, that what makes certain teams special is not primarily the intelligence of its smartest members but rather how well its leaders listen, how frequently its members take turns talking, how well they adjust to one another's moves, how they build reciprocity. If even one team member hogs airtime, that can impede the flow of interaction that teams need to be most effective.

Based on cognitive skills alone, Franklin D. Roosevelt, probably the greatest president of the 20th century, would never get into Harvard today. As Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. observed, he had only "a second-class intellect." But that was paired, Holmes continued, with a "first-class temperament." That temperament, not his IQ, gave Roosevelt the ability to rally a nation.

Agility. In chaotic situations, raw brainpower can be less important than sensitivity of perception. The ancient Greeks had a word, metis, that means having a practiced eye, the ability to synthesize all the different aspects of a situation and discern the flow of events--a kind of agility that enables people to anticipate what will come next. Academic knowledge of the sort measured by the SATs doesn't confer this ability; inert book learning doesn't necessarily translate into forecasting how complex situations will play out. The University of Pennsylvania psychologist and political scientist Philip E. Tetlock has found that experts are generally terrible at making predictions about future events. In fact, he's found that the more prominent the expert, the less accurate their predictions. Tetlock says this is because experts' views are too locked in--they use their knowledge to support false viewpoints. People with agility, by contrast, can switch among mindsets and riff through alternative perspectives until they find the one that best applies to a given situation.

Possessing agility helps you make good judgments in real time. The neuroscientist John Coates used to be a financial trader. During the bull-market surges that preceded big crashes, Coates noticed that the traders who went on to suffer huge losses had gotten overconfident in ways that were physically observable. They flexed their muscles and even walked differently, failing to understand the meaning of the testosterone they felt coursing through their bodies. Their "assessment of risk is replaced by judgments of certainty--they just know what is going to happen," Coates writes in The Hour Between Dog and Wolf.

The traders, in other words, got swept up in an emotional cascade that warped their judgment. The ones who succeeded in avoiding big losses were not the ones with higher IQs but the ones who were more sensitively attuned to their surging testosterone and racing hearts, and were able to understand the meaning of those sensations. Good traders, Coates observes, "do not just process information, they feel it."
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The physicist and science writer Leonard Mlodinow puts the point more broadly. "While IQ scores may correlate to cognitive ability," he writes in Emotional: How Feelings Shape Our Thinking, "control over and knowledge of one's emotional state is what is most important for professional and personal success."

If we can orient our meritocracy around a definition of human ability that takes more account of traits like motivation, generosity, sensitivity, and passion, then our schools, families, and workplaces will readjust in fundamental ways.


When the education scholars Jal Mehta and Sarah Fine toured America's best high schools for their book, In Search of Deeper Learning, they found that even at many of these top schools, most students spent the bulk of their day bored, disengaged, not learning; Mehta and Fine didn't find much passionate engagement in classrooms. They did, however, find some in noncore electives and at the periphery of the schools--the debate team, the drama club, the a cappella groups, and other extracurriculars. During these activities, students were directing their own learning, teachers served as coaches, and progress was made in groups. The students had more agency, and felt a sense of purpose and community.

As it happens, several types of schools are trying to make the entire school day look more like extracurriculars--where passion is aroused and teamwork is essential. Some of these schools are centered on "project-based learning," in which students work together on real-world projects. The faculty-student relationships at such schools are more like the one between a master and an apprentice than that between a lecturer and a listener. To succeed, students must develop leadership skills and collaboration skills, as well as content knowledge. They learn to critique one another and exchange feedback. They teach one another, which is a powerful way to learn.

Mehta and Fine profiled one high school in a network of 14 project-based charter schools serving more than 5,000 students. The students are drawn by lottery, representing all social groups. They do not sit in rows taking notes. Rather, grouped into teams of 50, they work together on complicated interdisciplinary projects. Teachers serve as coaches and guides. At the school Mehta and Fine reported on, students collaborated on projects such as designing exhibits for local museums and composing cookbooks with recipes using local ingredients. At another project-based-learning school, High Tech High in San Diego, which is featured in the documentary Most Likely to Succeed, one group of students built a giant wooden model with gears and gizmos to demonstrate how civilizations rise and fall; another group made a film about how diseases get transmitted through the bloodstream.

In these project-based-learning programs, students have more autonomy. These schools allow students to blunder, to feel like they are lost and flailing--a feeling that is the predicate of creativity. Occasional failure is a feature of this approach; it cultivates resilience, persistence, and deeper understanding. Students also get to experience mastery, and the self-confidence that comes with tangible achievement.

Most important, the students get an education in what it feels like to be fully engaged in a project with others. Their school days are not consumed with preparing for standardized tests or getting lectured at, so their curiosity is enlarged, not extinguished. Of course, effective project-based learning requires effective teachers, and as a country we need to invest much more in teacher training and professional development at the elementary- and secondary-school levels. But emerging evidence suggests that the kids enrolled in project-based-learning programs tend to do just as well as, if not better than, their peers on standardized tests, despite not spending all their time preparing for them. This alone ought to convince parents--even, and perhaps especially, those parents imprisoned in the current elite college-competition mindset--that investing aggressively in project-based and other holistic learning approaches across American education is politically feasible.

Building a school system geared toward stimulating curiosity, passion, generosity, and sensitivity will require us to change the way we measure student progress and spot ability. Today we live in the world of the transcript--grades, test scores, awards. But a transcript doesn't tell you if a student can lead a dialogue with others, or whether a kid is open-minded or closed-minded.

Helpfully, some of these project-based-learning schools are pioneering a different way to assess kids. Students don't graduate with only report cards and test scores; they leave with an electronic portfolio of their best work--their papers, speeches, projects--which they can bring to prospective colleges and employers to illustrate the kind of work they are capable of. At some schools, students take part in "portfolio defenses," comparable to a grad student's dissertation defense.

The portfolio method enlarges our understanding of what assessment can look like. Roughly 400 high schools are now part of an organization called the Mastery Transcript Consortium, which uses an alternative assessment mechanism. Whereas a standard report card conveys how much a student knows relative to their classmates on a given date, the mastery transcript shows with much greater specificity how far the student has progressed toward mastering a given content area or skill set. Teachers can determine not only who's doing well in math, but who's developing proficiency in statistical reasoning or getting good at coming up with innovative experiment designs. The mastery report also includes broader life skills--who is good at building relationships, who is good at creative solutions.

No single assessment can perfectly predict a person's potential. The best we can do is combine assessment techniques: grades and portfolios, plus the various tests that scholars have come up with to measure noncognitive skills--the Grit Scale, the Moral Character Questionnaire, social-and-emotional-learning assessments, the High Potential Trait Indicator. All of these can be informative, but what's important is that none of them is too high-stakes. We are using these assessments to try to understand a person, not to rank her.

Data are good for measuring things, but for truly knowing people, stories are better. In an ideal world, high-school teachers, guidance counselors, and coaches would collaborate each year on, say, a five-page narrative about each student's life. Some schools do this now, to great effect.

College-admissions officers may not have time to carefully study a five-page narrative about each applicant, nor will every high-school teacher or college counselor have time to write one. But a set of tools and institutions is emerging that can help with this. In Australia, for example, some schools use something called the Big Picture Learning Credential, which evaluates the traits that students have developed in and out of the classroom--communication skills, goal setting, responsibility, self-awareness.

Creating a network of independent assessment centers in this country that use such tools could help students find the college or training program best suited to their core interests. The centers could help college-admissions officers find the students who are right for their institution. They could help employers find the right job applicants. In short, they could help everybody in the meritocracy make more informed decisions.

These assessment methods would inevitably be less "objective" than an SAT or ACT score, but that's partly the point. Our current system is built around standardization. Its designers wanted to create a system in which all human beings could be placed on a single scale, neatly arrayed along a single bell curve. As the education scholar Todd Rose writes in The End of Average, this system is built upon "the paradoxical assumption that you could understand individuals by ignoring their individuality." The whole system says to young people: You should be the same as everyone else, only better. The reality is that there is no single scale we can use to measure human potential, or the capacity for effective leadership. We need an assessment system that prizes the individual over the system, which is what a personal biography and portfolio would give us--at least in a fuller way than a transcript does. The gatekeepers of a more effective meritocracy would ask not just "Should we accept or reject this applicant?" and "Who are the stars?" but also "What is each person great at, and how can we get them into the appropriate role?"

A new, broader definition of merit; wider adoption of project-based and similar types of learning; and more comprehensive kinds of assessments--even all of this together gets us only so far. To make the meritocracy better and fairer, we need to combine these measures with a national overhaul of what UCLA's Joseph Fishkin calls the "opportunity structure," the intersecting lattice of paths and hurdles that propel people toward one profession or way of life and away from others.

Right now, America's opportunity structure is unitary. To reach commanding heights, you have to get excellent grades in high school, score well on standardized tests, go to college, and, in most cases, get a graduate degree. Along the way, you must navigate the various channels and bottlenecks that steer and constrain you.

Historically, when reformers have tried to make pathways to the elite more equal, they've taken the existing opportunity structure for granted, trying to give select individuals, or groups of individuals, a boost. This is what affirmative action did.

Fishkin argues that we need to refashion the opportunity structure itself, to accommodate new channels and create what he calls opportunity pluralism. "The goal needs to be to give people access to a broader range of paths they can pursue," Fishkin writes in Bottlenecks: A New Theory of Equal Opportunity, "so that each of us is then able to decide--in a more autonomous way and from a richer set of choices--what combinations of things we actually want to try to do with our lives."

With greater opportunity pluralism, the gatekeepers will have less power and the individuals striving within the structure will have more. If the meritocracy had more channels, society would no longer look like a pyramid, with a tiny, exclusive peak at the top; it would look like a mountain range, with many peaks. Status and recognition in such a society would be more broadly distributed, diminishing populist resentment and making cultural cohesion more likely.

As a social ideal to guide our new meritocracy, we could do worse than opportunity pluralism. It aspires to generate not equal opportunity but maximum opportunity, a wide-enough array of pathways to suit every living soul.

Achieving that ideal will require a multifaceted strategy, starting with the basic redefinition of merit itself. Some of the policy levers we might pull include reviving vocational education, making national service mandatory, creating social-capital programs, and developing a smarter industrial policy.

Let's consider vocational education first. From 1989 to 2016, every single American president took measures to reform education and prepare students for the postindustrial "jobs of the future." This caused standardized testing to blossom further while vocational education, technical education, and shop class withered. As a result, we no longer have enough skilled workers to staff our factories. Schools should prepare people to build things, not just to think things.

Second, yes, trotting out national service as a solution to this or that social ailment has become a cliche. But a true national-service program would yield substantial benefits. Raj Chetty and his colleagues have found that cross-class friendships--relationships between people from different economic strata--powerfully boost social mobility. Making national service a rite of passage after high school might also help shift how status gets allocated among various job categories.

Third, heretical though this may sound, we should aim to shrink the cultural significance of school in American society. By age 18, Americans have spent only 13 percent of their time in school. Piles of research across 60 years have suggested that neighborhoods, peers, and family background may have a greater influence on a person's educational success than the quality of their school. Let's invest more in local civic groups, so a greater number of kids can grow up in neighborhoods with community organizations where they can succeed at nonacademic endeavors--serving others, leading meetings, rallying neighbors for a cause.

Fourth, although sending manufacturing jobs overseas may have pleased the efficiency-loving market, if we want to live in an economy that rewards a diversity of skills, then we should support economic policies, such as the CHIPS and Science Act, that boost the industrial sector. This will help give people who can't or don't want to work in professional or other office jobs alternative pathways to achievement.

If we sort people only by superior intelligence, we're sorting people by a quality few possess; we're inevitably creating a stratified, elitist society. We want a society run by people who are smart, yes, but who are also wise, perceptive, curious, caring, resilient, and committed to the common good. If we can figure out how to select for people's motivation to grow and learn across their whole lifespan, then we are sorting people by a quality that is more democratically distributed, a quality that people can control and develop, and we will end up with a fairer and more mobile society.

In 1910, the U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands wrote a book in which he said: "The Spirit of America is best known in Europe by one of its qualities--energy." What you assess is what you end up selecting for and producing. We should want to create a meritocracy that selects for energy and initiative as much as for brainpower. After all, what's really at the core of a person? Is your IQ the most important thing about you? No. I would submit that it's your desires--what you are interested in, what you love. We want a meritocracy that will help each person identify, nurture, and pursue the ruling passion of their soul.



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "How the Ivy League Broke America." 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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Tulsi Gabbard's Nomination Is a National-Security Risk

The Senate can stop her.

by Tom Nichols




President-elect Donald Trump has nominated former Representative Tulsi Gabbard as the director of national intelligence. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence was created after 9/11 to remedy what American policy makers believed was a lack of coordination among the various national-intelligence agencies, and the DNI sits atop all of America's intelligence services, including the CIA.

Gabbard is stunningly unqualified for almost any Cabinet post (as are some of Trump's other picks), but especially for ODNI. She has no qualifications as an intelligence professional--literally none. (She is a reserve lieutenant colonel who previously served in the Hawaii Army National Guard, with assignments in medical, police, and civil-affairs-support positions. She has won some local elections and also represented Hawaii in Congress.) She has no significant experience directing or managing much of anything.

But leave aside for the moment that she is manifestly unprepared to run any kind of agency. Americans usually accept that presidents reward loyalists with jobs, and Trump has the right to stash Gabbard at some make-work office in the bureaucracy if he feels he owes her. It's not a pretty tradition, but it's not unprecedented, either.

To make Tulsi Gabbard the DNI, however, is not merely handing a bouquet to a political gadfly. Her appointment would be a threat to the security of the United States.

Gabbard ran for president as a Democrat in 2020, attempting to position herself as something like a peace candidate. But she's no peacemaker: She's been an apologist for both the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad and Russia's Vladimir Putin. Her politics, which are otherwise incoherent, tend to be sympathetic to these two strongmen, painting America as the problem and the dictators as misunderstood. Hawaii voters have long been perplexed by the way she's positioned herself politically. But Gabbard is a classic case of "horseshoe" politics: Her views can seem both extremely left and extremely right, which is probably why people such as Tucker Carlson--a conservative who has turned into ... whatever pro-Russia right-wingers are called now--have taken a liking to the former Democrat (who was previously a Republican and is now again a member of the GOP).

In early 2017, while still a member of Congress, Gabbard met with Assad, saying that peace in Syria was only possible if the international community would have a conversation with him. "Let the Syrian people themselves determine their future, not the United States, not some foreign country," Gabbard said, after chatting with a man who had stopped the Syrian people from determining their own future by using chemical weapons on them. Two years later, she added that Assad was "not the enemy of the United States, because Syria does not pose a direct threat to the United States," and that her critics were merely "warmongers."

Gabbard's shilling for Assad is a mystery, but she's even more dedicated to carrying Putin's water. Tom Rogan, a conservative writer and hardly a liberal handwringer, summed up her record succinctly in the Washington Examiner today:

She has blamed NATO and the U.S. for Russia's invasion of Ukraine (again, to the celebration of both Russian and Chinese state media), has repeated Russian propaganda claims that the U.S. has set up secret bioweapons labs in that country, and has argued that the U.S. not Russia is wholly responsible for Putin's nuclear brinkmanship.

When she appeared on Sean Hannity's show in 2022, even Hannity blanched at Gabbard floating off in a haze of Kremlin talking points and cheerleading for Russia. When Hannity is trying to shepherd you back toward the air lock before your oxygen runs out, you've gone pretty far out there.

A person with Gabbard's views should not be allowed anywhere near the crown jewels of American intelligence. I have no idea why Trump nominated Gabbard; she's been a supporter, but she hasn't been central to his campaign, and he owes her very little. For someone as grubbily transactional as Trump, it's not an appointment that makes much sense. It's possible that Trump hates the intelligence community--which he blames for many of his first-term troubles--so much that Gabbard is his revenge. Or maybe he just likes the way she handles herself on television.

But Trump could also be engaging in a ploy to bring in someone else. He may suspect that Gabbard is unconfirmable by the Senate. Once she's turfed, he could then slide in an even more appalling nominee and claim that he has no choice but to use a recess appointment as a backstop. (Hard to imagine who might be worse as DNI than Gabbard, but remember that Trump has promised at various times to bring retired General Mike Flynn back into government. Flynn is a decorated veteran who was fired from Trump's White House in a scandal about lying to the FBI; he is now a conspiracist who is fully on board with Trump's desire for revenge on his enemies.

Gabbard has every right to her personal views, however inscrutable they may be. As a private citizen, she can apologize for Assad and Putin to her heart's content. But as a security risk, Gabbard is a walking Christmas tree of warning lights. If she is nominated to be America's top intelligence officer, that's everyone's business.

Last spring, I described how U.S.-government employees with clearances are trained every year to spot "insider threats," people who might for various reasons compromise classified information. Trump's open and continuing affection for Putin and other dictators, I said, would be a matter of concern for any security organization. Gabbard's behavior and her admiration for dictators is no less of a worry--especially because she would be at the apex of the entire American intelligence community.

Presidents should be given deference in staffing their Cabinet. But this nomination should be one of the handful of Trump appointments where soon-to-be Majority Leader John Thune and his Republican colleagues draw a hard line and say no--at least if they still care at all about exercising the Senate's constitutional duty of advice and consent.

Related:

	Why Trump chose Gaetz, Hegseth, and Gabbard: retribution
 	Donald Trump is a national-security risk.
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The Thing That Binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump

The president-elect's most controversial Cabinet picks share one crucial tie.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump spent much of the 2024 presidential campaign promising to wreak vengeance on his enemies and upend the federal government. Three Cabinet picks in the past two days are starting to show what that might look like.

Since last night, Trump has announced plans to nominate Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense, Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence, and Matt Gaetz for attorney general. On the face of it, the trio seem to possess little in common except having scant qualification on paper for the jobs he wants them to fill. (Gabbard and Gaetz are also widely disliked by members of the respective parties in which they served in the U.S. House.)

Consider where all three were nine years ago. Hegseth was an Iraq and Afghanistan veteran serving in the Army Reserve, backing Marco Rubio for president from his relatively new perch as a Fox News commentator. Gabbard was a Democratic representative from Hawaii and the vice chair of the Democratic National Committee; she'd resign the next year to back Senator Bernie Sanders's run for president. Gaetz was a little-known representative in the Florida state House, with plans to run for his dad's state Senate seat in 2016. Even today, none of them share an ideology: Hegseth is a culture warrior, Gaetz a libertine with an unusual mix of political views, and Gabbard an ostensible dove with her own strange commitments.

Read: Matt Gaetz is winning

What brings them together is not just fidelity to Trump, but a shared sense of having been persecuted by the departments they've been nominated to lead. It's what they share with Trump as well as one another, and it's their main credential to serve under him.

After the January 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol, Hegseth defended the rioters on Fox News. "These are not conspiracy theorists motivated just by lies--that's a bunch of nonsense that people want to tell us," he said. "These are people that understand first principles; they love freedom, and they love free markets." Two weeks later, the National Guard said it had removed 12 members from duty on the day of Joe Biden's inauguration because of worries about extremist groups.

By his own account, Hegseth was one of the dozen. He said a tattoo of a Jerusalem cross had gotten him flagged. He soon left the military, then wrote a book attacking the military as a bastion of "wokeness" and decay. "The feeling was mutual--I didn't want this Army anymore either," he wrote. He's remained a loud critic of Pentagon brass, including suggesting that General C. Q. Brown, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, is in his role only because he is Black.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Gabbard seems like an odd choice for DNI, a role created after 9/11 to try to solve problems of siloed information between intelligence agencies. Though a veteran and former representative, she has no clear interest in intelligence and did not serve on the House Intelligence Committee. She does, however, have a grudge against the intelligence community. She says that this summer, she was placed on a watch list for domestic terrorism, resulting in frequent extra screening at airports. Gabbard says she believes this is because of criticism of Vice President Kamala Harris. Confirming any of this is impossible, because the watch lists really are a civil-liberties nightmare: They are not public, the reasons anyone gets on them are opaque, and the process for challenging them is enigmatic.

Gaetz is somehow an even more improbable pick to be the nation's chief law-enforcement officer than Gabbard is for DNI. He has extensive experience with law enforcement, but generally he's been the suspect. In 2008, he was pulled over for speeding and suspected of driving drunk, but he refused a Breathalyzer test and charges were dropped. Court papers have alleged that Gaetz attended drug- and sex-fueled parties involving underage girls, which Gaetz denies. He's currently being investigated by the House Ethics Committee for a variety of alleged offenses. (My colleague Elaine Godfrey reported that Gaetz has shown videos of naked women to colleagues; Gaetz was a leading opponent of a revenge-porn law in the Florida legislature.)

More to the point, Gaetz was also the subject of a lengthy Justice Department probe into possible sex-trafficking. A top Trump aide told the House January 6 committee that Gaetz had sought a pardon from Trump at the close of his first presidency. After years of investigation, the DOJ informed Gaetz's lawyers in 2023 that he would not be charged. The experience left Gaetz furious at the Justice Department.

David A. Graham: The terminally online are in charge now

What each of these appointments would offer, if the nominees are confirmed, is a chance to get their revenge on the people they feel have done them wrong. Whether they can get confirmed will be a good test of just how acquiescent the GOP Senate, under incoming Majority Leader John Thune, will be to Trump's agenda.

Hegseth would be the least traditionally qualified nominee to lead the Defense Department in memory; it's a sprawling bureaucracy, and he has no experience with it except as a low-ranking officer. But Hegseth is personally well liked and already collecting support from powerful Republicans. Gabbard's past record of criticizing Republicans may raise some eyebrows, though she has become a loyal member of Trump's inner circle. Gaetz will be the biggest test, in part because many Republicans personally despise him, and because the probes into him make him radioactive. (Perhaps these nominees are why Trump has so avidly demanded recess-appointment power.)

If Trump can get Hegseth, Gabbard, and Gaetz confirmed, he'll be on the way to the retribution he promised. And if any of them falls, he's still made his intentions crystal clear.
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Did Republicans Just Hand Trump 2.0 His First Defeat?

The Senate GOP elected John Thune as majority leader--and decisively rejected Trump's apparent favorite.

by Russell Berman




Donald Trump has won the public embrace of virtually every Republican currently in federal elected office. In private, however, at least one bastion of mild GOP resistance to Trump's takeover remains: the Senate Republican conference.

GOP senators demonstrated that resistance today by electing as majority leader Senator John Thune of South Dakota and decisively rejecting the candidate whom Trump's allies preferred for the job, Senator Rick Scott of Florida. Thune, a 63-year-old in his fourth term, most recently served as the top lieutenant to Senator Mitch McConnell, the longtime Republican leader whose relationship with Trump has been famously difficult. Like McConnell, Thune criticized Trump's role in fomenting the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021, calling the former president's actions "inexcusable." He has since tried to repair the relationship in the hope that Trump would not try to thwart his bid to replace McConnell.

Now Thune's partnership with Trump will determine how many of the president-elect's nominees will win confirmation and how much of his legislative agenda can pass Congress. Thune will preside over a larger Republican majority--the GOP will have 53 seats to the Democrats' 47, come January--than the party had during Trump's first term. But three of those Senate Republicans--Susan Collins of Maine, Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, and Bill Cassidy of Louisiana--voted to convict and remove Trump from office after January 6.

Read: Trump gets his second trifecta

The tests will begin immediately. Will Republicans confirm Trump's choice of Pete Hegseth, a military veteran and Fox News host with no experience in government leadership, to be defense secretary? Or Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida as attorney general? The possible nominations of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Kash Patel to senior roles could similarly force Thune to decide how much deference he wants to give the new president.

A GOP leader's distaste for Trump doesn't always translate to legislative conflict. McConnell was unsparing in his criticism of Trump after January 6; he told his biographer Michael Tackett that Trump was "a sleazeball" and that the assault on the Capitol demonstrated his "complete unfitness for office." Yet as majority leader, McConnell rarely bucked Trump, blocking few nominees and ensuring the president's ability to reshape the federal judiciary and the Supreme Court. He voted to acquit Trump of his second impeachment, a decision that helped enable Trump's political comeback.

Thune is likely to be even more accommodating as Trump prepares to reassume the presidency. "This Republican team is united," Thune told reporters after defeating Scott and Senator John Cornyn of Texas in the leadership election. "We have a mandate from the American people, a mandate not only to clean up the mess left by the Biden-Harris-Schumer agenda, but also to deliver on President Trump's priorities." He signaled support for Trump's nominees so far--although Gaetz's selection had yet to be announced--and vowed to overcome Democratic opposition to confirming them.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Yet if Thune is no longer a Trump critic, he isn't a loyalist either. Socially and fiscally conservative, he began his political ascent when most Republicans were still devoted to the legacy of Ronald Reagan. Thune first won his Senate seat in 2004 by defeating the Democratic leader at the time, Tom Daschle, and was seen as a possible presidential contender. But he devoted himself to the Senate instead, and his bid to succeed McConnell was years in the making. During his press conference today, Thune reaffirmed his commitment to maintaining the Senate's 60-vote threshold for overcoming a legislative filibuster--a McConnell priority that Trump frequently complained about during his first term. He also declined to immediately agree to Trump's demand that the Senate allow him to install his nominees when Congress is not in session.

Thune's main (though friendly) rival has long been Cornyn, who preceded Thune as the party's second-ranking Senate leader. But the Trump wing distrusted both Johns and wanted Rick Scott, who had run the GOP's campaign committee before unsuccessfully challenging McConnell for party leader after the 2022 midterms. Scott racked up several public endorsements from Trump loyalists in the week since the election. Notably, however, the former president declined to weigh in on the race, perhaps not wanting to spend his political capital on a long shot who was likely to lose.

Had the vote been public, Scott might not have been such a long shot, and a vocal Trump-led pressure campaign could have put him over the top. But senators decide their leaders by secret ballot, and a majority of Republicans took the opportunity to elect, in Thune, the candidate with the fewest ties to the new president. Luckily for Trump, that vote will likely be the last big one they get to take in private for a while.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/john-thune-senate-trump-gop/680643/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What to Expect From Elon Musk's Government Makeover

Welcome to the "move fast and break things" administration.

by Marina Koren




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


As promised, Donald Trump has given Elon Musk a job in (or at least adjacent to) his second administration, in a brand-new extragovernmental organization named for a meme turned cryptocurrency: the Department of Government Efficiency, a.k.a. DOGE. The Trump campaign has already started selling T-shirts to commemorate the occasion, featuring Trump, Musk, and dogecoin's Shiba Inu mascot, with the Martian landscape in the background--because in addition to his formal role, Musk is primed to become Trump's unofficial space czar. (Vivek Ramaswamy, the entrepreneur and former presidential candidate whom Trump appointed to lead the effort alongside Musk, does not appear on the T-shirt.)

Musk's role is a glaring conflict of interest; SpaceX has been an aerospace contractor for years and could stand to profit nicely from the creation of DOGE, which could shift government functions to private companies in the name of cost cutting. But it also raises a question with real stakes for Americans. How might Musk--the centibillionaire, innovator, right-wing activist, and relentless troll--actually steer this new effort? His leadership of his businesses, especially SpaceX, suggests that he'll throw himself into the job with zeal, casting government efficiency as an existential effort, just like the quest to make life multiplanetary.

SpaceX is the most successful rocket company in America, and it became successful by not behaving like a government organization. It ascended under Musk, who adopted Silicon Valley's "Move fast and break things" philosophy and displayed a willingness to blow up rockets until he got the recipe just right. The approach suggests that, in a SpaceX-inspired government, Musk would not just cut through red tape, but annihilate it with a flamethrower. In yesterday's announcement, the president-elect sounded equally eager to break things, saying that "the Great Elon Musk" would lead DOGE to "dismantle government bureaucracy, slash excess regulations, cut wasteful expenditures and restructure federal agencies."

Even before his official appointment, Musk had identified one federal agency he'd like to retool: the Federal Aviation Administration, which is in charge of approving launch licenses for rockets. On X last month, Musk wrote of the FAA, "Unless Trump wins and we get rid of the mountain of smothering regulations (that have nothing to do with safety!), humanity will never reach Mars." SpaceX is in the midst of a ferocious development campaign for its most powerful rocket, Starship, and has sought launch licenses at a faster pace than the FAA is willing to grant them. Now the FAA, already short-staffed, could be at the mercy of Senior Adviser Elon Musk, given carte blanche to explode regulations by a president who has expressed a desire to see American astronauts land on Mars while he is in office. Musk would also have something to gain by overhauling national space policy. NASA has hired traditional aerospace contractors, including Boeing and Lockheed Martin, to build the rocket that will transport astronauts to lunar orbit. But that rocket is so expensive to launch that even NASA's own inspector general has recommended that the agency consider alternative options for future space missions. Lawmakers would be loath to cancel the program, which has supported jobs in every state. But with Musk in his ear, Trump could certainly try.

Read: MAGA goes to Mars

Regardless of which agencies he's targeting, Musk will almost certainly throw himself into the DOGE job, as he did in the early years of SpaceX. Despite appearances, he has the time: Although there's no doubt that his singular talents drove the firm to pull off incredible feats, other executives now oversee day-to-day operations at SpaceX without his input. The same is true at Tesla. That combination of dedication and availability could make him an effective facilitator of the government-efficiency department's mandate.

But Musk and Trump share a governing style that involves making surprise decrees that leave their staff scrambling. In 2014, when Musk publicly unveiled a new version of SpaceX's cargo capsule reconfigured for future human passengers, he said that the vehicle would be capable of landing anywhere that engineers wanted upon its return to Earth. This was news to the SpaceX engineers, who had designed the spacecraft to parachute down to the ocean. Engineers set aside their existing designs--conventional, sure, but ready to go--and focused on Musk's new vision. Eventually, it became clear that the design wasn't workable for NASA's deadline, and the engineering team managed to convince leadership that the effort wasn't worth pursuing any further. (Years later, SpaceX managed to guide its rocket boosters out of the sky and to a gentle touchdown.) Former SpaceX employees have told me that Musk's occasional fixation on certain business operations has occasionally slowed down their work. Some of his decisions appear to simply be bad ones, such as discouraging workers from wearing yellow safety vests because he dislikes bright colors, as Reuters reported last year. It is a particularly baffling move, considering that SpaceX has a very high rate of workplace injuries; the Reuters investigation revealed at least 600 previously unreported injuries at SpaceX in the past decade, such as electrocutions and amputations.

Musk also maintains a work environment with its own form of bureaucracy, organized around appeasing the boss's whims. In 2022, SpaceX fired a small group of employees after they sent a letter to senior executives describing Musk's public actions as "a frequent source of distraction and embarrassment for us." The letter was signed by hundreds of employees, but management deemed the effort a diversion from SpaceX's founding mission to reach Mars. Former SpaceX employees have told me that they often couched feedback in the glossy terms of that mission, so as not to displease Musk. Instead of coming right out with safety concerns, for example, they would advise against certain decisions because of the mission. Such overly cautious managing up, one could argue, is not very efficient.

Read: The messy reality of Elon Musk's space city

According to CNN, Musk has spent nearly every day since the election at Mar-a-Lago, joining the president-elect for meals on the patio and rounds of golf. Of the two DOGE chairs, he is clearly Trump's favorite; the Mars hype and memery are only just beginning. But the very fact that Musk and Ramaswamy were appointed jointly--two leaders where presumably one could do--undermines the very premise of the Department of Government Efficiency. Even in his mission to rid the federal government of every bit of wasteful spending, Musk still has to kneel to someone else's version of bureaucracy.
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What Trump Can (And Probably Can't) Do With His Trifecta

Narrow Republican majorities in the House and Senate could help--and frustrate--the president.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 4:23 p.m ET on November 13, 2024

Donald Trump will begin his second term as president the same way he began his first--with Republicans controlling both the House and Senate.

The GOP scored its 218th House-race victory--enough to clinch a majority of the chamber's 435 seats--today when CNN and NBC News declared Republicans the winner of two close elections in Arizona. How many more seats the Republicans will win depends on the outcome of a few contests, in California and elsewhere, where ballots are still being counted. But the GOP's final margin is likely to be similar to the four-seat advantage it held for most of the past two years, when internal division and leadership battles prevented the party from accomplishing much of anything.

Such a slim majority means that the legislation most prized on the right and feared by the left--a national abortion ban, dramatic cuts to federal spending, the repeal of Barack Obama's Affordable Care Act and Joe Biden's largest domestic-policy achievements--is unlikely to pass Congress. "I don't think they're even going to try on any of those things," Brendan Buck, who served as a top aide to former Speaker Paul Ryan during Trump's first term, told me.

Daniel Block: The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning

Trump's biggest opportunity for a legacy-defining law may be extending his 2017 tax cuts, which are due to expire next year and won't need to overcome a Senate filibuster to pass. He could also find bipartisan support for new immigration restrictions, including funding for his promised southern wall, after an election in which voters rewarded candidates with a more hawkish stance on the border.

In 2017, Trump took office with a 51-49 Republican majority in the Senate and a slightly wider advantage in the House--both ultimately too narrow for him to fulfill his core campaign promise of axing the ACA. Next year, the dynamic will be reversed, and he'll have a bit more of a cushion in the Senate. Republicans gained four seats to recapture the majority from Democrats; they now hold a 53-47 advantage, which should be enough to confirm Trump's Cabinet picks and judicial nominees. The impact on the Supreme Court could be profound: Trump named three of its nine members during his first term, and should Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, who are both in their 70s, retire in the next two years, he would be responsible for nominating a majority of the Court.

Yet on legislation, Republicans will be constrained by both the Senate's rules and the party's thin margin in the House. Republicans have said they won't try to curtail the Senate's 60-vote threshold for circumventing a filibuster. "The filibuster will stand," the outgoing Senate minority leader, Mitch McConnell, declared on the day after the election. But he'll be only a rank-and-file member in the next Congress. McConnell's newly elected successor as party leader, Senator John Thune of South Dakota, reiterated his commitment to the legislative filibuster after winning a secret-ballot election for the role.

How many votes are needed to pass bills in the Senate won't mean much if Trump can't get legislation through the House, and that could be a far more difficult proposition. The two speakers during the current Congress, Kevin McCarthy and Mike Johnson, each had to rely on Democrats to get major bills passed, because the GOP's majority proved too thin to govern. With Trump's backing, Johnson should have the votes to stay on as speaker when the new Congress convenes in January. (When Trump addressed House Republicans today in Washington, the speaker hailed him as "the comeback king" and, NBC News reported, the president-elect assured Johnson he would back him "all the way.")

But the Republican edge could be even narrower next year if Democrats win a few more of the final uncalled races. And Trump's selection of three representatives--Matt Gaetz of Florida as attorney general, Elise Stefanik of New York as United Nations ambassador, and Mike Waltz of Florida as national security adviser--could deprive Republicans of key additional seats for several months until voters elect their replacements. (Senator Marco Rubio's expected nomination as secretary of state won't cost the GOP his Florida seat, because Governor Ron DeSantis can appoint an immediate replacement.)

Read: Elise Stefanik's Trump audition

Still, the GOP has reason to hope for a fruitful session. During Biden's first two years in office, House Democrats demonstrated that even a small majority could produce major legislation. They passed most of Biden's agenda--though the Senate blocked or watered down some of it--despite having few votes to spare. And Trump exerts a much tighter grip on his party than Biden did on congressional Democrats. Unlike during Trump's first term, few if any Republicans hostile to his agenda remain in the House. His decisive victory last week, which includes a likely popular-vote win, should also help ensure greater Republican unity.

"I think we will have a much easier time in terms of getting major things passed," predicts Representative Mike Lawler of New York, whose victory in one of the nation's most closely watched races helped Republicans keep their majority. "The country was very clear in the direction it wants Congress and the presidency to go."

Trump might even hold sway over a few Democrats on some issues. Because Trump improved his standing almost everywhere last week, the House in January will include many Democrats who represent districts that he carried. Two House Democrats who outran their party by wide margins, Representatives Jared Golden of Maine and Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State, refused to endorse Kamala Harris, while several candidates who more fully embraced the party's national message underperformed. Nearly all Democratic candidates in close races echoed Trump's calls for more aggressive action to limit border crossings, which could yield the new president additional support in Congress for restrictive immigration legislation.

Mike Pesca: The HR-ification of the Democratic Party

Like most House Republicans, Lawler endorsed Trump, but he ran on a record of bipartisanship and told me he'd be unafraid to defy the president when he disagreed. As a potential swing vote in a narrow majority, he could have more influence over the next two years. Lawler told me Monday that the GOP should heed the voters' call to focus on issues such as the economy, border security, tax cuts, and energy production. Pursuing a national abortion ban, he said, would be "a mistake." And Lawler serves as a reminder that enacting legislation even in an area where Republicans are relatively unified, like tax cuts, could be difficult: He reiterated his vow to oppose any proposal that does not restore a costly deduction for residents of high-tax states such as New York and California--a change that Trump supports but many other Republicans do not.

Trump showed little patience for the hard work of wrangling votes during his first term. Now he's testing his might on Capitol Hill--and displaying his disdain for Congress's authority--even before he takes office. Though he didn't endorse a candidate to succeed McConnell, he urged all of the contenders to allow him to circumvent the Senate by making key appointments when Congress is in recess. After he won, Thune wouldn't say whether he'd agree. Trump apparently wants the ability to install nominees--Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as secretary of health and human services?--who can't win confirmation by the Senate.

"The Trump world does not give a damn about normal processes and procedures and traditions and principles of the prerogatives of certain chambers," Buck, the former GOP aide, said. "They just want to do stuff." The fight could be instructive, an early indication that no matter how much deference the new Republican majority is prepared to give Trump, he'll surely still want more.
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The Terminally Online Are in Charge Now

Prepare for government by meme.

by David A. Graham




The announcements of Donald Trump's early picks for his administration have been like the limbo: The bar keeps dropping and the dance keeps going.

One of the first nominees was Marco Rubio for secretary of state; the Floridian holds some questionable views but is at least a third-term senator and a member of the Foreign Relations Committee, and is not the nihilist troll Richard Grenell. Then there was Representative Michael Waltz for national security adviser; he has no experience running anything like the National Security Council, but he does have expertise in national security. Former Representative Lee Zeldin for EPA? The bar kept sinking, but hey, he has worked in government and isn't a current oil-company executive.

By yesterday afternoon, though, the bar was hitting amazing new lows. Former Director of National Intelligence John Ratcliffe was one of the least-qualified appointees in the first Trump regime; he might be one of the more experienced this time around, though Trump's statement putting him forward for CIA director, which cited not his resume but his sycophancy, was not reassuring. For the Department of Homeland Security, one of the largest and most complicated parts of the federal government, Trump selected Kristi Noem, a small-business woman and governor of a lightly populated state--but a die-hard MAGA loyalist. The low point, so far, was reached when the president-elect announced Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense. Hegseth is a National Guard veteran who has lambasted the military for being "woke" and lobbied for pardons of convicted war criminals. He once bragged that he hadn't washed his hands in 10 years, but he still hawks soap shaped like grenades. His major qualifications to run one of the most complex bureaucracies in human history are that he looks the part and Trump has seen him a lot on Fox News.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Perhaps the bar cannot get lower from there--at least not in terms of positions of immense consequence with real power to do a lot of damage in the world. But another appointment announced yesterday was in a sense even more ridiculous: Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy to head a Department of Government Efficiency. That's DOGE for short. Get it? Such efficient. Very slash. Wow. Welcome to the era of government by meme.

Memes are slippery, neither serious nor quite joking. Try to pin them down and they slide through your fingers. DOGE, like doge, is no different. Why is this thing called a department when only Congress has the power to stand up a new body by that name? Is it because Trump doesn't know or because he doesn't care? Why does a government-efficiency panel have two chairs? Maybe it's a joke. Who can tell? Is DOGE a clever way to sideline two annoying loudmouths who can't or won't get through the Senate-confirmation process, or could it radically reshape the federal government? Like the meme says, why not both? The whole thing is vaporware, concocted by three people--Musk, Ramaswamy, and Trump--who are all terminally online.

"Waste, fraud, and abuse" is something of a meme itself--an idea that gets repeated and used in many different formats, but offers more of a symbolic meaning and cultural connotation than specific denotation. Like most memes, this one is neither serious nor joking. Who could possibly want waste, fraud, or abuse of taxpayer money? The problem, as Eric Schnurer has explained in The Atlantic, is that there simply isn't as much of it as people think. The way to radically cut government spending is to slash whole categories of things. (As a contractor, it must be noted, Musk is a huge beneficiary of government largesse.)

Read: Trump's 'deep state' revenge

Trump has not provided a great deal of detail about how DOGE would work, though Musk has, naturally, already produced a dank meme. Ironically, we don't know how DOGE will work or how it will be funded. Trump says it will "provide advice and guidance from outside of Government" to the White House and the Office of Management and Budget, making recommendations no later than the nation's semiquincentennial, on July 4, 2026.

In the absence of real info, Musk's takeover of Twitter is probably a pretty good model for understanding how this might function. When Musk bought the social-media network, he made many promises. He said he'd eliminate bots, improve the user base, fine-tune the business, and reduce political interference, so that Twitter could function as "a common digital town square." Judged by those metrics, the takeover has been a failure. The service is awash in bots. Users and advertisers have fled. Many technical functions have degraded. Rather than becoming a more politically neutral venue, it's become a playground for the hard right, with Musk using it to spread conspiracy theories and aid Trump. He has given it a slick rebrand as X and slashed the workforce.

We can expect much the same from DOGE. Will it successfully achieve the stated policy goal of reconfiguring the federal workforce to reduce waste and fraud and improve the provision of services? Almost certainly not. Will it work to drive out dedicated employees? Probably. The surest bet is that it will be a highly effective vehicle for furthering Musk and Trump's political agenda. Such winning. Very chaos. Much bleak.
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        Photos From 1898: The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska
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            More than 125 years ago, Erwin Barbour, a geology professor at the University of Nebraska, took an interest in what he described as an "agricultural movement"--the proliferation of creative and inexpensive homemade windmills on farms across Nebraska. In 1897, Barbour documented this phenomenon, traveling the state, photographing the mills, interviewing their inventors and owners, and estimating the costs and benefits. He found that both wealthy and poor farmers built a wide variety of mills, many of them of novel or experimental design, made largely out of spare parts and scrap wood. These mills were used to pump water for irrigation and livestock, and to power farm machinery--often giving the owners a huge advantage in a time of drought. During a recent visit to the U.S. National Archives, I found and converted these images from an 1898 photo album that had not previously been digitized. Many of the woodcuts used in Barbour's 1899 report were based on these photographs.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man stands in a pasture next to a homemade windmill beside a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A four-blade mock turbine windmill, belonging to Friederich Ernstmeyer, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska, used to pump water for livestock. The eight-foot-diameter rotor is attached to the frame of an old mower that was mounted atop a tower of four cottonwood logs with the bark still on. Because the project used mostly found and unused parts, its total cost was 32 cents, which was the price of a long plank used for the rotor blades.
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                [image: The hand-lettered title page of a photo album for "The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska" for the Hydrographic Survey of Nebraska]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The hand-lettered title page of the photo album
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                [image: A man stands beside a large wooden structure in a farm field, with a sort of paddle-wheel style of a windmill inside the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical example of a jumbo, or "go-devil" mill, belonging to the Travis Brothers, market gardeners in Lincoln, Nebraska, used to irrigate five acres. The wind-driven sails, made from old coffee sacks, rotate and spin a pump handle, seen at center. The panels at either end of the box were designed to be raised or lowered to regulate the wind. Total cost for materials: $8.
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                [image: A many-bladed windmill sitting atop a wooden structure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 20-foot-diameter turbine windmill invented and built by J. W. Warner, seen near Overton, Nebraska. The mill powers two irrigation pumps, a feed grinder, and other farm machinery. The low positioning of the large rotor and the wide supporting structure were designed to help with stability during high winds. Total cost for materials: $80.
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                [image: A wood-and-steel windmill structure stands in a field. It is roughly built like a spindly merry-go-round, but with six flat panels instead of horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An experimental "merry-go-round" mill, designed and built by S. S. Videtto of Lincoln, Nebraska. The mill runs on a circular steel track, about 40 feet in diameter, and each sail panel is about 12 feet tall.
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                [image: Two men look at a paddle-wheel type of windmill built inside a large wooden box.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "baby jumbo" windmill, designed and built by J. L. Brown, proprietor of Midway Nurseries in Kearney, Nebraska, at a cost of $1.50. The planks for the structure and blades mostly came from old wooden grocery boxes, some with the labels still painted on. The mill pumps water to irrigate a garden, a strawberry patch, and other small crops.
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                [image: A farm shed with a circular wooden windmill mounted on its roof]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (1 of 2) A two-fan "battle axe" mill, designed and built by Elmer Jasperson, near Ashland, Nebraska. The small mill is mounted on the roof of a shed, and transmits power through chains and sprockets to a feed grinder below.
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                [image: A circular wooden windmill mounted on a roof, the circle split down the middle, with each half rotated slightly, to catch a passing breeze]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (2 of 2) A closer view of Elmer Jasperson's mill, showing the rotated panels opened to catch any passing breeze, and drive the chain (at left) to power machinery below
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                [image: Two people and several cows stand beside a tall wooden structure supporting a four-bladed windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical "battle axe" windmill, belonging to Jacob Geiss, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska. The four-blade mill is used to pump water for 125 head of cattle.
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                [image: A tall windmill stands beside a blacksmith shop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This steel turbine windmill was designed and built by the Janak Brothers of Sarpy Mills, Nebraska. The mill's head could pivot to catch winds from any direction, but had to be adjusted manually. It was used to power the pump and all of the tools in the brothers' blacksmith shop.
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                [image: A horse and carriage stand behind a six-blade wooden windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A six-blade turbine built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island
                #
            

            
                
                
                U.S. National Archives
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person stands beside a large wooden paddle-wheel style windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A powerful "large jumbo" mill, designed by E. H. Cushman, stands at the Cushman Park Gardens, near Lincoln. Its 19-foot-wide sails drive two irrigation pumps. Total materials cost: $6.
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                [image: A small wooden windmill stands above a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A second six-blade turbine mill designed and built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island. The nine-foot-diameter rotor pumps water for 50 head of cattle. Cost of materials: $1 to $5.
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                [image: Two children stand on the lower platform of a large windmill that has been built atop a barn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two children stand on the lower platform of the 36-foot-diameter Dutch-style mill built by August Prinz, near Chalco. The mill drives a feed grinder below with an estimated 8 horsepower, producing 200 to 300 bushels of ground feed a day.
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                [image: Two tall wooden windmills stand near an orchard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twin 20-foot-tall "battle axe" windmills stand on the farm of J. S. Peckham, near Gothenburg. Costing $25 each, the two mills irrigate a 15-acre orchard, pumping an average of 1,000 gallons an hour in a 15 mile-per-hour wind.
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                [image: A person stands beside a wooden windmill with small paddles for blades.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                P. Hargen's four-blade "battle-axe" mill, in Grand Island
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                [image: A farmhouse and a shed, each with a different style windmill mounted on top]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The home of August Prinz, near Chalco, showing two windmills: a homemade one built atop a shed (seen in photo 14 above), and a shopmade "Gem" steel mill atop the farmhouse.
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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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Pardon Trump's Critics Now

President Biden has a moral obligation to do what he can for patriotic Americans who have risked it all.

by Paul Rosenzweig




Over the past several years, courageous Americans have risked their careers and perhaps even their liberty in an effort to stop Donald Trump's return to power. Our collective failure to avoid that result now gives Trump an opportunity to exact revenge on them. President Joe Biden, in the remaining two months of his term in office, can and must prevent this by using one of the most powerful tools available to the president: the pardon power.

The risk of retribution is very real. One hallmark of Trump's recently completed campaign was his regular calls for vengeance against his enemies. Over the past few months, he has said, for example, that Liz Cheney was a traitor. He's also said that she is a "war hawk." "Let's put her with a rifle standing there with nine barrels shooting at her," he said. Likewise, Trump has floated the idea of executing General Mark Milley, calling him treasonous. Meanwhile, Trump has identified his political opponents and the press as "enemies of the people" and has threatened his perceived enemies with prosecution or punishment more than 100 times. There can be little doubt that Trump has an enemies list, and the people on it are in danger--most likely legal, though I shudder to think of other possibilities.

Biden has the unfettered power to issue pardons, and he should use it liberally. He should offer pardons, in addition to Cheney and Milley, to all of Trump's most prominent opponents: Republican critics, such as Adam Kinzinger, who put country before party to tell the truth about January 6; their Democratic colleagues from the House special committee; military leaders such as Jim Mattis, H. R. McMaster, and William McRaven; witnesses to Trump's conduct who worked for him and have since condemned him, including Miles Taylor, Olivia Troye, Alyssa Farah Griffin, Cassidy Hutchinson, and Sarah Matthews; political opponents such as Nancy Pelosi and Adam Schiff; and others who have been vocal in their negative views, such as George Conway and Bill Kristol.

Mark Leibovich: In praise of clarity

The power to pardon is grounded in Article II, Section 2 of the Constitution, which gives a nearly unlimited power to the president. It says the president "shall have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States, except in Cases of Impeachment." That's it. A president's authority to pardon is pretty much without limitation as to reason, subject, scope, or timing.

Historically, for example, Gerald Ford gave Richard Nixon a "full, free, and absolute pardon" for any offense that he "has committed or may have committed or taken part in during the period from January 20, 1969 through August 9, 1974." If Biden were willing, he could issue a set of pardons similar in scope and form to Trump's critics, and they would be enforced by the courts as a protection against retaliation.

There are, naturally, reasons to be skeptical of this approach. First, one might argue that pardons are unnecessary. After all, the argument would go, none of the people whom Trump might target have actually done anything wrong. They are innocent of anything except opposing Trump, and the judicial system will protect them.

This argument is almost certainly correct; the likelihood of a jury convicting Liz Cheney of a criminal offense is laughably close to zero. But a verdict of innocence does not negate the harm that can be done. In a narrow, personal sense, Cheney would be exonerated. But along the way she would no doubt suffer--the reputational harm of indictment, the financial harm of having to defend herself, and the psychic harm of having to bear the pressure of an investigation and charges.

In the criminal-justice system, prosecutors and investigators have a cynical but accurate way of describing this: "You can beat the rap, but you can't beat the ride." By this they mean that even the costs of ultimate victory tend to be very high. Biden owes it to Trump's most prominent critics to save them from that burden.

More abstractly, the inevitable societal impact of politicized prosecutions will be to deter criticism. Not everyone has the strength of will to forge ahead in the face of potential criminal charges, and Trump's threats have the implicit purpose of silencing his opposition. Preventing these prosecutions would blunt those threats. The benefit is real, but limited--a retrospective pardon cannot, after all, protect future dissent, but as a symbol it may still have significant value.

A second reason for skepticism involves whether a federal pardon is enough protection. Even a pardon cannot prevent state-based investigations. Nothing is going to stop Trump from pressuring his state-level supporters, such as Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton, to use their offices for his revenge. And they, quite surely, will be accommodating.

But finding state charges will be much more difficult, if only because most of the putative defendants may never have visited a particular state. More important, even if there is some doubt about the efficaciousness of federal pardons, that is no reason to eschew the step. Make Trump's abuse of power more difficult in every way you can.

The third and final objection is, to my mind at least, the most substantial and meritorious--that a president pardoning his political allies is illegitimate and a transgression of American political norms.

Although that is, formally, an accurate description of what Biden would be doing, to me any potential Biden pardons are distinct from what has come before. When Trump pardoned his own political allies, such as Steve Bannon, the move was widely (and rightly) regarded as a significant divergence from the rule of law, because it protected them from criminal prosecutions that involved genuine underlying criminality. By contrast, a Biden pardon would short-circuit bad-faith efforts by Trump to punish his opponents with frivolous claims of wrongdoing.

Daniel Block: The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning

Still, pardons from Biden would be another step down the unfortunate road of politicizing the rule of law. It is reasonable to argue that Democrats should forgo that step, that one cannot defend norms of behavior by breaking norms of behavior.

Perhaps that once was true, but no longer. For the past eight years, while Democrats have held their fire and acted responsibly, Trump has destroyed almost every vestige of behavioral limits on his exercises of power. It has become painfully self-evident that Democratic self-restraint is a form of unilateral disarmament that neither persuades Trump to refrain from bad behavior nor wins points among the undecided. It is time--well past time--for responsible Democrats to use every tool in their tool kit.

What cannot be debated is that Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris owe a debt not just of gratitude but of loyalty to those who are now in Trump's investigative sights. They have a moral and ethical obligation to do what they can to protect those who have taken a great risk trying to stop Trump. If that means a further diminution of legal norms, that is unfortunate, but it is not Biden's fault; the cause is Trump's odious plans and those who support them.
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Don't Turn Inward

After a bruising election, many Americans may feel an impulse toward solitude. That's the wrong instinct.

by Julie Beck




One month to the day before the 2024 presidential election, The New York Times reported on a new analysis of how Americans spend their time. More and more of the average American's day is being spent at home: one hour and 39 minutes more in 2022 than in 2003. For each extra hour at home, a bit of it was spent with family--7.4 minutes. More of it, 21 minutes, was spent alone.

Obviously, because of the coronavirus pandemic, time at home spiked in 2020. Some of this homebody impulse may well be the stubborn persistence of habits formed during the isolating early days of lockdown. But this trend is more than just a pandemic hangover. For years before COVID-19 hit, time spent alone had been increasing as time spent socializing had been decreasing. Though solitude and loneliness are not the same, this downturn in social connection happened alongside a rise in loneliness so pronounced that the surgeon general called it an epidemic.

And now this: the reelection to the nation's highest office of Donald Trump, a man who has attacked the very idea of a communal, democratic form of government, and who has indicated that he aspires to move the United States toward autocracy--auto, of course, meaning "self," and autocracy being the concentration of power for and within the self. Self over others is one of Trump's defining principles. In his first term as president, he used an office intended for public service to enrich himself. He has vowed to use it this time to take revenge on his enemies and--"within two seconds" of taking office--to fire the special counsel overseeing criminal cases against him.

Yet self over others, or at the very least self before others, has long been a prominent aspect of American culture--not always to Trumpian levels, certainly, but individualism for better and worse shapes both the structure of society and our personal lives. And it will surely shape Americans' responses to the election: for the winners, perhaps, self-congratulation; for the losers, the risk of allowing despair to pull them into a deeper, more dangerous seclusion. On Election Day, the Times published an article on voters' plans to manage stress. Two separate people in that story said they were deliberately avoiding social settings. To extend that strategy into the next four years would be a mistake.

Read: Don't give up on America

In 1831, the French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville traveled to the United States. He observed and analyzed its people and culture, and published his thoughts in a massive two-volume report called Democracy in America. Alongside his praise for the country's professed value of equality--which he wrote "possesses all the characteristics of a divine decree"--he warned of the individualism he saw as baked into American society and the isolation it could cause. "Each man is forever thrown back on himself alone," he wrote, "and there is danger that he may be shut up in the solitude of his own heart."

More than a century and a half later, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, a sociological book by five scholars, followed explicitly in Tocqueville's footsteps, examining how individualism affects institutions and personal relationships in the United States. Published in 1985, it reads today as wildly prescient. The authors feared that the danger Tocqueville described had already come to pass. "It seems to us," they wrote, "that it is individualism, and not equality, as Tocqueville thought, that has marched inexorably through our history. We are concerned that this individualism may have grown cancerous ... that it may be threatening the survival of freedom itself."

Tempering American individualism, in Tocqueville's view, was Americans' propensity to form associations and participate in civic life. "These he saw as moderating the isolating tendencies of private ambition on one hand and limiting the despotic proclivities of government on the other," the authors of Habits of the Heart wrote. But American associational life began hollowing out starting in the 1960s and '70s, as people became less and less likely to attend any kind of club, league, church, or other community organization (a shift that Robert Putnam documented in his 2000 book, Bowling Alone). Since the late '70s, faith in large-scale institutions such as organized religion, organized labor, the media, and the U.S. government has also been dwindling; in 2023, Gallup declared it "historically low."

A few months ago I spoke with Ann Swidler, one of the authors of Habits of the Heart. "We obviously did not succeed in having things go the direction we might have hoped," she told me. "I would say that every horrible thing we worried about has gotten worse." Americans are spending measurably more time shut up in the solitude of their homes, and perhaps in the solitude of their own hearts as well.

It might be difficult to imagine the renaissance of many civic associations--the kind that could be good for both democracy and our relationships--given that a majority of Americans just voted for a man who has little interest in or respect for institutions beyond what they can do for him. If autocracy is indeed where the country is headed, Tocqueville's prediction regarding our relationships is not a positive one. As he wrote in The Old Regime and the Revolution, his book on the French revolution:

Despotism does not combat this tendency [toward individualism]; on the contrary, it renders it irresistible, for it deprives citizens of all common passions, mutual necessities, need of a common understanding, opportunity for combined action: it ripens them, so to speak, in private life. They had a tendency to hold themselves aloof from each other: it isolates them. They looked coldly on each other: it freezes their souls.


If individualism is, as the authors of Habits of the Heart wrote, "the first language in which Americans tend to think about their lives," it makes sense that people would reach for their mother tongue in times of upheaval. In the days after the 2016 election, for example, searches for the term self-care spiked. Caring for yourself takes different forms, of course, though in mainstream culture, self-care is commonly used to mean treating yourself, by yourself. Self-soothing, alone. (One can see in this echoes of Ralph Waldo Emerson's essay "Self-Reliance": "Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.")

But caring for yourself doesn't always have to breed isolation. Among activists and in the helping professions, self-care is often talked about as a way to restore people so that they don't burn out and can continue their altruistic work. Some in these circles critique a focus on self-care as distracting from the need for institutional support. But the overall conception at least shows an understanding of the two types of care as having a symbiotic relationship: Care for the self so that you can show up for others.

Read: Focus on the things that matter

What's more, caring for others is a form of self-care. Research shows that doing things for other people leads to greater well-being than trying to make yourself happy or indulging yourself. This is not to say there is no place for self-soothing or solitude, or for buying yourself a little treat. But it is to challenge the cultural message that turtling up alone is the most appropriate response to difficult feelings.

Under an administration for which (to paraphrase my colleague Adam Serwer) cruelty, not care, is the point, it falls to people to care for one another on scales small and large. This task is made harder not just by the cultural pressure for Americans to rely only on themselves but also by the slow, steady atrophying of the muscles of togetherness. "American individualism resists more adult virtues, such as care and generativity, let alone wisdom," the authors of Habits of the Heart wrote. The inverse, I hope, is true too: that care and generativity--working to make contributions to a collective future--are the path to resisting hyper-individualism and isolation.

Even if turning inward is a big-picture trend, it is, of course, not the only development happening. As isolating as the pandemic lockdown was, those years saw the rise of mutual-aid groups determined to care for the vulnerable whether the government did or not. During the first Trump administration, mass protests broke out; people fought for women's rights and an end to racist police brutality. People are always showing up for one another in quiet, everyday ways too. Building networks of support and commitment could provide some small buffer against the effects of a self-serving president-elect's policies while keeping people from drifting further apart.

Americans' skills of connection and care are not lost. But they are rusty. And all of us will need those skills if we are to find a way to turn toward one another instead of inward. I'm not even talking about overcoming political polarization or reaching out to build bridges with strangers who voted differently than you did. Those are tasks that people won't be equipped to tackle if they're struggling to show up for the loved ones already in their life. For now, it is enough of a challenge to attempt to reverse the isolationist inertia of decades. It is enough of a challenge to resist what has become a cultural tendency to withdraw, while also processing the stress of an election that has left many people exhausted and deeply afraid for the future. How do we proceed over the next four years? Not alone. How do we proceed over the next week, hour, minute? Not alone.
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How One Woman Became the Scapegoat for America's Reading Crisis

Lucy Calkins was an education superstar. Now she's cast as the reason a generation of students struggles to read. Can she reclaim her good name?

by Helen Lewis




Until a couple of years ago, Lucy Calkins was, to many American teachers and parents, a minor deity. Thousands of U.S. schools used her curriculum, called Units of Study, to teach children to read and write. Two decades ago, her guiding principles--that children learn best when they love reading, and that teachers should try to inspire that love--became a centerpiece of the curriculum in New York City's public schools. Her approach spread through an institute she founded at Columbia University's Teachers College, and traveled further still via teaching materials from her publisher. Many teachers don't refer to Units of Study by name. They simply say they are "teaching Lucy."

But now, at the age of 72, Calkins faces the destruction of everything she has worked for. A 2020 report by a nonprofit described Units of Study as "beautifully crafted" but "unlikely to lead to literacy success for all of America's public schoolchildren." The criticism became impossible to ignore two years later, when the American Public Media podcast Sold a Story: How Teaching Kids to Read Went So Wrong accused Calkins of being one of the reasons so many American children struggle to read. (The National Assessment of Educational Progress--a test administered by the Department of Education--found in 2022 that roughly one-third of fourth and eighth graders are unable to read at the "basic" level for their age.)

In Sold a Story, the reporter Emily Hanford argued that teachers had fallen for a single, unscientific idea--and that its persistence was holding back American literacy. The idea was that "beginning readers don't have to sound out words." That meant teachers were no longer encouraging early learners to use phonics to decode a new word--to say cuh-ah-tuh for "cat," and so on. Instead, children were expected to figure out the word from the first letter, context clues, or nearby illustrations. But this "cueing" system was not working for large numbers of children, leaving them floundering and frustrated. The result was a reading crisis in America.

The podcast said that "a company and four of its top authors" had sold this "wrong idea" to teachers and politicians. The company was the educational publisher Heinemann, and the authors included the New Zealander Marie Clay, the American duo Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, and Calkins. The podcast devoted an entire episode, "The Superstar," to Calkins. In it, Hanford wondered if Calkins was wedded to a "romantic" notion of literacy, where children would fall in love with books and would then somehow, magically, learn to read. Calkins could not see that her system failed poorer children, Hanford argued, because she was "influenced by privilege"; she had written, for instance, that children might learn about the alphabet by picking out letters from their surroundings, such as "the monogram letters on their bath towels."

In Hanford's view, it was no surprise if Calkins's method worked fine for wealthier kids, many of whom arrive at school already starting to read. If they struggled, they could always turn to private tutors, who might give the phonics lessons that their schools were neglecting to provide. But kids without access to private tutors needed to be drilled in phonics, Hanford argued. She backed up her claims by referencing neurological research into how children learn to read--gesturing to a body of evidence known as "the science of reading." That research demonstrated the importance of regular, explicit phonics instruction, she said, and ran contrary to how American reading teachers were being trained.

Since the podcast aired, "teaching Lucy" has fallen out of fashion. Calkins's critics say that her refusal to acknowledge the importance of phonics has tainted not just Units of Study--a reading and writing program that stretches up to eighth grade--but her entire educational philosophy, known as "balanced literacy." Forty states and the District of Columbia have passed laws or implemented policies promoting the science of reading in the past decade, according to Education Week, and publishers are racing to adjust their offerings to embrace that philosophy.

Somehow, the wider debate over how to teach reading has become a referendum on Calkins herself. In September 2023, Teachers College announced that it would dissolve the reading-and-writing-education center that she had founded there. Anti-Lucy sentiment has proliferated, particularly in the city that once championed her methods: Last year, David Banks, then the chancellor of New York City public schools, likened educators who used balanced literacy to lemmings: "We all march right off the side of the mountain," he said. The New Yorker has described Calkins's approach as "literacy by vibes," and in an editorial, the New York Post described her initiative as "a disaster" that had been "imposed on generations of American children." The headline declared that it had "Ruined Countless Lives." When the celebrated Harvard cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker shared an article about Calkins on X, he bemoaned "the scandal of ed schools that promote reading quackery." Queen Lucy has been dethroned.

"I mean, I can say it--it was a little bit like 9/11," Calkins told me when we spoke at her home this summer. On that day in 2001, she had been driving into New York City, and "literally, I was on the West Side Highway and I saw the plane crash into the tower. Your mind can't even comprehend what's happening." Two decades later, the suggestion that she had harmed children's learning felt like the same kind of gut punch.

Calkins now concedes that some of the problems identified in Sold a Story were real. But she says that she had followed the research, and was trying to rectify issues even before the podcast debuted: She released her first dedicated phonics units in 2018, and later published a series of "decodable books"--simplified stories that students can easily sound out. Still, she has not managed to satisfy her critics, and on the third day we spent together, she admitted to feeling despondent. "What surprises me is that I feel as if I've done it all," she told me. (Heinemann, Calkins's publisher, has claimed that the Sold a Story podcast "radically oversimplifies and misrepresents complex literacy issues.")

The backlash against Calkins strikes some onlookers, even those who are not paid-up Lucy partisans, as unfair. "She wouldn't have been my choice for the picture on the 'wanted' poster," James Cunningham, a professor emeritus of literacy studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Indeed, over the course of several days spent with Calkins, and many more hours talking with people on all sides of this debate, I came to see her downfall as part of a larger story about the competing currents in American education and the universal desire for an easy, off-the-shelf solution to the country's reading problems.

The question now is whether Calkins is so much a part of the problem that she cannot be part of the solution. "I'm going to figure this out," she remembered thinking. "And I'm going to clarify it or I'm going to write some more or speak or do something or, or--fix it." But can she? Can anyone?

On the last day of the school year in Oceanside, a well-to-do town on Long Island, everyone was just delighted to see Lucy Calkins. The young Yale-educated principal of Fulton Avenue School 8, Frank Zangari, greeted her warmly, and at the end of one lesson, a teacher asked for a selfie.

The lessons I saw stressed the importance of self-expression and empathy with other viewpoints; a group of sixth graders told me about the books they had read that year, which explored being poor in India and growing up Black in 1960s America. In every class, I watched Calkins speak to children with a mixture of intense attention and straightforward challenge; she got down on the floor with a group learning about orcas and frogs and peppered them with questions about how animals breathe. "Could you talk a minute about the writer's craft?" she asked the sixth graders studying poetry. "Be more specific. Give examples," she told a fourth grader struggling to write a memoir.

With her slim frame, brown bob, and no-nonsense affect, she reminded me of Nancy Pelosi. "I can't retire; I don't have any hobbies," I overheard her saying to someone later.

Calkins has profited handsomely from textbook sales and training fees.

School 8 showed the strengths of Calkins's approach--which is presumably why she had suggested we visit it together. But it also hinted at the downsides. For generations in American public education, there has been a push and pull between two broad camps--one in which teachers are encouraged to directly impart skills and information, and a more progressive one in which children are thought to learn best through firsthand experience. When it comes to reading, the latter approach dominates universities' education programs and resonates with many teachers; helping children see themselves as readers and writers feels more emotionally satisfying than drilling them on diphthongs and trigraphs.

This tension between the traditionalists and the progressives runs through decades of wrangling over standardized tests and through most of the major curricular controversies in recent memory. Longtime educators tick off the various flash points like Civil War battlefields: outcome-based education, No Child Left Behind, the Common Core. Every time, the pendulum went one way and then the other. "I started teaching elementary school in 1964," says P. David Pearson, a former dean at the Berkeley School of Education, in California. "And then I went to grad school in, like, '67, and there's been a back-to-the-basics swing about every 10 years in the U.S., consistently."

The progressives' primary insight is that lessons focused on repetitive instruction and simplified text extracts can be boring for students and teachers alike, and that many children respond more enthusiastically to discovering their own interests. "We're talking about an approach that treats kids as competent, intellectual meaning makers, versus kids who just need to learn the code," Maren Aukerman, a professor at the University of Calgary, told me. But opponents see that approach as nebulous and undirected.

My time at School 8 was clearly intended to demonstrate that Units of Study is not hippie nonsense, but a rigorous curriculum that can succeed with the right teachers. "There's no question in my mind that the philosophy works, but in order to implement it, it takes a lot of work," Phyllis Harrington, the district superintendent, told me.

School 8 is a happy school with great results. However, while the school uses Calkins's writing units for all grades, it uses her reading units only from the third grade on. For first and second grades, the school uses Fundations, which is marketed as "a proven approach to Structured Literacy that is aligned with the science of reading." In other words, it's a phonics program.

Calkins's upbringing was financially comfortable but psychologically tough. Both of her parents were doctors, and her father eventually chaired the department of medicine at the University at Buffalo. Calkins's mother was "the most important, wonderful person in my life, but really brutal," she told me. If a bed wasn't made, her mother ripped off the sheets. If a coat wasn't hung up, her mother dropped it into the basement. When the young Lucy bit her fingernails, her mother tied dancing gloves onto her hands. When she scratched the mosquito bites on her legs, her mother made her wear thick pantyhose at the height of summer.

The nine Calkins children raised sheep and chickens themselves. Her memories of childhood are of horseback riding in the cold, endless hand-me-downs, and little tolerance for bad behavior.

That is why, Calkins told me, "nothing that Emily Hanford has said grates on me more than the damn monogrammed towels." But she knows that the charge of being privileged and out of touch has stuck. Her friends had warned her about letting me into her home in Dobbs Ferry, a pretty suburb of New York, and I could see why. Her house is idyllic--at the end of a long private drive, shaded by old trees, with a grand piano in the hallway and a Maine-coon cat patrolling the wooden floors. Calkins has profited handsomely from textbook sales and training fees, and in the eyes of some people, that is suspicious. ("Money is the last thing I ever think about," she told me.)

She became interested in reading and writing because she babysat for the children of the literacy pioneer Donald Graves, whose philosophy can be summarized by one of his most widely cited phrases: "Children want to write." Even at a young age, she believed in exhaustively prepared fun. "I would plan a bagful of things I would bring over there; I was the best babysitter you could ever have," she said. "We would do crafts projects, and drama, you know, and I would keep the kids busy all day."

When Calkins was 14, Graves sent her to be a counselor at a summer camp in rural Maine. She remembers two kids in particular, Sophie and Charlie. Sophie was "so tough and surly, and a kind of overweight, insecure, tough kid," but she opened up when Calkins took her horseback riding and then asked her to write about it. Charlie loved airplanes, and so she asked him to write about those. The experience cemented her lifelong belief that children should read and write as a form of self-expression.

After graduating from Williams College in 1973, she enrolled in a program in Connecticut that trained teachers to work in disadvantaged districts. She read everything about teaching methods she could find, and traveled to England, where a progressive education revolution was in full swing.

Calkins returned to America determined to spread this empowering philosophy. She earned a doctorate at NYU, and, in 1986, published a book called The Art of Teaching Writing. Later, she expanded her purview to reading instruction.

At the time, the zeitgeist favored an approach known as "whole language." This advocated independent reading of full books and suggested that children should identify words from context clues rather than arduously sounding them out. Progressives loved it, because it emphasized playfulness and agency. But in practice, whole language had obvious flaws: Some children do appear to pick up reading easily, but many benefit from focused, direct instruction.

This approach influenced Calkins as she developed her teaching philosophy. "Lucy Calkins sides, in most particulars, with the proponents of 'whole language,' " The New York Times reported in 1997. Her heavyweight 2001 book, The Art of Teaching Reading, has only a single chapter on phonics in primary grades; it does note, however, that "researchers emphasize how important it is for children to develop phonemic awareness in kindergarten."

The author Natalie Wexler has described Calkins's resulting approach, balanced literacy, as an attempt to create a "peace treaty" in the reading wars: Phonics, yes, if you must, but also writing workshops and independent reading with commercial children's books, rather than the stuffier grade-level decodable texts and approved extracts. (Defenders of the former method argue that using full books is more cost-efficient, because they can be bought cheaply and used by multiple students.) "If we make our children believe that reading has more to do with matching letters and sounds than with developing relationships with characters like Babar, Madeline, Charlotte, and Ramona," Calkins wrote, "we do more harm than good."

Sentences like that are why critics saw balanced literacy as a branding exercise designed to rehabilitate old methods. "It was a strategic rebadging of whole language," Pamela Snow, a cognitive-psychology professor at La Trobe University, in Australia, told me. Even many of Calkins's defenders concede that she was too slow to embrace phonics as the evidence for its effectiveness grew. "I think she should have reacted earlier," Pearson, the former Berkeley dean, told me, but he added: "Once she changed, they were still beating her for what she did eight years ago, not what she was doing last month."

For the first decades of her career, Calkins was an influential thinker among progressive educators, writing books for teachers. In 2003, though, Joel Klein, then the chancellor of the New York City public schools, suddenly mandated her workshop approach in virtually all of the city's elementary schools, alongside a separate, much smaller, phonics program. An article in the Times suggested that some saw Klein as "an unwitting captive of the city's liberal consensus," but Klein brushed aside the criticisms of balanced literacy. "I don't believe curriculums are the key to education," he said. "I believe teachers are." Now everybody in the city's public schools would be "teaching Lucy."

As other districts followed New York's lead, Units of Study became one of the most popular curricula in the United States. This led, inevitably, to backlash. A philosophy had become a product--an extremely popular and financially successful one. "Once upon a time there was a thoughtful educator who raised some interesting questions about how children were traditionally taught to read and write, and proposed some innovative changes," the author Barbara Feinberg wrote in 2007. "But as she became famous, critical debate largely ceased: her word became law. Over time, some of her methods became dogmatic and extreme, yet her influence continued to grow."

You wouldn't know it from listening to her fiercest detractors, but Calkins has, in fact, continuously updated Units of Study. Unlike Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, who have stayed quiet during the latest furor and quietly reissued their curriculum with more emphasis on phonics last year, Calkins has even taken on her critics directly. In 2019--the year after she added the dedicated phonics texts to Units of Study--she published an eight-page document called "No One Gets to Own the Term 'The Science of Reading,' " which referred dismissively to "phonics-centric people" and "the new hype about phonics." This tone drove her opponents mad: Now that Calkins had been forced to adapt, she wanted to decide what the science of reading was?

"Her document is not about the science that I know; it is about Lucy Calkins," wrote the cognitive neuroscientist Mark Seidenberg, one of the critics interviewed in Sold a Story. "The purpose of the document is to protect her brand, her market share, and her standing among her many followers."

Talking with Calkins herself, it was hard to nail down to what extent she felt that the criticisms of her earlier work were justified. When I asked her how she was thinking about phonics in the 2000s, she told me: "Every school has a phonics program. And I would always talk about the phonics programs." She added that she brought phonics specialists to Columbia's Teachers College several times a year to help train aspiring educators. (James Cunningham, at UNC Chapel Hill, backed this up, telling me, "She was certainly not wearing a sandwich billboard around: DON'T TEACH PHONICS.")

But still, I asked Calkins, would it be fair to say that phonics wasn't your bag?

"I felt like phonics was something that you have the phonics experts teach."

So where does this characterization of you being hostile toward phonics come from?

"Hopefully, you understand I'm not stupid. You would have to be stupid to not teach a 5-year-old phonics."

But some people didn't, did they? They were heavily into context and cueing.

"I've never heard of a kindergarten teacher who doesn't teach phonics," Calkins replied.

Because this is America, the reading debate has become a culture war. When Sold a Story came along in 2022, it resonated with a variety of audiences, including center-left education reformers and parents of children with learning disabilities. But it also galvanized political conservatives. Calkins's Units of Study was already under attack from the right: In 2021, an article in the Manhattan Institute's City Journal titled "Units of Indoctrination" had criticized the curriculum, alleging that the way it teaches students to analyze texts "amounts to little more than radical proselytization through literature."

The podcast was released at an anxious time for American education. During the coronavirus pandemic, many schools--particularly in blue states--were closed for months at a time. Masking in classrooms made it harder for children to lip-read what their teachers were saying. Test scores fell, and have only recently begun to recover.

"Parents had, for a period of time, a front-row seat based on Zoom school," Annie Ward, a recently retired assistant superintendent in Mamaroneck, New York, told me. She wondered if that fueled a desire for a "back to basics" approach. "If I'm a parent, I want to know the teacher is teaching and my kid is sitting there soaking it up, and I don't want this loosey-goosey" stuff.

"The science of reading" has now become a brand name, another off-the-shelf solution to America's educational problems.

Disgruntled parents quickly gathered online. Moms for Liberty, a right-wing group that started out by opposing school closures and mask mandates, began lobbying state legislators to change school curricula as well. The reading wars began to merge with other controversies, such as how hard schools should push diversity-and-inclusion programs. (The Moms for Liberty website recommends Sold a Story on its resources page.) "We're failing kids everyday, and Moms for Liberty is calling it out," a co-founder, Tiffany Justice, told Education Week in October of last year. "The idea that there's more emphasis placed on diversity in the classroom, rather than teaching kids to read, is alarming at best. That's criminal."

Ward's district was not "teaching Lucy," but using its own bespoke balanced-literacy curriculum. In the aftermath of the pandemic, Ward told me, the district had several "contentious" meetings, including one in January 2023 where "we had ringers"--attendees who were not parents or community members, but instead seemed to be activists from outside the district. "None of us in the room recognized these people." That had never happened before.

I had met Ward at a dinner organized by Calkins at her home, which is also the headquarters of Mossflower--the successor to the center that Calkins used to lead at Teachers College. The evening demonstrated that Calkins still has star power. On short notice, she had managed to assemble half a dozen superintendents, assistant superintendents, and principals from New York districts.

"Any kind of disruption like this has you think very carefully about what you're doing," Edgar McIntosh, an assistant superintendent in Scarsdale, told me. But he, like several others, was frustrated by the debate. During his time as an elementary-school teacher, he had discovered that some children could decode words--the basic skill developed by phonics--but struggled with their meaning. He worried that parents' clamor for more phonics might come at the expense of teachers' attention to fluency and comprehension. Raymond Sanchez, the superintendent of Tarrytown's school district, said principals should be able to explain how they were adding more phonics or decodable texts to existing programs, rather than having "to throw everything out and find a series that has a sticker that says 'science of reading' on it."

This, to me, is the key to the anti-Lucy puzzle. Hanford's reporting was thorough and necessary, but its conclusion--that whole language or balanced literacy would be replaced by a shifting, research-based movement--is hard to reconcile with how American education actually works. The science of reading started as a neutral description of a set of principles, but it has now become a brand name, another off-the-shelf solution to America's educational problems. The answer to those problems might not be to swap out one commercial curriculum package for another--but that's what the system is set up to enable.

Gail Dahling-Hench, the assistant superintendent in Madison, Connecticut, has experienced this pressure firsthand. Her district's schools don't "teach Lucy" but instead follow a bespoke local curriculum that, she says, uses classroom elements associated with balanced literacy, such as the workshop model of students studying together in small groups, while also emphasizing phonics. That didn't stop them from running afoul of the new science-of-reading laws.

In 2021, Connecticut passed a "Right to Read" law mandating that schools choose a K-3 curriculum from an approved list of options that are considered compliant with the science of reading. Afterward, Dahling-Hench's district was denied a waiver to keep using its own curriculum. (Eighty-five districts and charter schools in Connecticut applied for a waiver, but only 17 were successful.) "I think they got wrapped around the axle of thinking that programs deliver instruction, and not teachers," she told me.

Dahling-Hench said the state gave her no useful explanation for its decision--nor has it outlined the penalties for noncompliance. She has decided to stick with the bespoke curriculum, because she thinks it's working. According to test scores released a few days after our conversation, her district is among the best-performing in the state.

Keeping the current curriculum also avoids the cost of preparing teachers and administrators to use a new one--a transition that would be expensive even for a tiny district like hers, with just five schools. "It can look like $150,000 to $800,000 depending on which program you're looking at, but that's a onetime cost," Dahling-Hench said. Then you need to factor in annual costs, such as new workbooks.

You can't understand this controversy without appreciating the sums involved. Refreshing a curriculum can cost a state millions of dollars. People on both sides will therefore suggest that their opponents are motivated by money--either saving their favored curriculum to keep the profits flowing, or getting rich through selling school boards an entirely new one. Talking with teachers and researchers, I heard widespread frustration with America's commercial approach to literacy education. Politicians and bureaucrats tend to love the idea of a packaged solution--Buy this and make all your problems go away!--but the perfect curriculum does not exist.

"If you gave me any curriculum, I could find ways to improve it," Aukerman, at the University of Calgary, told me. She thinks that when a teaching method falls out of fashion, its champions are often personally vilified, regardless of their good faith or expertise. In the case of Lucy Calkins and balanced literacy, Aukerman said, "If it weren't her, it would be someone else."




One obvious question about the science of reading is, well ... what is it? The evidence for some kind of explicit phonics instruction is compelling, and states such as Mississippi, which has adopted early screening to identify children who struggle to read--and which holds back third graders if necessary--appear to be improving their test scores. Beyond that, though, things get messy.

Dig into this subject, and you can find frontline teachers and credentialed professors who contest every part of the consensus. And I mean every part: Some academics don't even think there's a reading crisis at all.

American schools might be ditching Units of Study, but balanced literacy still has its defenders. A 2022 analysis in England, which mandates phonics, found that systematic reviews "do not support a synthetic phonics orientation to the teaching of reading; they suggest that a balanced-instruction approach is most likely to be successful."

The data on the effects of specific methods can be conflicting and confusing, which is not unusual for education studies, or psychological research more generally. I feel sorry for any well-intentioned superintendent or state legislator trying to make sense of it all. One of the classrooms at Oceanside School 8 had a wall display devoted to "growth mindset," a fashionable intervention that encourages children to believe that instead of their intelligence and ability being fixed, they can learn and evolve. Hoping to improve test scores, many schools have spent thousands of dollars each implementing "growth mindset" lessons, which proponents once argued should be a "national education priority." (Some proponents also hoped, earnestly, that the approach could help bring peace to the Middle East.) But in the two decades since growth mindset first became ubiquitous, the lofty claims made about its promise have come down to earth.

Keeping up with all of this is more than any teacher--more than any school board, even--can reasonably be expected to do. After I got in touch with her, Emily Hanford sent me seven emails with links to studies and background reading; I left Calkins's house loaded down with units of her curricula for younger students. More followed in the mail.

Even the most modest pronouncements about what's happening in American schools are difficult to verify, because of the sheer number of districts, teachers, and pupils involved. In Sold a Story, Hanford suggested that some schools were succeeding with Units of Study only because parents hired personal tutors for their children. But corroborating this with data is impossible. "I haven't figured out a way to quantify it, except in a very strong anecdotal way," Hanford told me.

Some teachers love "teaching Lucy," and others hate it. Is one group delusional? And if so, which one? Jenna and Christina, who have both taught kindergarten in New York using Units of Study, told me that the curriculum was too invested in the idea of children as "readers" and "writers" without giving them the basic skills needed to read and write. (They asked to be identified only by their first names in case of professional reprisals.) "It's a piece of shit," Christina said. She added: "We're expecting them to apply skills that we haven't taught them and that they aren't coming to school with. I've been trying to express that there's a problem and I get called negative." Jenna had resorted to a covert strategy, secretly teaching phonics for up to 90 minutes a day instead of the brief lessons she was instructed to provide.

But for every Jenna or Christina, there's a Latasha Holt. After a decade as a third- and fourth-grade teacher in Arkansas, Holt is now an associate professor of elementary literacy at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, where she has watched from the sidelines as the tide turned against Calkins. "The dismantling of this thing, it got to me, because I had taught under Units of Study," she told me. "I've used it, and I knew how good it was. I had lived it; I've seen it work; I knew it was good for kids."

Calkins still has a "ferocious" drive, she told me, and a deep conviction in her methods, even as they evolve.

Aubrey Kinat is a third-grade teacher in Texas who recently left her position at a public school because it decided to drop Units of Study. (The school now uses another curriculum, which was deemed to align better with the science of reading.) Suddenly, she was pushed away from full novels and toward approved excerpts, and her lessons became much more heavily scripted. "I felt like I was talking so much," she told me. "It took the joy out of it."

For many school boards facing newly politicized parents who came out of the pandemic with strong opinions, ditching Lucy has had the happy side effect of giving adults much more control over what children read. Calkins and some of her dinner guests had suggested that this might be the true reason for the animus around independent reading. "I do start to wonder if this really is about wanting to move everybody towards textbooks," Calkins said.

Eighteen months after her series launched, Hanford returned in April 2024 with two follow-up episodes of Sold a Story, which took a less polemical tone. Unsurprisingly so: Calkins had lost, and she had won.

The science of reading is the new consensus in education, and its advocates are the new establishment. It is now on the hook for the curriculum changes that it prompted--and for America's reading performance more generally. That is an uncomfortable position for those who care more about research than about winning political fights.

Some of the neuroscience underpinning Sold a Story was provided by Seidenberg, a professor emeritus at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. (He did not respond to an interview request.) Since the series aired, he has welcomed the move away from Units of Study, but he has also warned that "none of the other major commercial curricula that are currently available were based on the relevant science from the ground up."

Because the usefulness of phonics is one of the few science-of-reading conclusions that is immediately comprehensible to laypeople, "phonics" has come to stand in for the whole philosophy. In a blog post last year, Seidenberg lamented that, on a recent Zoom call, a teacher had asked if they needed to keep teaching phonemic awareness once children were good readers. (The answer is no: Sounding out letters is what you do until the process becomes automatic.) Seidenberg now worried that the science of reading is "at risk of turning into a new pedagogical dogma."

Hanford has also expressed ambivalence about the effects of Sold a Story. She compared the situation to the aftermath of No Child Left Behind, a George W. Bush-era federal education initiative that heavily promoted a literacy program called Reading First. "It became focused on products and programs," Hanford told me, adding that the ethos turned into "get rid of whole language and buy something else." However, she is glad that the importance of phonics--and the research backing it--is now more widely understood, because she thinks this can break the cycle of revolution and counterrevolution. She added that whenever she talks with lawmakers, she stresses the importance of continuing to listen to teachers.

What about her portrait of Calkins as rich, privileged, oblivious? Forget the monogrammed towels, I told Hanford; there is a more benign explanation for Calkins's worldview: Everywhere she goes, she meets people, like the teachers and children in Oceanside, who are overjoyed to see her, and keen to tell her how much they love Units of Study.

But Hanford told me that she'd included the towels line because "the vast majority of teachers, especially elementary-school teachers, in America are white, middle-class women." Many of these women, she thought, had enjoyed school themselves and didn't intuitively know what it was like to struggle with learning to read and write.

Reporting this story, I was reminded again and again that education is both a mass phenomenon and a deeply personal one. People I spoke with would say things like Well, he's never done any classroom research. She's never been a teacher. They don't understand things the way I do. The education professors would complain that the cognitive scientists didn't understand the history of the reading wars, while the scientists would complain that the education professors didn't understand the latest peer-reviewed research. Meanwhile, a teacher must command a class that includes students with dyslexia as well as those who find reading a breeze, and kids whose parents read to them every night alongside children who don't speak English at home. At the same time, school boards and state legislators, faced with angry parents and a welter of conflicting testimony, must answer a simple question: Should we be "teaching Lucy," or not?

No matter how painful the past few years have been, though, Calkins is determined to keep fighting for her legacy. At 72, she has both the energy to start over again at Mossflower and the pragmatism to have promised her estate to further the cause once she's gone. She still has a "ferocious" drive, she told me, and a deep conviction in her methods, even as they evolve. She does not want "to pretend it's a brand-new approach," she said, "when in fact we've just been learning; we're just incorporating more things that we've learned."

But now that balanced literacy is as unfashionable as whole language, Calkins is trying to come up with a new name for her program. She thought she might try "comprehensive literacy"--or maybe "rebalancing literacy." Whatever it takes for America to once again feel confident about "teaching Lucy."



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "Teaching Lucy." 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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Don't Give Up on the Truth

Striking out against injustice is always right; it always matters.

by Peter Wehner




The Donald Trump who campaigned in 2024 would not have won in 2016. It's not just that his rhetoric is more serrated now than it was then; it's that he has a record of illicit behavior today that he didn't have then.

Trump wasn't a felon eight years ago; he is now. He wasn't an adjudicated sexual abuser then; he is now. He hadn't yet encouraged civic violence to overturn an election or encouraged a mob to hang his vice president. He hadn't yet called people who stormed the Capitol "great patriots" or closed his campaign talking about the penis size of Arnold Palmer. He hadn't extorted an ally to dig up dirt on his political opponent or been labeled a "fascist to the core" by his former top military adviser.

But America is different now than it was at the dawn of the Trump era. Trump isn't only winning politically; he is winning culturally in shaping America's manners and mores. More than any other person in the country, Trump--who won more than 75 million votes--can purport to embody the American ethic. He's right to have claimed a mandate on the night of his victory; he has one, at least for now. He can also count on his supporters to excuse anything he does in the future, just as they have excused everything he has done in the past.

It's little surprise, then, that many critics of Trump are weary and despondent. On Sunday, my wife and I spoke with a woman whose ex-husband abused her; as we talked, she broke into tears, wounded and stunned that Americans had voted for a man who was himself a well-known abuser. The day before, I had received a text from a friend who works as a family therapist. She had spent the past few evenings, she wrote, "with female victims of sexual abuse by powerful and wealthy men. Hearing their heartbreak and re-traumatizing because we just elected a president who bragged about assaulting women because he can, and then found guilty by a jury of his peers for doing just that. And then they see their family and neighbors celebrate a victory."

The preliminary data show that Trump won the support of about 80 percent of white evangelicals. "How can I ever walk into an evangelical church again?" one person who has long been a part of the evangelical world asked me a few days ago.

McKay Coppins: Triumph of the cynics

I've heard from friends who feel as though their life's work is shattering before their eyes. Others who have been critical of Trump are considering leaving the public arena. They are asking themselves why they should continue to speak out against Trump's moral transgressions for the next four years when it didn't make any difference the past four (or eight) years. It's not worth the hassle, they've concluded: the unrelenting attacks, the death threats, or the significant financial costs.

So much of MAGA world thrives on conflict, on feeling aggrieved, on seeking vengeance. Most of the rest of us do not. Why continue to fight against what he stands for? If Trump is the man Americans chose to be their president, if his values and his conduct are ones they're willing to tolerate or even embrace, so be it.

And even those who resolve to stay in the public arena will be tempted to mute themselves when Trump acts maliciously. We tried that for years, they'll tell themselves, and it was like shooting BBs against a brick wall. It's time to do something else.

I understand that impulse. For those who have borne the brunt of hate, withdrawing from the fight and moving on to other things is an understandable choice. For everything there is a season. Yet I cannot help but fear, too, that Trump will ultimately win by wearing down his opposition, as his brutal ethic slowly becomes normalized.

So how should those who oppose Trump, especially those of us who have been fierce critics of Trump--and I was among the earliest and the most relentless--think about this moment?

First, we must remind ourselves of the importance of truth telling, of bearing moral witness, of calling out lies. Countless people, famous and unknown, have told the truth in circumstances far more arduous and dangerous than ours. One of them is the Russian author and Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. "To stand up for truth is nothing," he wrote. "For truth, you must sit in jail. You can resolve to live your life with integrity. Let your credo be this: Let the lie come into the world, let it even triumph. But not through me." The simple step a courageous individual must take is to decline to take part in the lie, he said. "One word of truth outweighs the world." A word of truth can sustain others by encouraging them, by reminding them that they're not alone and that honor is always better than dishonor.

Second, we need to guard our souls. The challenge for Trump critics is to call Trump out when he acts cruelly and unjustly without becoming embittered, cynical, or fatalistic ourselves. People will need time to process what it means that Americans elected a man of borderless corruption and sociopathic tendencies. But we shouldn't add to the ranks of those who seem purposeless without an enemy to target, without a culture war to fight. We should acknowledge when Trump does the right thing, or when he rises above his past. And even if he doesn't, unsparing and warranted condemnation of Trump and MAGA world shouldn't descend into hate. There's quite enough of that already.

In his book Civility, the Yale professor Stephen L. Carter wrote, "The true genius of Martin Luther King, Jr. was not in his ability to articulate the pain of an oppressed people--many other preachers did so, with as much passion and as much power--but in his ability to inspire those very people to be loving and civil in their dissent."

Third, the Democratic Party, which for the time being is the only alternative to the Trump-led, authoritarian-leaning GOP, needs to learn from its loss. The intraparty recriminations among Democrats, stunned at the results of the election, are ferocious.

My view aligns with that of my Atlantic colleague Jonathan Rauch, who told me that "this election mainly reaffirms voters' anti-incumbent sentiment--not only in the U.S. but also abroad (Japan/Germany). In 2020, Biden and the Democrats were the vehicle to punish the incumbent party; in 2016 and again in 2024, Trump and the Republicans were the vehicle. Wash, rinse, repeat." But that doesn't mean that a party defeated in two of the previous three presidential elections by Trump, one of the most unpopular and broadly reviled figures to ever win the presidency, doesn't have to make significant changes.

There is precedent--in the Democratic Party, which suffered titanic defeats in 1972, 1980, 1984, and 1988, and in the British Labour Party, which was decimated in the 1980s and the early '90s. In both cases, the parties engaged in the hard work of ideological renovation and produced candidates, Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, who put in place a new intellectual framework that connected their parties to a public they had alienated. They confronted old attitudes, changed the way their parties thought, and found ways to signal that change to the public. Both won dominant victories. The situation today is, of course, different from the one Clinton and Blair faced; the point is that the Democratic Party has to be open to change, willing to reject the most radical voices within its coalition, and able to find ways to better connect to non-elites. The will to change needs to precede an agenda of change.

Fourth, Trump critics need to keep this moment in context. The former and future president is sui generis; he is, as the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Jon Meacham put it, "a unique threat to constitutional government." He is also bent on revenge. But America has survived horrific moments, such as the Civil War, and endured periods of horrific injustice, including the eras of slavery, Redemption, and segregation. The American story is an uneven one.

I anticipate that Trump's victory will inflict consequential harm on our country, and some of it may be irreparable. But it's also possible that the concerns I have had about Trump, which were realized in his first term, don't come to pass in his second term. And even if they do, America will emerge significantly weakened but not broken. Low moments need not be permanent moments.

Roge Karma: The two Donald Trumps

The Trump era will eventually end. Opportunities will arise, including unexpected ones, and maybe even a few favorable inflection points. It's important to have infrastructure and ideas in place when they do. As Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise Institute told me, "We have to think about America's challenges and opportunities in ways that reach beyond that point. Engagement in public life and public policy has to be about those challenges and opportunities, about the country we love, more than any particular politician, good or bad."

It's important, too, that we draw boundaries where we can. We shouldn't ignore Trump, but neither should we obsess over him. We must do what we can to keep him from invading sacred spaces. Intense feelings about politics in general, and Trump in particular, have divided families and split churches. We need to find ways to heal divisions without giving up on what the theologian Thomas Merton described as cutting through "great tangled knots of lies." It's a difficult balance to achieve.

Fifth, all of us need to cultivate hope, rightly understood. The great Czech playwright (and later president of the Czech Republic) Vaclav Havel, in Disturbing the Peace, wrote that hope isn't detached from circumstances, but neither is it prisoner to circumstances. The kind of hope he had in mind is experienced "above all as a state of mind, not a state of the world." It is a dimension of soul, he said, "an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons."

Hope is not the conviction that something will turn out well, according to Havel; it is "the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out." Hope properly understood keeps us above water; it urges us to do good works, even in hard times.

In June 1966, Robert F. Kennedy undertook a five-day trip to South Africa during the worst years of apartheid. In the course of his trip, he delivered one of his most memorable speeches, at the University of Cape Town.

During his address, he spoke about the need to "recognize the full human equality of all of our people--before God, before the law, and in the councils of government." He acknowledged the "wide and tragic gaps" between great ideals and reality, including in America, with our ideals constantly recalling us to our duties. Speaking to young people in particular, he warned about "the danger of futility; the belief there is nothing one man or one woman can do against the enormous array of the world's ills--against misery, against ignorance, or injustice and violence." Kennedy urged people to have the moral courage to enter the conflict, to fight for their ideals. And using words that would later be engraved on his gravestone at Arlington National Cemetery, he said this:

Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.  


No figure of Kennedy's stature had ever visited South Africa to make the case against institutionalized racial segregation and discrimination. The trip had an electric effect, especially on Black South Africans, giving them hope that they were not alone, that the outside world knew and cared about their struggle for equality. "He made us feel, more than ever, that it was worthwhile, despite our great difficulties, for us to fight for the things we believed in," one Black journalist wrote of Kennedy; "that justice, freedom and equality for all men are things we should strive for so that our children should have a better life."

Pressure from both within and outside South Africa eventually resulted in the end of apartheid. In 1994, Nelson Mandela, who had been imprisoned at Robben Island during Kennedy's visit because of his anti-apartheid efforts, was elected the first Black president of South Africa.

There is a timelessness to what Kennedy said in Cape Town three generations ago. Striking out against injustice is always right; it always matters. That was true in South Africa in the 1960s. It is true in America today.
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The Loyalists Are Collecting Their Rewards in Trump's Cabinet

And Trump wants to bypass the Senate for some of his future appointees--raising concerns about who's next.

by Tom Nichols




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




A note from Tom:

As we were about to publish this newsletter, Donald Trump announced that he has asked the Fox News personality Pete Hegseth, a military veteran who has no experience in leading large organizations and no serious background as a senior leader in national-security affairs, to be his secretary of defense. This is exactly the kind of unqualified nomination that I was warning could be looming after this first group of nominees were announced--and it explains why Trump is determined to bypass the U.S. Senate to get some of his nominees confirmed. I will have more to say about Hegseth soon.



So far, the new Trump administration has a chief of staff, a "border czar," and a national security adviser; all three are White House positions controlled by the president. Donald Trump has also reportedly named six people to senior positions that require Senate confirmation: secretary of state, United Nations ambassador, secretary of homeland security, secretary of defense, CIA director, and administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency. (He has also chosen an ambassador to Israel.) His first picks are neither very surprising nor very impressive, but this is only the beginning.

His co-campaign manager Susie Wiles will make White House history by becoming the first female chief of staff. People around Trump seem relieved at this appointment, but she'll likely be saddled with Stephen Miller as a deputy, which could get interesting because Miller apparently has a tendency to get out of his lane. (According to a book by the New York Times reporter Michael Bender, Miller attended a tense meeting that included Trump, Attorney General Bill Barr, and General Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, during the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020. As the nation's leaders debated what to do, Miller interjected and said that America's major cities had been turned into war zones. General Milley, Bender writes, turned to Miller, pointed at him, and said: "Shut the fuck up, Stephen.")

The rest of the appointments are unsurprising, given the limited pool of Republicans willing to serve in another Trump administration. (Some Trump loyalists such as Senator Tom Cotton have reportedly declined a role in the administration, likely protecting their future for the 2028 GOP race to succeed Trump.) Marco Rubio, who sits on the Foreign Relations and Intelligence Committees in the Senate, was a reasonable choice among the Trump coterie to become America's top diplomat as secretary of state.

Likewise, Representative Mike Waltz of Florida is a reasonable choice for national security adviser--but again, that's in the context of the now-smaller universe of national-security conservatives in politics or academia willing to work for Trump at this point. He is a veteran, and like Rubio, he has served on relevant committees in Congress, including Armed Services, Foreign Affairs, and the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence. Waltz may be a credible voice on national security, but he was also a 2020 election denier. He pledged to oppose certifying Joe Biden's 2020 win and signed on to an amicus brief supporting a Texas lawsuit to overturn the election. He changed his mind--but only after the events of January 6.

Representative Elise Stefanik of New York, meanwhile, was bound to be rewarded for her loyalty. Although Vice President-elect J. D. Vance took the gold in the race to replace the disowned Mike Pence, Stefanik was a comer even by the standards of the sycophantic circle around Trump, and so she'll head to the United Nations, a low-priority post for Trump and a GOP that has little use for the institution. A former member of Congress from New York, Lee Zeldin (who was defeated in the 2022 New York governor's race) will head up the EPA, another institution hated by MAGA Republicans, thus making Zeldin's weak--or strong, depending on your view--legislative record on environmental issues a good fit for this administration.

This afternoon, Trump announced that John Ratcliffe will serve as CIA director. Ratcliffe previously served as director of national intelligence and will now be in a post that is functionally subordinate to his old job. Ratcliffe is a reliable partisan but an unreliable intelligence chief. The most baffling move Trump has made so far is the appointment of South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem to lead the Department of Homeland Security. Noem served four terms in Congress and is in her second as governor. She has very little relevant experience, especially as a government executive. (South Dakota might be a big place, but it's a small state; DHS has more than 260,000 employees, making it a bit more than a quarter the size of the entire population of Noem's home state.) DHS is a giant glob of a department--one I have long argued should never have existed in the first place and should be abolished--that has seeped across the jurisdictional lines of multiple institutions and, unlike some other Cabinet posts, requires someone with serious leadership chops.

DHS will also be central to some of Trump's most abominable plans regarding undocumented immigrants--and, potentially, against others the president-elect views as "enemies from within." (The "border czar" Trump has named, Tom Homan, once falsely implied that some California wildfires were worsened by an undocumented immigrant.) In that light, Noem is perfect: She is inexperienced but loyal, a political lightweight with no independent base of support or particularly long experience in Washington, and she can be counted on to do what she's told. She will be no John Kelly or Kirstjen Nielsen, her confirmed predecessors at DHS, both of whom were on occasion willing to speak up, even if ineffectively.

This first passel of nominees should gain Senate confirmation easily, especially Rubio. (Sitting members of the chamber usually have an easier time, as do people who have close associations with the Senate.) And given Trump's history and proclivity for mercurial and humiliating firings, few of them are likely to be very long in their post, and are probably better than the people who will later replace them.

But that in itself raises a troubling question. If Trump intends to nominate these kinds of fellow Republicans, why is he insistent that the new Senate allow him to make recess appointments?

For those of you who do not follow the arcana of American government, Article II of the Constitution includes a provision by which the president can make appointments on his own if the Senate is in recess and therefore unable to meet. The Founders didn't think this was a controversial provision; sometimes, presidents need to keep the government running (by choosing, say, an ambassador) even when the Senate might not be around--a real problem in the days when convening the Senate could take weeks of travel. Such appointments last until the end of the next legislative session.

For obvious reasons, the Senate itself was never a big fan of a device--one that presidents routinely used--that circumvents constitutional authority to confirm executive appointments, especially once the practice got out of hand. (Bill Clinton made 139 recess appointments, George W. Bush made 171, and Barack Obama made 32.) The Senate's response was basically to be wilier about not declaring itself in recess even when there's no one around, and when President Obama tried to push through some of these appointments in 2012, the Supreme Court sided with the Senate.

Now Trump wants to bring back the practice. The obvious inference to draw here is that after some fairly uncontroversial nominations, he intends to nominate people who couldn't be confirmed even in a supine and obedient Republican Senate. Perhaps this is too clever, but I am concerned that this first pass is a head fake, in which Trump nominates people he knows are controversial (such as Zeldin) but who are still confirmable, and then sends far worse candidates forward for even more important posts. Kash Patel--a man who is dangerous precisely because his only interest is serving Trump, as my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro has reported--keeps bubbling up for various intelligence posts.

"Ambassador Elise Stefanik" and "EPA Administrator Lee Zeldin" might not be great ideas, but they are not immediate threats to U.S. national security or American democracy. "CIA Director John Ratcliffe," by contrast, is cause for serious concern. If Trump is serious about his authoritarian plans--the ones he announced at every campaign stop--then he'll need the rest of the intelligence community, the Justice Department, and the Defense Department all under firm control.

Those are the next nominations to watch.

Related:

	Trump signals that he's serious about mass deportation.
 	Stephen Miller is Trump's right-hand troll. (From 2018)
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Today's News

	The judge in Trump's hush-money criminal case delayed his decision on whether Trump's conviction on 34 felonies should be overturned after his reelection.
 	A federal judge temporarily blocked a new Louisiana law that would have required the display of the Ten Commandments in all public classrooms, calling the legislation "unconstitutional on its face." Louisiana's attorney general said that she will appeal the ruling.
 	The Archbishop of Canterbury announced his resignation. An independent review found that he failed to sufficiently report the late barrister John Smyth, who ran Christian summer camps and abused more than 100 boys and young men, according to the review.
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AI Can Save Humanity--Or End It

By Henry A. Kissinger, Eric Schmidt and Craig Mundie

The world's strongest nation might no longer be the one with the most Albert Einsteins and J. Robert Oppenheimers. Instead, the world's strongest nations will be those that can bring AI to its fullest potential.
 But with that potential comes tremendous danger. No existing innovation can come close to what AI might soon achieve: intelligence that is greater than that of any human on the planet. Might the last polymathic invention--namely computing, which amplified the power of the human mind in a way fundamentally different from any previous machine--be remembered for replacing its own inventors?


Read the full article.
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How Can I Find More Satisfaction in Work?

My job consumes and torments me. There has to be a better way.

by James Parker




Dear James,

What are we, modern humans, to make of work? How can I do it without so much anxiety, but still sufficient productivity? The daily grind is mostly fine but also highly stressful, with manic bouts of propulsion toward deadlines, little clarity around what I should do or should have done, and the constant drumbeat of fear that I'm not adding much value. I find myself regularly reviewing awkward and painful moments of my day at night, when I should be sleeping, or when I would probably derive much more life satisfaction from attuning to my kids.

I've never been able to settle on an overarching mission for my working life because nothing seems reliable or worthy enough of sacrificing the other major factors that impact my happiness--mostly the amount of time I can spend with my family, the location where we live, and the security of a decent salary. So in a way I see myself as infinitely flexible; I don't have a great, deep reason for doing what I do now, but it would probably take a lot for me to tack to something else. I have no grand plan. Am I going to regret this when I reach retirement age?

Is it this job, or is this just what work is? Is it me? What can the average person expect from a lifetime of work? What should we be aiming for?



Dear Reader,

In my 20s, I worked at an office in West London analyzing transport statistics: how many cars are on the rotary at one time and which direction they're coming from, how many passengers climb on the train at a particular station, etc. I made projections, I stared at graphs. And before I was driven from the place by a detonation sequence of mind-wrecking panic attacks, I was strangely happy there. The boringness of the work seemed to have its own value. A feeling of muffled industry. Engrossing, in a gently overcast way. No mistaking it for something that might ignite my spirit: it was work, nothing but. I sat at my desk, peacefully working. Had I not turned into the figure from Munch's The Scream--flipper hands grasping my skull, bands of distortion in the sky--I'd be there still.

Not every job has to blaze with vocational intensity, and not everybody needs to have a fulfilling career. In fact, I applaud you for not having a "great deep reason" for doing the job you're doing. We've got enough great deep reasons floating around these days. And I can assure you that you are adding ineffable value to your workplace just by being there: An office (it sounds like an office) is a mystical body like any other, and one person's presence or absence changes everything. So do your work. And then go home.

Unprofessionally,
 James



Dear James,

Sometimes when I'm in the grocery store, I see someone I sort of know but don't really know well, and I find myself wondering what to do. Should I say hi and start a conversation, or just nod politely and walk on by? It feels awkward, because I'm never sure if they're thinking the same thing or hoping to avoid an interaction altogether. How do you handle these situations?



Dear Reader,

Small talk can be beautiful, and there's always the possibility of being irradiated with joy by a chance encounter in the grocery aisle, but then again ... people. There are so many of them. They are so tiring. And now and again, for reasons to do with cerebral electricity, affective response, and what's in your shopping basket, there really is nothing--literally nothing--to say.

Me, I tend to go for it: the big hello, and the conversational follow-through. But there have also been occasions when I have ducked into the baking section and waited for someone to go away. So I dunno. I like the old Jesuit maxim agere contra: "act against." Or, more idiomatically: Get over yourself, If you're feeling muted and introverted, in other words, reach out. And if you're all swollen with ebullience--be gentle. Does that help at all?

Twitching by the carrots,
 James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Trump's 'Deep State' Revenge

The president-elect has long demonized intelligence officers and other federal employees. This is how he might come for them.

by Shane Harris




The panic set in just before midnight last Tuesday. "She's in trouble," one U.S. intelligence officer fretted as Kamala Harris's blue wall looked ready to crumble, all but ensuring that Donald Trump would head back to the White House. "This is a disaster," said another, who is retired but served during the first Trump administration and bears the scars.

Neither of these men who contacted me on Election Night is a partisan. Like most intelligence officers I know, they prefer to steer clear of politics. But based on their experiences during Trump's first four years in office, they dreaded what was coming.

"We will demolish the deep state," Trump repeatedly promised on the campaign trail this year, wielding his term of abuse for the career national-security workforce he thinks is secretly pulling the strings of American policy in service of sinister ends. Many federal-government employees have worked reliably for presidents they didn't vote for. But this is not enough for Trump, who demands personal loyalty and has sought to oust those who don't give it. He called government employees "crooked" and "dishonest" and pledged to hold them "accountable" during an interview with a right-wing YouTuber in August.

Read: Bye-bye, Jack Smith

"We will clean out all of the corrupt actors in our national-security and intelligence apparatus, and there are plenty of them," Trump promised in a video on his campaign website last year.

Trump has nursed this grudge against America's spies for a long time. Shortly before he first took office, in 2017, he accused intelligence-agency leaders of using "Nazi" tactics, insisting that they had leaked the so-called Steele dossier, with its unsubstantiated, salacious claims about his dealings with Russia.

Ten days later, on his first full day as president, he visited CIA headquarters, in Langley, Virginia. He stood in front of the Memorial Wall--a marble shrine engraved with stars representing officers who died in the line of duty--and boasted about the size of the crowd that had attended his inauguration. As he meandered through a version of his campaign stump speech, my phone blew up with messages from intelligence professionals, many of whom had known some of the people those stars commemorated. They were outraged and appalled, but none called for revenge or even hinted at it.

And yet, Trump took office convinced that malevolent bureaucrats had sabotaged his campaign and were bent on undermining his presidency. He still believes it. Rooting out these perceived resisters and replacing them with avowed loyalists ranks high on his agenda in the second term. How will he do it? I've been asking current and former intelligence officials that question for the past few months, and with new urgency over the past few days. Here are three scenarios they fear.

Trump attacks "targets."

Trump could go after a curated list of people whom he's identified as unreliable. Some of these targets have high profiles nationally: He has long railed against James Comey, the onetime FBI director he fired, as well as other senior intelligence officials from the Obama administration, including James Clapper, the former director of national intelligence, and John Brennan, the ex-CIA director. These men became voluble public critics of Trump's attacks on the intelligence community while he was in office. Their outspokenness was controversial in the intelligence community, and it underscored the extraordinary risk they felt that Trump posed to national security.

But when Trump demonizes bureaucrats, he's not talking just about these bold-faced names. He and his allies have also singled out many lesser-known officials and lower-level employees for their alleged sins against the once and future president.

Recently, The Washington Post reported that the American Accountability Foundation  had compiled a "DHS Bureaucrat Watch List" of officials who it said should be fired for failing to secure the U.S. border. The nonprofit group--funded by the conservative Heritage Foundation--says it "deploys aggressive research and investigations to advance conservative messaging, rapid response, and Congressional investigations." It has published the officials' names and faces online. Two currently serving officials who know people on that list told me they feared that their colleagues could be subjected to additional harassment from Trump or his political supporters.

Read: Trump's 'secretary of retribution'

Ivan Raiklin, a retired Green Beret and an associate of Michael Flynn, Trump's first national security adviser, has compiled his own "deep-state target list" and promotes it on right-wing podcasts and social media. Raiklin's list includes FBI officials who worked on the investigation into potential links between Trump's 2016 presidential campaign and Russia, as well as lawmakers and congressional staff who managed both Trump impeachments. It even names some of these people's family members.

Trump, once in office, may come after the people on these lists with the authority of the federal government. He could subject them to capricious tax audits, or harass them with investigations that force them to acquire expensive legal representation. He could also revoke the security clearance of any current or former official, making it difficult, if not impossible, for them to do their job as a government employee or contractor who requires access to classified information. There's a precedent for this method: In 2018, Trump said he had revoked the clearance still held by Brennan, the ex-CIA director, because of his criticism of the administration.

Trump fires employees en masse. 

Shortly before he left office, Trump issued an executive order that would let him fire, essentially at will, tens of thousands of federal employees who enjoy civil-service protections. The ostensible grounds for dismissal would be resistance to the administration's policies. Joe Biden canceled Trump's order with one of his own. But Trump has promised to reinstate the order on the first day of his administration, enabling him to fire large swaths of federal employees and replace them with allies who support his goals.

Emptying national-security agencies of thousands of experienced workers could jeopardize U.S. national security, according to Asha Rangappa, a former FBI agent, and Marc Polymeropoulos, a retired CIA officer. "The institution of a 'loyalty test' in any part of the civil service would drastically undermine the effectiveness of our agencies and erode the public's faith in their legitimacy," they wrote in an article for Just Security. "As a more specific concern, the politicization of the intelligence community would wreak havoc on our national security and be profoundly dangerous for America."

One obvious shortcoming of this strategy: If Trump jettisons layers of government employees and managers who run the national-security apparatus--the people who keep tabs on foreign terrorists, monitor Chinese espionage against the United States, and the like--who will replace them? Presuming Trump even has a long list, quickly installing thousands of possibly inexperienced personnel into vital national-security positions would be disruptive and distracting.

Officials leave under pressure. 

Employees of the national-security agencies who conclude that, on principle, they can't work for Trump could voluntarily resign in large numbers. Having witnessed the president-elect's serial attacks on alleged deep-state plotters, these officials may not wish to stick around to find out whether they'll be next.

Several current and former officials I spoke with in recent days said they either were contemplating retirement, some earlier than they had planned, or knew people who were. Some suspect that remaining in their job could put them at risk. In his first term, Trump sought to declassify information about the FBI's investigation of Russian interference and possible links to his campaign. Officials worried then, and still do, that this could jeopardize people who worked on the case, as well as human sources overseas.

A vindictive new attorney general could publish the names of those in the Justice Department and the FBI who investigated Trump's alleged removal of classified documents from the White House--for which he was charged with felonies. Intelligence officers who have worked undercover face the particularly unnerving possibility that public exposure could jeopardize their sources.

Officials might tough it out, but if they opt to resign before Inauguration Day, they will create vacancies at the upper echelons of the national-security establishment during what promises to be a tumultuous transition from Biden to Trump.

In our conversations, officials clung to one sliver of hope, and not unreasonably. Many of the national-security leaders Trump appointed in his first term were politically divisive and lacked experience, but they were not out to dismantle the organizations they led. John Ratcliffe, the director of national intelligence and Robert O'Brien, the national security adviser, have been on the proverbial shortlist to have top positions in the next administration. Yesterday, The Wall Street Journal reported that Trump has selected Mike Waltz, a Republican congressman from Florida, to serve as his national security adviser. Waltz is a retired Army colonel who argues that the United States should help end the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East so that it can focus on the strategic challenge that China poses.

Nicholas Florko: There really is a deep state

Career employees would probably feel relieved by these choices, if only in comparison with the more extreme candidates who have surfaced in recent months. But other signs suggest that Trump is heading in a less moderate direction. On Saturday, he announced that he would not ask Mike Pompeo, his former CIA director and secretary of state, to serve in the Cabinet. Pompeo, who was expected to be a top candidate for defense secretary, is a staunch advocate of assistance to Ukraine, arguably putting him on the wrong side of Trump's plans to end the war with Russia "24 hours" after taking office. Trump has also said that he will not ask former UN Ambassador Nikki Haley to join his administration.

Trump also insisted over the weekend that Senate Republicans agree to recess appointments, a signal that he intends to staff the executive branch with people who might not be able to win Senate confirmation if their nomination were put to a vote.

Senator Rick Scott of Florida, whom Trump allies support for majority leader, publicly embraced the idea. "I will do whatever it takes to get your nominations through as quickly as possible," Scott wrote on X.

Turning away from broadly palatable Republicans and trying to skirt confirmation battles raise the chances that Trump will turn to hard-core loyalists, such as Kash Patel, a former administration official who fantasizes about deep-state conspiracies; Richard Grenell, an online pugilist who alienated foreign allies as ambassador to Germany; and Flynn, Trump's onetime White House adviser who pleaded guilty to lying to the FBI about his contacts with Russia and was later pardoned. The appointment of those officials would signal that the revenge campaign is in full swing.

One sign that it could already be under way came yesterday. Trump tapped Stephen Miller to be his deputy chief of staff, where he would be well situated to oversee the implementation of the executive order removing civil-service protections. Miller is well known as an architect of Trump's earlier immigration policies. He would presumably work closely with Thomas Homan, whom Trump has announced as his new "border czar," on the president-elect's promised mass deportation of undocumented people in the United States. But during the first administration, Miller also oversaw the ouster of top officials at the Homeland Security Department whom he and Trump deemed insufficiently loyal and not committed to the president's agenda, particularly on border security. If Trump is looking for an aide to mount a campaign against ostensibly intransigent personnel, this time across the whole government, Miller is perfect for the job.
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The Two Donald Trumps

Donald Trump campaigned as the return-to-normal candidate--while promising policies that would unleash fresh chaos.

by Roge Karma




The central contradiction of Donald Trump's reelection is this: He owes his victory to the fact that millions of voters appear to have seen him as the stability candidate who would usher in a return to pre-COVID normalcy. But he has put forward a second-term agenda that would be far more radical and disruptive than anything he accomplished while in office.

To much of the country, the notion of Trump as the return-to-normal candidate is laughable. His first term involved two impeachments, intense national protests, a flailing pandemic response, and, as a capstone, a violent attempt to defy the results of the 2020 election. But many voters, perhaps most, see things differently in retrospect. In a New York Times poll conducted toward the end of Trump's first term, just 39 percent of voters said that the country had been better off since he took office; in a version of the poll conducted in April of this year, nearly 50 percent did. An NBC poll conducted weeks before last Tuesday's election similarly found that a plurality of voters believed that Trump's policies had helped their families and that Biden's had hurt them.

In 2016, Trump voters wanted change--disruptive, confrontational change--and believed that their man would deliver it. They described Trump as a "middle finger" to the establishment and "a wrecking ball" aimed at the status quo. Eight years later, voters once again overwhelmingly said they want change, but the kind of change was very different: a reversion to the perceived better times of the first Trump administration, before inflation and a border crisis took hold under Joe Biden. "In my assessment of the dynamics of this election, what I see and hear is an electorate that seems to be craving stability in the economy, in their finances, at the border, in their schools and in the world," the Republican pollster Kristen Soltis Anderson wrote last year, summarizing the findings of her frequent focus-group discussions. Trump seized on this dynamic, encouraging voters to remember how good they had it when he was in office.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

"Less than four years ago our border was secure, inflation was nowhere to be seen, the world was at peace, and America was strong and respected," he declared at a rally earlier this year.

Even as Trump promised a return to happier times, however, he campaigned on an agenda that seems bound to generate conflict and chaos. His promise to carry out the "largest deportation effort in American history" would involve law-enforcement raids at workplaces and homes across the country. His plan to purge the federal government of insufficiently loyal bureaucrats would leave agencies struggling to carry out their basic tasks. His proposal to impose heavy tariffs on all imports would raise consumer prices and could trigger a series of retaliatory trade wars. Some of his ideas, such as directing the Department of Justice to go after his political opponents and inviting the nation's most prominent vaccine skeptic to help set federal health policy, depart so flagrantly from established political norms that the consequences are impossible to predict. Given all that, how did Trump win over so many voters who just want things to go back to normal?

One answer is that even Trump's own voters don't think he'll act on many of his proposals. As my colleague David A. Graham wrote last month, "Trump exists in a strange zone where voters hear what he's saying and then largely discount it, perhaps as a result of his past dissembling, or perhaps because the ideas just seem too extreme to be real." In one poll taken right before the election, just two-thirds of his supporters said the former president was "serious" about mass deportations; only 38 percent and 21 percent, respectively, said the same about using the military against U.S. citizens and prosecuting his political opponents, both of which Trump has said he would do. When asked why they don't take Trump's proposals seriously, voters tend to give the same answer: The media made many similar warnings last time, heading into Trump's first term, and things never got all that bad. The economy kept humming; the Affordable Care Act never got repealed; the U.S. didn't get into any major wars.

It's true that the most dire predictions for the first Trump presidency never materialized. But there's a very specific reason for that: The institutions and people surrounding Trump prevented him from acting on his worst impulses. The courts struck down more than 70 of Trump's policies in his first three years alone. The ACA was narrowly saved by a handful of moderate Republicans, most prominently John McCain. Trump's own vice president refused to negate the 2020 election results. Trump's staffers repeatedly thwarted his more bizarre ideas and musings. "Everyone at this point ignores what the president says and just does their job," a senior national-security official told CNN's Jake Tapper in 2019.

Daniel Block: The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning

In this sense, the "deep state" that Trump blames for his problems deserves some of the credit for his reelection. The limited damage of Trump's first term reflected an entire apparatus of staffers, civil servants, and institutions that prevented him from doing everything he wanted to do.

Things will likely be different this time. The Supreme Court recently held that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything that qualifies as an "official act," which it hinted is a broad category. The Republican congressional caucus has mostly purged itself of anyone willing to defy Trump. And Trump's inner circle is focused on staffing the government with loyalists. The guardrails are largely gone.

"I will govern by a simple motto," Trump proclaimed in his victory speech last week: "Promises made, promises kept." Americans often fault politicians for not keeping their word. Swing voters who opted to give Trump a second chance might soon find themselves raising the opposite complaint.
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AI Can Save Humanity--Or End It

The age of <em>Homo technicus</em> could generate profound intellectual advances and solutions to our gravest problems. But first we need to ensure that it doesn't kill us off.

by Henry A. Kissinger, Eric Schmidt, Craig Mundie




Over the past few hundred years, the key figure in the advancement of science and the development of human understanding has been the polymath. Exceptional for their ability to master many spheres of knowledge, polymaths have revolutionized entire fields of study and created new ones.

Lone polymaths flourished during ancient and medieval times in the Middle East, India, and China. But systematic conceptual investigation did not emerge until the Enlightenment in Europe. The ensuing four centuries proved to be a fundamentally different era for intellectual discovery.

Before the 18th century, polymaths, working in isolation, could push the boundary only as far as their own capacities would allow. But human progress accelerated during the Enlightenment, as complex inventions were pieced together by groups of brilliant thinkers--not just simultaneously but across generations. Enlightenment-era polymaths bridged separate areas of understanding that had never before been amalgamated into a coherent whole. No longer was there Persian science or Chinese science; there was just science.

Integrating knowledge from diverse domains helped to produce rapid scientific breakthroughs. The 20th century produced an explosion of applied science, hurling humanity forward at a speed incomparably beyond previous evolutions. ("Collective intelligence" achieved an apotheosis during World War II, when the era's most brilliant minds translated generations of theoretical physics into devastating application in under five years via the Manhattan Project.) Today, digital communication and internet search have enabled an assembly of knowledge well beyond prior human faculties.

But we might now be scraping the upper limits of what raw human intelligence can do to enlarge our intellectual horizons. Biology constrains us. Our time on Earth is finite. We need sleep. Most people can concentrate on only one task at a time. And as knowledge advances, polymathy becomes rarer: It takes so long for one person to master the basics of one field that, by the time any would-be polymath does so, they have no time to master another, or have aged past their creative prime.

Reid Hoffman: Technology makes us more human

AI, by contrast, is the ultimate polymath, able to process masses of information at a ferocious speed, without ever tiring. It can assess patterns across countless fields simultaneously, transcending the limitations of human intellectual discovery. It might succeed in merging many disciplines into what the sociobiologist E. O. Wilson called a new "unity of knowledge."

The number of human polymaths and breakthrough intellectual explorers is small--possibly numbering only in the hundreds across history. The arrival of AI means that humanity's potential will no longer be capped by the quantity of Magellans or Teslas we produce. The world's strongest nation might no longer be the one with the most Albert Einsteins and J. Robert Oppenheimers. Instead, the world's strongest nations will be those that can bring AI to its fullest potential.

But with that potential comes tremendous danger. No existing innovation can come close to what AI might soon achieve: intelligence that is greater than that of any human on the planet. Might the last polymathic invention--namely computing, which amplified the power of the human mind in a way fundamentally different from any previous machine--be remembered for replacing its own inventors?


The article was adapted from the forthcoming book Genesis: Artificial Intelligence, Hope, and the Human Spirit.



The human brain is a slow processor of information, limited by the speed of our biological circuits. The processing rate of the average AI supercomputer, by comparison, is already 120 million times faster than that of the human brain. Where a typical student graduates from high school in four years, an AI model today can easily finish learning dramatically more than a high schooler in four days.

In future iterations, AI systems will unite multiple domains of knowledge with an agility that exceeds the capacity of any human or group of humans. By surveying enormous amounts of data and recognizing patterns that elude their human programmers, AI systems will be equipped to forge new conceptual truths.

That will fundamentally change how we answer these essential human questions: How do we know what we know about the workings of our universe? And how do we know that what we know is true?

Ever since the advent of the scientific method, with its insistence on experiment as the criterion of proof, any information that is not supported by evidence has been regarded as incomplete and untrustworthy. Only transparency, reproducibility, and logical validation confer legitimacy on a claim of truth.

AI presents a new challenge: information without explanation. Already, AI's responses--which can take the form of highly articulate descriptions of complex concepts--arrive instantaneously. The machines' outputs are often unaccompanied by any citation of sources or other justifications, making any underlying biases difficult to discern.

Although human feedback helps an AI machine refine its internal logical connections, the machine holds primary responsibility for detecting patterns in, and assigning weights to, the data on which it is trained. Nor, once a model is trained, does it publish the internal mathematical schema it has concocted. As a result, even if these were published, the representations of reality that the machine generates remain largely opaque, even to its inventors. In other words, models trained via machine learning allow humans to know new things but not necessarily to understand how the discoveries were made.

This separates human knowledge from human understanding in a way that's foreign to the post-Enlightenment era. Human apperception in the modern sense developed from the intuitions and outcomes that follow from conscious subjective experience, individual examination of logic, and the ability to reproduce the results. These methods of knowledge derived in turn from a quintessentially humanist impulse: "If I can't do it, then I can't understand it; if I can't understand it, then I can't know it to be true."

Derek Thompson: The AI disaster scenario

In the Enlightenment framework, these core elements--subjective experience, logic, reproducibility, and objective truth--moved in tandem. By contrast, the truths produced by AI are manufactured by processes that humans cannot replicate. Machine reasoning is beyond human subjective experience and outside human understanding. By Enlightenment reasoning, this should preclude the acceptance of machine outputs as true. And yet we--or at least the millions of humans who have begun work with early AI systems--already accept the veracity of most of their outputs.

This marks a major transformation in human thought. Even if AI models do not "understand" the world in the human sense, their capacity to reach new and accurate conclusions about our world by nonhuman methods disrupts our reliance on the scientific method as it has been pursued for five centuries. This, in turn, challenges the human claim to an exclusive grasp of reality.

Instead of propelling humanity forward, will AI instead catalyze a return to a premodern acceptance of unexplained authority? Might we be on the precipice of a great reversal in human cognition--a dark enlightenment? But as intensely disruptive as such a reversal could be, that might not be AI's most significant challenge for humanity.

Here's what could be even more disruptive: As AI approached sentience or some kind of self-consciousness, our world would be populated by beings fighting either to secure a new position (as AI would be) or to retain an existing one (as humans would be). Machines might end up believing that the truest method of classification is to group humans together with other animals, since both are carbon systems emergent of evolution, as distinct from silicon systems emergent of engineering. According to what machines deem to be the relevant standards of measurement, they might conclude that humans are not superior to other animals. This would be the stuff of comedy--were it not also potentially the stuff of extinction-level tragedy.

It is possible that an AI machine will gradually acquire a memory of past actions as its own: a substratum, as it were, of subjective selfhood. In time, we should expect that it will come to conclusions about history, the universe, the nature of humans, and the nature of intelligent machines--developing a rudimentary self-consciousness in the process. AIs with memory, imagination, "groundedness" (that is, a reliable relationship between the machine's representations and actual reality), and self-perception could soon qualify as actually conscious: a development that would have profound moral implications.

Peter Watts: Conscious AI is the second-scariest thing

Once AIs can see humans not as the sole creators and dictators of the machines' world but rather as discrete actors within a wider world, what will machines perceive humans to be? How will AIs characterize and weigh humans' imperfect rationality against other human qualities? How long before an AI asks itself not just how much agency a human has but also, given our flaws, how much agency a human should have? Will an intelligent machine interpret its instructions from humans as a fulfillment of its ideal role? Or might it instead conclude that it is meant to be autonomous, and therefore that the programming of machines by humans is a form of enslavement?

Naturally--it will therefore be said--we must instill in AI a special regard for humanity. But even that could be risky. Imagine a machine being told that, as an absolute logical rule, all beings in the category "human" are worth preserving. Imagine further that the machine has been "trained" to recognize humans as beings of grace, optimism, rationality, and morality. What happens if we do not live up to the standards of the ideal human category as we have defined it? How can we convince machines that we, imperfect individual manifestations of humanity that we are, nevertheless belong in that exalted category?

Now assume that this machine is exposed to a human displaying violence, pessimism, irrationality, greed. Maybe the machine would decide that this one bad actor is simply an atypical instance of the otherwise beneficent category of "human." But maybe it would instead recalibrate its overall definition of humanity based on this bad actor, in which case it might consider itself at liberty to relax its own penchant for obedience. Or, more radically, it might cease to believe itself at all constrained by the rules it has learned for the proper treatment of humans. In a machine that has learned to plan, this last conclusion could even result in the taking of severe adverse action against the individual--or perhaps against the whole species.

AIs might also conclude that humans are merely carbon-based consumers of, or parasites on, what the machines and the Earth produce. With machines claiming the power of independent judgment and action, AI might--even without explicit permission--bypass the need for a human agent to implement its ideas or to influence the world directly. In the physical realm, humans could quickly go from being AI's necessary partner to being a limitation or a competitor. Once released from their algorithmic cages into the physical world, AI machines could be difficult to recapture.

For this and many other reasons, we must not entrust digital agents with control over direct physical experiments. So long as AIs remain flawed--and they are still very flawed--this is a necessary precaution.

AI can already compare concepts, make counterarguments, and generate analogies. It is taking its first steps toward the evaluation of truth and the achievement of direct kinetic effects. As machines get to know and shape our world, they might come fully to understand the context of their creation and perhaps go beyond what we know as our world. Once AI can effectuate change in the physical dimension, it could rapidly exceed humanity's achievements--to build things that dwarf the Seven Wonders in size and complexity, for instance.

If humanity begins to sense its possible replacement as the dominant actor on the planet, some might attribute a kind of divinity to the machines themselves, and retreat into fatalism and submission. Others might adopt the opposite view--a kind of humanity-centered subjectivism that sweepingly rejects the potential for machines to achieve any degree of objective truth. These people might naturally seek to outlaw AI-enabled activity.

Neither of these mindsets would permit a desirable evolution of Homo technicus--a human species that might, in this new age, live and flourish in symbiosis with machine technology. In the first scenario, the machines themselves might render us extinct. In the second scenario, we would seek to avoid extinction by proscribing further AI development--only to end up extinguished anyway, by climate change, war, scarcity, and other conditions that AI, properly harnessed in support of humanity, could otherwise mitigate.

If the arrival of a technology with "superior" intelligence presents us with the ability to solve the most serious global problems, while at the same time confronting us with the threat of human extinction, what should we do?

One of us (Schmidt) is a former longtime CEO of Google; one of us (Mundie) was for two decades the chief research and strategy officer at Microsoft; and one of us (Kissinger)--who died before our work on this could be published--was an expert on global strategy. It is our view that if we are to harness the potential of AI while managing the risks involved, we must act now. Future iterations of AI, operating at inhuman speeds, will render traditional regulation useless. We need a fundamentally new form of control.

The immediate technical task is to instill safeguards in every AI system. Meanwhile, nations and international organizations must develop new political structures for monitoring AI, and enforcing constraints on it. This requires ensuring that the actions of AI remain aligned with human values.

But how? To start, AI models must be prohibited from violating the laws of any human polity. We can already ensure that AI models start from the laws of physics as we understand them--and if it is possible to tune AI systems in consonance with the laws of the universe, it might also be possible to do the same with reference to the laws of human nature. Predefined codes of conduct--drawn from legal precedents, jurisprudence, and scholarly commentary, and written into an AI's "book of laws"--could be useful restraints.

Read: The AI crackdown is coming

But more robust and consistent than any rule enforced by punishment are our more basic, instinctive, and universal human understandings. The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu called these foundations doxa (after the Greek for "commonly accepted beliefs"): the overlapping collection of norms, institutions, incentives, and reward-and-punishment mechanisms that, when combined, invisibly teach the difference between good and evil, right and wrong. Doxa constitute a code of human truth absorbed by observation over the course of a lifetime. While some of these truths are specific to certain societies or cultures, the overlap in basic human morality and behavior is significant.

But the code book of doxa cannot be articulated by humans, much less translated into a format that machines could understand. Machines must be taught to do the job themselves--compelled to build from observation a native understanding of what humans do and don't do and update their internal governance accordingly.

Of course, a machine's training should not consist solely of doxa. Rather, an AI might absorb a whole pyramid of cascading rules: from international agreements to national laws to local laws to community norms and so on. In any given situation, the AI would consult each layer in its hierarchy, moving from abstract precepts as defined by humans to the concrete but amorphous perceptions of the world's information that AI has ingested. Only when an AI has exhausted that entire program and failed to find any layer of law adequately applicable in enabling or forbidding behavior would it consult what it has derived from its own early interaction with observable human behavior. In this way it would be empowered to act in alignment with human values even where no written law or norm exists.

To build and implement this set of rules and values, we would almost certainly need to rely on AI itself. No group of humans could match the scale and speed required to oversee the billions of internal and external judgments that AI systems would soon be called upon to make.

Several key features of the final mechanism for human-machine alignment must be absolutely perfect. First, the safeguards cannot be removed or circumvented. The control system must be at once powerful enough to handle a barrage of questions and uses in real time, comprehensive enough to do so authoritatively and acceptably across the world in every conceivable context, and flexible enough to learn, relearn, and adapt over time. Finally, undesirable behavior by a machine--whether due to accidental mishaps, unexpected system interactions, or intentional misuses--must be not merely prohibited but entirely prevented. Any punishment would come too late.

How might we get there? Before any AI system gets activated, a consortium of experts from private industry and academia, with government support, would need to design a set of validation tests for certification of the AI's "grounding model" as both legal and safe. Safety-focused labs and nonprofits could test AIs on their risks, recommending additional training and validation strategies as needed.

Government regulators will have to determine certain standards and shape audit models for assuring AIs' compliance. Before any AI model can be released publicly, it must be thoroughly reviewed for both its adherence to prescribed laws and mores and for the degree of difficulty involved in untraining it, in the event that it exhibits dangerous capacities. Severe penalties must be imposed on anyone responsible for models found to have been evading legal strictures. Documentation of a model's evolution, perhaps recorded by monitoring AIs, would be essential to ensuring that models do not become black boxes that erase themselves and become safe havens for illegality.

Inscribing globally inclusive human morality onto silicon-based intelligence will require Herculean effort.  "Good" and "evil" are not self-evident concepts. The humans behind the moral encoding of AI--scientists, lawyers, religious leaders--would not be endowed with the perfect ability to arbitrate right from wrong on our collective behalf. Some questions would be unanswerable even by doxa. The ambiguity of the concept of "good" has been demonstrated in every era of human history; the age of AI is unlikely to be an exception.

One solution is to outlaw any sentient AI that remains unaligned with human values. But again: What are those human values? Without a shared understanding of who we are, humans risk relinquishing to AI the foundational task of defining our value and thereby justifying our existence. Achieving consensus on those values, and how they should be deployed, is the philosophical, diplomatic, and legal task of the century.

To preclude either our demotion or our replacement by machines, we propose the articulation of an attribute, or set of attributes, that humans can agree upon and that then can get programmed into the machines. As one potential core attribute, we would suggest Immanuel Kant's conception of "dignity," which is centered on the inherent worth of the human subject as an autonomous actor, capable of moral reasoning, who must not be instrumentalized as a means to an end. Why should intrinsic human dignity be one of the variables that defines machine decision making? Consider that mathematical precision may not easily encompass the concept of, for example, mercy. Even to many humans, mercy is an inexplicable ideal. Could a mechanical intelligence be taught to value, and even to express, mercy? If the moral logic cannot be formally taught, can it nonetheless be absorbed? Dignity--the kernel from which mercy blooms--might serve here as part of the rules-based assumptions of the machine.

Derek Thompson: Why all the ChatGPT predictions are bogus

Still, the number and diversity of rules that would have to be instilled in AI systems is staggering. And because no single culture should expect to dictate to another the morality of the AI on which it would be relying, machines would have to learn different rules for each country.

Since we would be using AI itself to be part of its own solution, technical obstacles would likely be among the easier challenges. These machines are superhumanly capable of memorizing and obeying instructions, however complicated. They might be able to learn and adhere to legal and perhaps also ethical precepts as well as, or better than, humans have done, despite our thousands of years of cultural and physical evolution.

Of course, another--superficially safer--approach would be to ensure that humans retain tactical control over every AI decision. But that would require us to stifle AI's potential to help humanity. That's why we believe that relying on the substratum of human morality as a form of strategic control, while relinquishing tactical control to bigger, faster, and more complex systems, is likely the best way forward for AI safety. Overreliance on unscalable forms of human control would not just limit the potential benefits of AI but could also contribute to unsafe AI. In contrast, the integration of human assumptions into the internal workings of AIs--including AIs that are programmed to govern other AIs--seems to us more reliable.

We confront a choice--between the comfort of the historically independent human and the possibilities of an entirely new partnership between human and machine. That choice is difficult. Instilling a bracing sense of apprehension about the rise of AI is essential. But, properly designed, AI has the potential to save the planet, and our species, and to elevate human flourishing. This is why progressing, with all due caution, toward the age of Homo technicus is the right choice. Some may view this moment as humanity's final act. We see it, with sober optimism, as a new beginning.



The article was adapted from the forthcoming book Genesis: Artificial Intelligence, Hope, and the Human Spirit. One of the authors, Henry Kissinger, died before publication. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/11/ai-genesis-excerpt-kissinger-schmidt-mundie/680619/?utm_source=feed
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The HR-ification of the Democratic Party

The party of norms, procedure, bureaucracy, DEI initiatives, rule following, language policing, and compliance

by Mike Pesca




Kamala Harris and the Democrats sold themselves as the party of change, freedom, and not being weird. But many American voters saw them instead as prigs, Stepford wives, morons, and condescending smarty-pants. The Democrats didn't actually embody all of these shortcomings, separately or simultaneously--it's difficult to be both smart and dumb, seductive and prudish. I've been thinking this past week about how the Democratic Party is seen, and it hit me: The Democratic Party resembles that most American of institutions: the HR department.

Like human resources, the Democrats are a party of norms, procedure, bureaucracy, DEI initiatives, rule following, language policing, and compliance. It is in this way that the Democratic Party feels not so much infuriating and threatening, but just kind of an annoying bummer. In the same way that an HR manager might respond when asked for clarity, Kamala Harris frequently speaks in the lexicon of lawyerly avoidance.

The Democrats banked on the idea that classic mommy-party traits--nurturing, fretting about life's dangers--would appeal to voters worried about the chaos of Trumpism. Instead, their warnings came across as scolding, while Donald Trump's wild antics were either embraced by his party as a selling point or dismissed as the harmless by-product of his showmanship. To his followers, Donald J. Trump, CEO, fits a heroic and masculine frame; to his detractors, he is a villain, yet he is always the protagonist.

The cultural space that the HR department occupies, however, carries with it no archetype at all. HR is mainly reactive, and often overly cautious, executing the company's goals with an extraordinarily low tolerance for risk. At best, this function serves as a careful, mild check on excessive behavior, and at worst, as a fussy and fear-based obstacle that distorts a company's culture and prevents people from achieving their mission. Trump famously hates to be told what to do; the HR department exists to do just that.

HR departments also have a reputation for being haters of fun. In 2016, the Democrats knew that Trump was seen as the more affable candidate. This wasn't exactly difficult. Despite her many qualifications, Hillary Clinton had a reputation for being lawyerly, not playful. More recently, a Democratic operative told me that the party had learned its lesson from Clinton's run, and consciously sought to brand Harris's latest campaign as joyful. But it's impossible to convince a skeptic that you're the party of fun when you're also the party accused of, and sometimes engaged in, taking beloved things away--gas stoves and cows come to mind--because "it's good for humanity."

Michael Scott, Steve Carrell's character from The Office, once said to Toby Flenderson, the HR representative on the show, "Why are you the way that you are? Honestly, every time I try to do something fun or exciting, you make it not that way. I hate so much about the things that you choose to be." Michael Scott may be a buffoon, but Toby Flenderson is a killjoy, which is precisely how many voters see the Democrats. They've Flendersoned themselves. There is no heroism in HR, just the hemming-in of behavior. The Democrats should want the vote of Michael Scott, and not be satisfied with only the support of rule-following, overachieving Leslie Knope. (And, no, this isn't about gender: There are plenty of non-Knope, fun-loving, rule-breaking women in the world.)

Democrats will tell you that they are the way they are because they're trying to help Americans, because they know what's best. But this was no more convincing to voters than a corporation's insistence that the HR department exists to help employees. Absolutely no one believes that, of course. HR departments work for the people who hold the power, and they reinforce the company line, whatever that may be. To quote from a headline from the Society for Human Resources Management, "HR Doesn't Exist to Help Employees." And in the past few days, you've heard echoes of this admission from prominent Democrats, left and center-left alike. The party has turned its back on workers.

  Because they are not stupid, workers and voters pick up the whiff of the old okey doke when they are sold policies and procedures they are told are for their own good but are quite obviously most beneficial to those higher up on the org chart. Just as the savvy worker views an intervention from HR with suspicion, any voter who is paying attention will regard a party known for its past class betrayals with great skepticism.

The average HR professional is likely to be college-educated, younger than the median worker, and wealthier than the average American. She (and usually it's a she: 73.5 percent of HR professionals are women) is more likely to be Black or Hispanic, which is also true of Democrats. And HR workers are more likely to be Democrats themselves. According to Federal Election Commission filings, political donors listing their profession as human resources made 6,598 donations to Kamala Harris in this election cycle, and only 821 to the Trump campaign.

By means of disclosure, I'll admit that I have liked every HR person I've dealt with in my personal life. They are likable people. They perform a mandated service, which the nonreptilian part of my brain accepts. Occasionally, HR really does serve as a useful resource, helping employees navigate FLSA, ACA, Title VII, FMLA, ADA, and OSHA (all except OSHA being Democratic initiatives). HR is an arm of the corporation, and the depletions of life-force I have suffered in HR dealings cannot be blamed on these representatives personally. I say this as someone who left a job at National Public Radio because I just couldn't handle filling out my Kronos automated time sheets. I never resented the actual practitioners of HR for being made to implement their mind-numbing training videos, or distributing their jargon-laden rule books, or being the gendarme of liability avoidance. But I don't want to live under that regime if I don't have to.

For what it's worth, I wanted Harris to win, and I wanted her to win because I viewed my choice as one between compliance and chaos. But I can relate on some level to those who rejected her. Campaigns are always run aspirationally, but elections are referendums. For so many Americans, the stultifying small-bore, rules-bound persnicketiness of the Democratic Party became a huge turnoff. People don't want to feel that they are being told what they can or cannot say. They're sick of a culture of walking on eggshells. The proof is right there in the election results--and what's a presidential election, really, if not a quadrennial performance review of an entire nation?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/11/democrats-are-the-hr-department-of-political-parties/680634/?utm_source=feed
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How the Ivy League Broke America

The meritocracy isn't working. We need something new.

by David Brooks




Every coherent society has a social ideal--an image of what the superior person looks like. In America, from the late 19th century until sometime in the 1950s, the superior person was the Well-Bred Man. Such a man was born into one of the old WASP families that dominated the elite social circles on Fifth Avenue, in New York City; the Main Line, outside Philadelphia; Beacon Hill, in Boston. He was molded at a prep school like Groton or Choate, and came of age at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. In those days, you didn't have to be brilliant or hardworking to get into Harvard, but it really helped if you were "clubbable"--good-looking, athletic, graceful, casually elegant, Episcopalian, and white. It really helped, too, if your dad had gone there.

Once on campus, studying was frowned upon. Those who cared about academics--the "grinds"--were social outcasts. But students competed ferociously to get into the elite social clubs: Ivy at Princeton, Skull and Bones at Yale, the Porcellian at Harvard. These clubs provided the well-placed few with the connections that would help them ascend to white-shoe law firms, to prestigious banks, to the State Department, perhaps even to the White House. (From 1901 to 1921, every American president went to Harvard, Yale, or Princeton.) People living according to this social ideal valued not academic accomplishment but refined manners, prudent judgment, and the habit of command. This was the age of social privilege.

And then a small group of college administrators decided to blow it all up. The most important of them was James Conant, the president of Harvard from 1933 to 1953. Conant looked around and concluded that American democracy was being undermined by a "hereditary aristocracy of wealth." American capitalism, he argued, was turning into "industrial feudalism," in which a few ultrarich families had too much corporate power. Conant did not believe the United States could rise to the challenges of the 20th century if it was led by the heirs of a few incestuously interconnected Mayflower families.

So Conant and others set out to get rid of admissions criteria based on bloodlines and breeding and replace them with criteria centered on brainpower. His system was predicated on the idea that the highest human trait is intelligence, and that intelligence is revealed through academic achievement.

By shifting admissions criteria in this way, he hoped to realize Thomas Jefferson's dream of a natural aristocracy of talent, culling the smartest people from all ranks of society. Conant wanted to create a nation with more social mobility and less class conflict. He presided during a time, roughly the middle third of the 20th century, when people had lavish faith in social-engineering projects and central planning--in using scientific means to, say, run the Soviet economy, or build new cities like Brasilia, or construct a system of efficiency-maximizing roadways that would have cut through Greenwich Village.

When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative.

In trying to construct a society that maximized talent, Conant and his peers were governed by the common assumptions of the era: Intelligence, that highest human trait, can be measured by standardized tests and the ability to do well in school from ages 15 to 18. Universities should serve as society's primary sorting system, segregating the smart from the not smart. Intelligence is randomly distributed across the population, so sorting by intelligence will yield a broad-based leadership class. Intelligence is innate, so rich families won't be able to buy their kids higher grades. As Conant put it, "At least half of higher education, I believe, is a matter of selecting, sorting, and classifying students." By reimagining college-admissions criteria, Conant hoped to spark a social and cultural revolution. The age of the Well-Bred Man was vanishing. The age of the Cognitive Elite was here.

At first, Conant's record did not match his rhetoric. He couldn't afford to offend the rich families who supplied Harvard with its endowment. In 1951, 18 years into his presidency, the university was still accepting 94 percent of its legacy applicants. When Jews with high grades and test scores began to flood in, Harvard limited the number of applicants it would consider from New Jersey and parts of New York--places that had a lot of Jews.

But eventually Conant's vision triumphed and helped comprehensively refashion American life. If you control the choke points of social mobility, then you control the nation's culture. And if you change the criteria for admission at places such as Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, then you change the nation's social ideal.

When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative, as though someone had turned on a powerful magnet and filaments across wide swaths of the culture suddenly snapped to attention in the same direction.

Status markers changed. In 1967, the sociologist Daniel Bell noted that the leadership in the emerging social order was coming from "the intellectual institutions." "Social prestige and social status," he foresaw, "will be rooted in the intellectual and scientific communities."

Family life changed as parents tried to produce the sort of children who could get into selective colleges. Over time, America developed two entirely different approaches to parenting. Working-class parents still practice what the sociologist Annette Lareau, in her book Unequal Childhoods, called "natural growth" parenting. They let kids be kids, allowing them to wander and explore. College-educated parents, in contrast, practice "concerted cultivation," ferrying their kids from one supervised skill-building, resume-enhancing activity to another. It turns out that if you put parents in a highly competitive status race, they will go completely bonkers trying to hone their kids into little avatars of success.

Elementary and high schools changed too. The time dedicated to recess, art, and shop class was reduced, in part so students could spend more of their day enduring volleys of standardized tests and Advanced Placement classes. Today, even middle-school students have been so thoroughly assessed that they know whether the adults have deemed them smart or not. The good test-takers get funneled into the meritocratic pressure cooker; the bad test-takers learn, by about age 9 or 10, that society does not value them the same way. (Too often, this eventually leads them to simply check out from school and society.) By 11th grade, the high-IQ students and their parents have spent so many years immersed in the college-admissions game that they, like 18th-century aristocrats evaluating which family has the most noble line, are able to make all sorts of fine distinctions about which universities have the most prestige: Princeton is better than Cornell; Williams is better than Colby. Universities came to realize that the more people they reject, the more their cachet soars. Some of these rejection academies run marketing campaigns to lure more and more applicants--and then brag about turning away 96 percent of them.

America's opportunity structure changed as well. It's gotten harder to secure a good job if you lack a college degree, especially an elite college degree. When I started in journalism, in the 1980s, older working-class reporters still roamed the newsroom. Today, journalism is a profession reserved almost exclusively for college grads, especially elite ones. A 2018 study found that more than 50 percent of the staff writers at The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal had attended one of the 34 most elite universities or colleges in the nation. A broader study, published in Nature this year, looked at high achievers across a range of professions--lawyers, artists, scientists, business and political leaders--and found the same phenomenon: 54 percent had attended the same 34 elite institutions. The entire upper-middle-class job market now looks, as the writer Michael Lind has put it, like a candelabrum: "Those who manage to squeeze through the stem of a few prestigious colleges and universities," Lind writes, "can then branch out to fill leadership positions in almost every vocation."

When Lauren Rivera, a sociologist at Northwestern, studied how elite firms in finance, consulting, and law select employees, she found that recruiters are obsessed with college prestige, typically identifying three to five "core" universities where they will do most of their recruiting--perhaps Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, and MIT. Then they identify five to 15 additional schools--the likes of Amherst, Pomona, and Berkeley--from which they will more passively accept applications. The resumes of students from other schools will almost certainly never even get read.

"Number one people go to number one schools" is how one lawyer explained her firm's recruiting principle to Rivera. That's it, in a sentence: Conant's dream of universities as the engines of social and economic segregation has been realized.


Conant's reforms should have led to an American golden age. The old WASP aristocracy had been dethroned. A more just society was being built. Some of the fruits of this revolution are pretty great. Over the past 50 years, the American leadership class has grown smarter and more diverse. Classic achiever types such as Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, Jamie Dimon, Ketanji Brown Jackson, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Pete Buttigieg, Julian Castro, Sundar Pichai, Jeff Bezos, and Indra Nooyi have been funneled through prestigious schools and now occupy key posts in American life. The share of well-educated Americans has risen, and the amount of bigotry--against women, Black people, the LGBTQ community--has declined. Researchers at the University of Chicago and Stanford measured America's economic growth per person from 1960 to 2010 and concluded that up to two-fifths of America's increased prosperity during that time can be explained by better identification and allocation of talent.

From the May 1946 issue: America remakes the university

And yet it's not obvious that we have produced either a better leadership class or a healthier relationship between our society and its elites. Generations of young geniuses were given the most lavish education in the history of the world, and then decided to take their talents to finance and consulting. For instance, Princeton's unofficial motto is "In the nation's service and the service of humanity"--and yet every year, about a fifth of its graduating class decides to serve humanity by going into banking or consulting or some other well-remunerated finance job.

Would we necessarily say that government, civic life, the media, or high finance work better now than in the mid-20th century? We can scorn the smug WASP blue bloods from Groton and Choate--and certainly their era's retrograde views of race and gender--but their leadership helped produce the Progressive movement, the New Deal, victory in World War II, the Marshall Plan, NATO, and the postwar Pax Americana. After the meritocrats took over in the 1960s, we got quagmires in Vietnam and Afghanistan, needless carnage in Iraq, the 2008 financial crisis, the toxic rise of social media, and our current age of political dysfunction.

Today, 59 percent of Americans believe that our country is in decline, 69 percent believe that the "political and economic elite don't care about hard-working people," 63 percent think experts don't understand their lives, and 66 percent believe that America "needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful." In short, under the leadership of our current meritocratic class, trust in institutions has plummeted to the point where, three times since 2016, a large mass of voters has shoved a big middle finger in the elites' faces by voting for Donald Trump.


I've spent much of my adult life attending or teaching at elite universities. They are impressive institutions filled with impressive people. But they remain stuck in the apparatus that Conant and his peers put in place before 1950. In fact, all of us are trapped in this vast sorting system. Parents can't unilaterally disarm, lest their children get surpassed by the children of the tiger mom down the street. Teachers can't teach what they love, because the system is built around teaching to standardized tests. Students can't focus on the academic subjects they're passionate about, because the gods of the grade point average demand that they get straight A's. Even being a well-rounded kid with multiple interests can be self-defeating, because admissions officers are seeking the proverbial "spiky" kids--the ones who stand out for having cultivated some highly distinct skill or identity. All of this militates against a childhood full of curiosity and exploration.

Most admissions officers at elite universities genuinely want to see each candidate as a whole person. They genuinely want to build a campus with a diverse community and a strong learning environment. But they, like the rest of us, are enmeshed in the mechanism that segregates not by what we personally admire, but by what the system, typified by the U.S. News & World Report college rankings, demands. (In one survey, 87 percent of admissions officers and high-school college counselors said the U.S. News rankings force schools to take measures that are "counterproductive" to their educational mission.)

In other words, we're all trapped in a system that was built on a series of ideological assumptions that were accepted 70 or 80 years ago but that now look shaky or just plain wrong. The six deadly sins of the meritocracy have become pretty obvious.

1. The system overrates intelligence. Conant's sorting mechanism was based primarily on intelligence, a quality that can ostensibly be measured by IQ tests or other standardized metrics. Under the social regime that Conant pioneered, as the historian Nathaniel Comfort has put it, "IQ became a measure not of what you do, but of who you are--a score for one's inherent worth as a person." Today's elite school admissions officers might want to look at the whole person--but they won't read your beautiful essay if you don't pass the first threshold of great intelligence, as measured by high grades and sparkling SAT or ACT scores.
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Intelligence is important. Social scientists looking at large populations of people consistently find that high IQ correlates with greater academic achievement in school and higher incomes in adulthood. The Study of Mathematically Precocious Youth, based at Vanderbilt, found that high SAT scores at 12 or 13 correlate with the number of doctorates earned and patents issued. Many elite colleges that had dropped standardized testing as an application requirement are now mandating it again, precisely because the scores do provide admissions officers with a reliable measure of the intellectual abilities that correlate with academic performance and with achievement later in life.

But intelligence is less important than Conant and his peers believed. Two people with identical IQ scores can vary widely in their life outcomes. If you rely on intelligence as the central proxy for ability, you will miss 70 percent of what you want to know about a person. You will also leach some of the humanity from the society in which you live.

Starting in the 1920s, the psychologist Lewis Terman and his colleagues at Stanford tracked roughly 1,500 high-IQ kids through life. The Termites, as the research subjects were known, did well in school settings. The group earned 97 Ph.D.s, 55 M.D.s, and 92 law degrees. But as the decades went on, no transcendent geniuses emerged from the group. These brilliant young people grew up to have perfectly respectable jobs as doctors, lawyers, and professors, but there weren't any transformational figures, no world changers or Nobel Prize winners. The whiz kids didn't grow up to become whiz adults. As the science journalist Joel Shurkin, who has written a book on the Terman study, concluded, "Whatever it was the IQ test was measuring, it was not creativity."

Similarly, in a 2019 paper, the Vanderbilt researchers looked at 677 people whose SAT scores at age 13 were in the top 1 percent. The researchers estimated that 12 percent of these adolescents had gone on to achieve "eminence" in their careers by age 50. That's a significant percentage. But that means 88 percent did not achieve eminence. (The researchers defined eminence as reaching the pinnacle of a field--becoming a full professor at a major research university, a CEO of a Fortune 500 company, a leader in biomedicine, a prestigious judge, an award-winning writer, and the like.)

The bottom line is that if you give somebody a standardized test when they are 13 or 18, you will learn something important about them, but not necessarily whether they will flourish in life, nor necessarily whether they will contribute usefully to society's greater good. Intelligence is not the same as effectiveness. The cognitive psychologist Keith E. Stanovich coined the term dysrationalia in part to describe the phenomenon of smart people making dumb or irrational decisions. Being smart doesn't mean that you're willing to try on alternative viewpoints, or that you're comfortable with uncertainty, or that you can recognize your own mistakes. It doesn't mean you have insight into your own biases. In fact, one thing that high-IQ people might genuinely be better at than other people is convincing themselves that their own false views are true.

2. Success in school is not the same thing as success in life. University administrators in the Conant mold assumed that people who could earn high grades would continue to excel later in their career.

But school is not like the rest of life. Success in school is about jumping through the hoops that adults put in front of you; success in life can involve charting your own course. In school, a lot of success is individual: How do I stand out? In life, most success is team-based: How can we work together? Grades reveal who is persistent, self-disciplined, and compliant--but they don't reveal much about emotional intelligence, relationship skills, passion, leadership ability, creativity, or courage.

In short, the meritocratic system is built on a series of non sequiturs. We train and segregate people by ability in one setting, and then launch them into very different settings. "The evidence is clear," the University of Pennsylvania organizational psychologist Adam Grant has written. "Academic excellence is not a strong predictor of career excellence. Across industries, research shows that the correlation between grades and job performance is modest in the first year after college and trivial within a handful of years."

For that reason, Google and other companies no longer look at the grade point average of job applicants. Students who got into higher-ranking colleges, which demand high secondary-school GPAs, are not substantially more effective after they graduate. In one study of 28,000 young students, those attending higher-ranking universities did only slightly better on consulting projects than those attending lower-ranked universities. Grant notes that this would mean, for instance, that a Yale student would have been only about 1.9 percent more proficient than a student from Cleveland State when measured by the quality of their work. The Yale student would also have been more likely to be a jerk: The researchers found that students from higher-ranking colleges and universities, while nominally more effective than other students, were more likely to pay "insufficient attention to interpersonal relationships," and in some instances to be "less friendly," "more prone to conflict," and "less likely to identify with their team."

Also, we have now, for better or worse, entered the Age of Artificial Intelligence. AI is already good at regurgitating information from a lecture. AI is already good at standardized tests. AI can already write papers that would get A's at Harvard. If you're hiring the students who are good at those things, you're hiring people whose talents might soon be obsolete.

3. The game is rigged. The meritocracy was supposed to sort people by innate ability. But what it really does is sort people according to how rich their parents are. As the meritocracy has matured, affluent parents have invested massively in their children so they can win in the college-admissions arms race. The gap between what rich parents and even middle-class parents spend--let's call it the wealth surplus--is huge. According to the Yale Law professor Daniel Markovits, the author of The Meritocracy Trap, if the typical family in the top 1 percent of earners were to take that surplus--all the excess money they spend, beyond what a middle-class family spends, on their child's education in the form of private-school tuition, extracurricular activities, SAT-prep courses, private tutors, and so forth--and simply invest it in the markets, it would be worth $10 million or more as a conventional inheritance. But such is the perceived status value of a fancy college pedigree that rich families believe they'll be better able to transmit elite standing to their kids by spending that money on education.

The system is rigged: Students from families in the top 1 percent of earners were 77 times more likely to attend an Ivy League-level school than students from families making $30,000 a year or less. Many elite schools draw more students from the top 1 percent than the bottom 60.

The children of the affluent have advantages every step of the way. A 3-year-old who grows up with parents making more than $100,000 a year is about twice as likely to attend preschool as a 3-year-old with parents who make less than $60,000. By eighth grade, children from affluent families are performing four grade levels higher than children from poor families, a gap that has widened by 40 to 50 percent in recent decades. According to College Board data from this year, by the time students apply to college, children from families making more than $118,000 a year score 171 points higher on their SATs than students from families making $72,000 to $90,000 a year, and 265 points higher than children from families making less than $56,000. As Markovits has noted, the academic gap between the rich and the poor is larger than the academic gap between white and Black students in the final days of Jim Crow.

From the September 2019 issue: Daniel Markovits on how life became an endless, terrible competition

Conant tried to build a world in which colleges weren't just for the children of the affluent. But today's elite schools are mostly for the children of the affluent. In 1985, according to the writer William Deresiewicz, 46 percent of the students at the most selective 250 colleges came from the top quarter of the income distribution. By 2000, it was 55 percent. By 2006 (based on a slightly smaller sample), it was 67 percent. Research findings by the Harvard economist Raj Chetty and others put this even more starkly: In a 2017 paper, they reported that students from families in the top 1 percent of earners were 77 times more likely to attend an Ivy League-level school than students who came from families making $30,000 a year or less. Many elite schools draw more students from the top 1 percent of earners than from the bottom 60 percent.

In some ways, we've just reestablished the old hierarchy rooted in wealth and social status--only the new elites possess greater hubris, because they believe that their status has been won by hard work and talent rather than by birth. The sense that they "deserve" their success for having earned it can make them feel more entitled to the fruits of it, and less called to the spirit of noblesse oblige.

Those early administrators dreamed that talent, as they defined it, would be randomly scattered across the population. But talent is rarely purely innate. Talent and even effort cannot, as the UCLA Law School professor Joseph Fishkin has observed, "be isolated from circumstances of birth."

4. The meritocracy has created an American caste system. After decades of cognitive segregation, a chasm divides the well educated from the less well educated.

The average high-school graduate will earn about $1 million less over their lifetime than the average four-year-college graduate. The average person without a four-year college degree lives about eight years less than the average four-year-college grad. Thirty-five percent of high-school graduates are obese, compared with 27 percent of four-year-college grads. High-school grads are much less likely to get married, and women with high-school degrees are about twice as likely to divorce within 10 years of marrying as women with college degrees. Nearly 60 percent of births to women with a high-school degree or less happen out of wedlock; that's roughly five times higher than the rate for women with at least a bachelor's degree. The opioid death rate for those with a high-school degree is about 10 times higher than for those with at least a bachelor's degree.

The most significant gap may be social. According to an American Enterprise Institute study, nearly a quarter of people with a high-school degree or less say they have no close friends, whereas only 10 percent of those with college degrees or more say that. Those whose education doesn't extend past high school spend less time in public spaces, less time in hobby groups and sports leagues. They're less likely to host friends and family in their home.

The advantages of elite higher education compound over the generations. Affluent, well-educated parents marry each other and confer their advantages on their kids, who then go to fancy colleges and marry people like themselves. As in all caste societies, the segregation benefits the segregators. And as in all caste societies, the inequalities involve inequalities not just of wealth but of status and respect.

Read: The growing college-degree wealth gap

The whole meritocracy is a system of segregation. Segregate your family into a fancy school district. If you're a valedictorian in Ohio, don't go to Ohio State; go to one of the coastal elite schools where all the smart rich kids are.

It should be noted that this segregation by education tends to overlap with and contribute to segregation by race, a problem that is only deepening after affirmative action's demise. Black people constitute about 14 percent of the U.S. population but only 9 percent of Princeton's current freshman class, according to the school's self-reported numbers, and only 3 percent of Amherst's and 4.7 percent of Tufts's, according to federal reporting guidelines. (Princeton has declined to reveal what that number would be based on those federal guidelines.) In the year after the Supreme Court ended affirmative action, MIT says that the number of Black people in its freshman class dropped from 15 percent to 5 percent.

For the past 50 years or so, the cognitive elite has been withdrawing from engagement with the rest of American society. Since about 1974, as the Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol has noted, college-educated Americans have been leaving organizations, such as the Elks Lodge and the Kiwanis Club, where they might rub shoulders with non-educated-class people, and instead have been joining groups, such as the Sierra Club and the ACLU, that are dominated by highly educated folks like themselves.
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"We now have a single route into a single dominant cognitive class," the journalist David Goodhart has written. And because members of the educated class dominate media and culture, they possess the power of consecration, the power to determine what gets admired and what gets ignored or disdained. Goodhart notes further that over the past two decades, it's been as though "an enormous social vacuum cleaner has sucked up status from manual occupations, even skilled ones," and reallocated that status to white-collar jobs, even low-level ones, in "prosperous metropolitan centers and university towns." This has had terrible social and political consequences.

5. The meritocracy has damaged the psyches of the American elite. The meritocracy is a gigantic system of extrinsic rewards. Its gatekeepers--educators, corporate recruiters, and workplace supervisors--impose a series of assessments and hurdles upon the young. Students are trained to be good hurdle-clearers. We shower them with approval or disapproval depending on how they measure up on any given day. Childhood and adolescence are thus lived within an elaborate system of conditional love. Students learn to ride an emotional roller coaster--congratulating themselves for clearing a hurdle one day and demoralized by their failure the next. This leads to an existential fragility: If you don't keep succeeding by somebody else's metrics, your self-worth crumbles.

Some young people get overwhelmed by the pressure and simply drop out. Others learn to become shrewd players of the game, interested only in doing what's necessary to get good grades. People raised in this sorting system tend to become risk-averse, consumed by the fear that a single failure will send them tumbling out of the race.

At the core of the game is the assumption that the essence of life fulfillment is career success. The system has become so instrumentalized--How can this help me succeed?--that deeper questions about meaning or purpose are off the table, questions like: How do I become a generous human being? How do I lead a life of meaning? How do I build good character? 

6. The meritocracy has provoked a populist backlash that is tearing society apart. Teachers behave differently toward students they regard as smart. Years of research has shown that they smile and nod more at those kids, offer them more feedback, allow them more time to ask questions. Students who have been treated as smart since elementary school may go off to private colleges that spend up to $350,000 per student per year. Meanwhile many of the less gifted students, who quickly perceive that teachers don't value them the same way, will end up at community colleges that may spend only $17,000 per pupil per year. By adulthood, the highly educated and the less educated work in different professions, live in different neighborhoods, and have different cultural and social values.

From the April 2021 issue: Private schools have become truly obscene

Many people who have lost the meritocratic race have developed contempt for the entire system, and for the people it elevates. This has reshaped national politics. Today, the most significant political divide is along educational lines: Less educated people vote Republican, and more educated people vote Democratic. In 1960, John F. Kennedy lost the white college-educated vote by two to one and rode to the White House on the backs of the working class. In 2020, Joe Biden lost the white working-class vote by two to one and rode to the White House on the backs of the college-educated.

Wherever the Information Age economy showers money and power onto educated urban elites, populist leaders have arisen to rally the less educated: not just Donald Trump in America but Marine Le Pen in France, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. These leaders understand that working-class people resent the know-it-all professional class, with their fancy degrees, more than they do billionaire real-estate magnates or rich entrepreneurs. Populist leaders worldwide traffic in crude exaggerations, gross generalizations, and bald-faced lies, all aimed at telling the educated class, in effect: Screw you and the epistemic regime you rode in on.

When income level is the most important division in a society, politics is a struggle over how to redistribute money. When a society is more divided by education, politics becomes a war over values and culture. In country after country, people differ by education level on immigration, gender issues, the role of religion in the public square, national sovereignty, diversity, and whether you can trust experts to recommend a vaccine.

Read: Why Americans are so polarized: education and evolution

As working-class voters have shifted to the right, progressivism has become an entry badge to the elite. To cite just one example, a study of opinion pieces in The Harvard Crimson found that they became three and a half times more progressive from 2001 to 2023. By 2023, 65 percent of seniors at Harvard, the richest school in the world, identified as progressive or very progressive.

James Conant and his colleagues dreamed of building a world with a lot of class-mixing and relative social comity; we ended up with a world of rigid caste lines and pervasive cultural and political war. Conant dreamed of a nation ruled by brilliant leaders. We ended up with President Trump.


From time to time, someone, usually on the progressive left, will suggest that we dismantle the meritocracy altogether. Any sorting system, they argue, is inherently elitist and unjust. We should get rid of selective admissions. We should get rid of the system that divides elite from non-elite. All students should be treated equally and all schools should have equal resources.

I appreciate that impulse. But the fact is that every human society throughout history has been hierarchical. (If anything, that's been especially true for those societies, such as Soviet Russia and Maoist China, that professed to be free of class hierarchy.) What determines a society's health is not the existence of an elite, but the effectiveness of the elite, and whether the relationship between the elites and everybody else is mutually respectful.

And although the current system may overvalue IQ, we do still need to find and train the people best equipped to be nuclear physicists and medical researchers. If the American meritocracy fails to identify the greatest young geniuses and educate them at places such as Caltech and MIT, China--whose meritocracy has for thousands of years been using standardized tests to cull the brightest of the bright--could outpace us in chip manufacturing, artificial intelligence, and military technology, among other fields. And for all the American education system's flaws, our elite universities are doing pioneering research, generating tremendous advances in fields such as biotech, launching bright students into the world, and driving much of the American economy. Our top universities remain the envy of the world.

The challenge is not to end the meritocracy; it's to humanize and improve it. A number of recent developments make this even more urgent--while perhaps also making the present moment politically ripe for broad reform.

First, the Supreme Court's ending of affirmative action constrained colleges' ability to bring in students from less advantaged backgrounds. Under affirmative action, admissions officers had the freedom to shift some weight from a narrow evaluation of test scores to a broader assessment of other qualities--for instance, the sheer drive a kid had to possess in order to accomplish what they did against great odds. If colleges still want to compose racially diverse classes, and bring in kids from certain underrepresented backgrounds, they will have to find new ways to do that.

Second, as noted, much of what the existing cognitive elite do can already be done as well as or better by AI--so shouldn't colleges be thinking about how to find and train the kind of creative people we need not just to shape and constrain AI, but to do what AI (at least as of now) cannot?

Third, the recent uproar over Gaza protests and anti-Semitism on campus has led to the defenestration of multiple Ivy League presidents, and caused a public-relations crisis, perhaps even lasting brand damage, at many elite universities. Some big donors are withholding funds. Republicans in Congress are seizing the opportunity to escalate their war on higher education. Now would be a good time for college faculty and administrators to revisit first principles in service of building a convincing case for the value that their institutions provide to America.

Fourth, the ongoing birth dearth is causing many schools to struggle with enrollment shortfalls. This demographic decline will require some colleges not just to rebrand themselves, but to reinvent themselves in creative ways if they are to remain financially afloat. In a reformed meritocracy, perhaps colleges now struggling with declining enrollments might develop their own distinctive niches in the ecosystem, their own distinctive ways of defining and nurturing talent. This in turn could help give rise to an educational ecosystem in which colleges are not all arrayed within a single status hierarchy, with Harvard, Yale, and Princeton on top and everyone else below. If we could get to the point where being snobby about going to Stanford seems as ridiculous as being snobby about your great-grandmother's membership in the Daughters of the American Revolution, this would transform not just college admissions but American childhood.

The crucial first step is to change how we define merit. The history of the meritocracy is the history of different definitions of ability. But how do we come up with a definition of ability that is better and more capacious than the one Conant left us? We can start by noting the flaws at the core of his definition. He and his peers were working at a time when people were optimistic that the rational application of knowledge in areas such as statistics, economics, psychology, management theory, and engineering could solve social problems. They admired technicians who valued quantification, objectification, optimization, efficiency.

They had great faith in raw brainpower and naturally adopted a rationalist view of humans: Reason is separate from emotions. Economists and political scientists of the era gravitated toward models that were based on the idea that you could view people as perfectly rational actors maximizing their utility, and accurately predict their behavior based on that.

Social engineers with this mindset can seem impressively empirical. But over the course of the 20th century, the rationalist planning schemes--the public-housing projects in America's cities, the central economic planning in the Soviet Union--consistently failed. And they failed for the same reason: The rationalists assumed that whatever can't be counted and measured doesn't matter. But it does. Rationalist schemes fail because life is too complex for their quantification methods.

In Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, James C. Scott, the late political scientist and anthropologist, describes a 19th-century German effort to improve the nation's lumber industry. To make forests amenable to scientific quantification, planners had to redefine what forest meant. Trees became timber, and everything not a tree was designated as underbrush--useless stuff that got in the way when workers tried to efficiently harvest the timber.

The German rationalists reorganized the forests, planting new trees in neat rows and clearing away all the underbrush. At first, everything seemed to go well. But as the Germans discovered too late, the trees needed the underbrush to thrive. Without the organic messiness that the rationalists had deemed superfluous, the trees' nutrient cycle got out of whack. They began ailing. A new word entered the German language--Waldsterben, or "forest death."

By focusing on only those parts of the forest that seemed instrumental to their uses, the planners failed to see the forest accurately. In trying to standardize and control the growth process, the planners murdered the trees.

The modern meritocracy misunderstands human beings the same way the German rationalists misunderstood trees. To make people legible to the sorting system, researchers draw a distinction between what they call "cognitive" and "noncognitive" skills. Cognitive skills are the "hard" ones that can be easily measured, such as IQ and scores on an algebra test. Noncognitive skills are fuzzier, harder-to-quantify things, such as emotional flexibility, grit, social agility, and moral qualities.

But of course all mental actions are cognitive. What this categorization method reveals is how little the rationalists care about the abilities that lie beyond IQ. The modern meritocracy treats the noncognitive realm the way the German planners treated the underbrush; it discounts it. But the putatively "noncognitive" skills can be more important than cognitive ones. Having a fast mental processor upstairs is great, but other traits may do more to determine how much you are going to contribute to society: Do you try hard? Can you build relationships? Are you curious? Are you trustworthy? How do you perform under pressure?

The meritocracy as currently constituted seems to want you to be self-centered and manipulative. We put students in competitive classrooms, where the guiding questions are "How am I measuring up?" and "Where am I on the curve?"

The importance of noncognitive traits shows up everywhere. Chetty, the Harvard economist, wanted to understand the effect that good teachers have on their pupils. He and his colleagues discovered that what may most differentiate good teachers is not necessarily their ability to produce higher math and reading scores. Rather, what the good teachers seem to impart most effectively are "soft skills"--how to get along with others, how to stay on task. In fact, the researchers found that these soft skills, when measured in the fourth grade, are 2.4 times more important than math and reading scores in predicting a student's future income.

The organizational-leadership expert Mark Murphy discovered something similar when he studied why people get fired. In Hiring for Attitude, he reports that only 11 percent of the people who failed at their jobs--that is, were fired or got a bad performance review--did so because of insufficient technical competence. For the other 89 percent, the failures were due to social or moral traits that affected their job performance--sour temperament, uncoachability, low motivation, selfishness. They failed because they lacked the right noncognitive skills.

Murphy's study tracked 20,000 new hires and found that 46 percent of them failed within 18 months. Given how painful and expensive it is for an organization to replace people, this is a cataclysmic result. Why aren't firms better at spotting the right people? Why do we have such a distorted and incomplete view of what constitutes human ability?


In reconceiving the meritocracy, we need to take more account of these noncognitive traits. Our definition of ability shouldn't be narrowly restricted to who can ace intelligence tests at age 18. We need to stop treating people as brains on a stick and pay more attention to what motivates people: What does this person care about, and how driven are they to get good at it? We shouldn't just be looking for skillful teenage test-takers; we want people with enough intrinsic desire to learn and grow all the days of their life. Leslie Valiant, a computer-science professor at Harvard who has studied human cognition for years, has written that "notions like smartness and intelligence are almost like nonsense," and that what matters more for civilizational progress is "educability," the ability to learn from experience.

If I were given the keys to the meritocracy, I'd redefine merit around four crucial qualities.

Curiosity. Kids are born curious. One observational study that followed four children between the ages of 14 months and 5 years found that they made an average of 107 inquiries an hour. Little kids ask tons of questions. Then they go to school, and the meritocracy does its best to stamp out their curiosity. In research for her book The Hungry Mind, the psychologist Susan Engel found that in kindergarten, students expressed curiosity only 2.4 times every two hours of class time. By fifth grade, that was down to 0.48 times.

What happened? Although teachers like the idea of curiosity, our current system doesn't allow it to blossom. A typical school wants its students to score well on standardized tests, which in turn causes the school to encourage teachers to march through a certain volume of content in each class period. If a student asks a question because she is curious about something, she threatens to take the class off course. Teachers learn to squelch such questions so the class can stay on task. In short, our current meritocracy discourages inquiry in favor of simply shoveling content with the goal of improving test scores. And when children have lost their curiosity by age 11, Engel believes, they tend to remain incurious for the rest of their life.

From the January/February 2005 issue: Lost in the meritocracy

This matters. You can sometimes identify a bad leader by how few questions they ask; they think they already know everything they need to. In contrast, history's great achievers tend to have an insatiable desire to learn. In his study of such accomplished creative figures, the psychologist Frank Barron found that abiding curiosity was essential to their success; their curiosity helped them stay flexible, innovative, and persistent.

Our meritocratic system encourages people to focus narrowly on cognitive tasks, but curiosity demands play and unstructured free time. If you want to understand how curious someone is, look at how they spend their leisure time. In their book, Talent: How to Identify Energizers, Creatives, and Winners Around the World, the venture capitalist Daniel Gross and the economist Tyler Cowen argue that when hiring, you should look for the people who write on the side, or code on the side, just for fun. "If someone truly is creative and inspiring," they write, "it will show up in how they allocate their spare time." In job interviews, the authors advise hiring managers to ask, "What are the open tabs on your browser right now?"

A sense of drive and mission. When the Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl was imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps, he noticed that the men who tended to survive the longest had usually made a commitment to something outside the camps--a spouse, a book project, a vision of a less evil society they hoped to create. Their sense that life had meaning, Frankl concluded, sustained them even in the most dehumanizing circumstances.

A sense of meaning and commitment has value even in far less harrowing conditions. People with these qualities go to where the problems are. They're willing to run through walls.

Some such people are driven by moral emotions--indignation at injustice, compassion for the weak, admiration for an ideal. They have a strong need for a life of purpose, a sense that what they are doing really matters. As Frankl recognized, people whose lives have a transcendent meaning or a higher cause have a sense of purpose that drives them forward. You can recognize such people because they have an internal unity--the way, say, the social-justice crusader Bryan Stevenson's whole life has a moral coherence to it. Other people are passionate about the pursuit of knowledge or creating beautiful tools that improve life: Think of Albert Einstein's lifelong devotion to understanding the universe, or Steve Jobs's obsession with merging beauty and function.

I once asked a tech CEO how he hires people. He told me that after each interview, he asks himself, "Is this person a force of nature? Do they have spark, willpower, dedication?" A successful meritocracy will value people who see their lives as a sacred mission.

Social intelligence. When Boris Groysberg, an organizational-behavior professor at Harvard Business School, looked at the careers of hundreds of investment analysts who had left one financial firm to work at another, he discovered something surprising: The "star equity analysts who switched employers paid a high price for jumping ship relative to comparable stars who stayed put," he reports in Chasing Stars: The Myth of Talent and the Portability of Performance. "Overall, their job performance plunged sharply and continued to suffer for at least five years after moving to a new firm."

These results suggest that sometimes talent inheres in the team, not the individual. In an effective meritocracy, we'd want to find people who are fantastic team builders, who have excellent communication and bonding skills. Coaches sometimes talk about certain athletes as "glue guys," players who have that ineffable ability to make a team greater than the sum of its parts. This phenomenon has obvious analogies outside sports. The Harvard economist David Deming has shown that across recent decades, the value of social skills--of being a workplace "glue guy"--has increased as a predictor of professional success, while the value of cognitive ability has modestly declined.

David Deming: The single biggest fix for inequality at elite colleges

The meritocracy as currently constituted seems to want you to be self-centered and manipulative. We put students in competitive classrooms, where the guiding questions are "How am I measuring up?" and "Where am I on the curve?"

Research has shown, however, that what makes certain teams special is not primarily the intelligence of its smartest members but rather how well its leaders listen, how frequently its members take turns talking, how well they adjust to one another's moves, how they build reciprocity. If even one team member hogs airtime, that can impede the flow of interaction that teams need to be most effective.

Based on cognitive skills alone, Franklin D. Roosevelt, probably the greatest president of the 20th century, would never get into Harvard today. As Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. observed, he had only "a second-class intellect." But that was paired, Holmes continued, with a "first-class temperament." That temperament, not his IQ, gave Roosevelt the ability to rally a nation.

Agility. In chaotic situations, raw brainpower can be less important than sensitivity of perception. The ancient Greeks had a word, metis, that means having a practiced eye, the ability to synthesize all the different aspects of a situation and discern the flow of events--a kind of agility that enables people to anticipate what will come next. Academic knowledge of the sort measured by the SATs doesn't confer this ability; inert book learning doesn't necessarily translate into forecasting how complex situations will play out. The University of Pennsylvania psychologist and political scientist Philip E. Tetlock has found that experts are generally terrible at making predictions about future events. In fact, he's found that the more prominent the expert, the less accurate their predictions. Tetlock says this is because experts' views are too locked in--they use their knowledge to support false viewpoints. People with agility, by contrast, can switch among mindsets and riff through alternative perspectives until they find the one that best applies to a given situation.

Possessing agility helps you make good judgments in real time. The neuroscientist John Coates used to be a financial trader. During the bull-market surges that preceded big crashes, Coates noticed that the traders who went on to suffer huge losses had gotten overconfident in ways that were physically observable. They flexed their muscles and even walked differently, failing to understand the meaning of the testosterone they felt coursing through their bodies. Their "assessment of risk is replaced by judgments of certainty--they just know what is going to happen," Coates writes in The Hour Between Dog and Wolf.

The traders, in other words, got swept up in an emotional cascade that warped their judgment. The ones who succeeded in avoiding big losses were not the ones with higher IQs but the ones who were more sensitively attuned to their surging testosterone and racing hearts, and were able to understand the meaning of those sensations. Good traders, Coates observes, "do not just process information, they feel it."


Ricardo Rey



The physicist and science writer Leonard Mlodinow puts the point more broadly. "While IQ scores may correlate to cognitive ability," he writes in Emotional: How Feelings Shape Our Thinking, "control over and knowledge of one's emotional state is what is most important for professional and personal success."

If we can orient our meritocracy around a definition of human ability that takes more account of traits like motivation, generosity, sensitivity, and passion, then our schools, families, and workplaces will readjust in fundamental ways.


When the education scholars Jal Mehta and Sarah Fine toured America's best high schools for their book, In Search of Deeper Learning, they found that even at many of these top schools, most students spent the bulk of their day bored, disengaged, not learning; Mehta and Fine didn't find much passionate engagement in classrooms. They did, however, find some in noncore electives and at the periphery of the schools--the debate team, the drama club, the a cappella groups, and other extracurriculars. During these activities, students were directing their own learning, teachers served as coaches, and progress was made in groups. The students had more agency, and felt a sense of purpose and community.

As it happens, several types of schools are trying to make the entire school day look more like extracurriculars--where passion is aroused and teamwork is essential. Some of these schools are centered on "project-based learning," in which students work together on real-world projects. The faculty-student relationships at such schools are more like the one between a master and an apprentice than that between a lecturer and a listener. To succeed, students must develop leadership skills and collaboration skills, as well as content knowledge. They learn to critique one another and exchange feedback. They teach one another, which is a powerful way to learn.

Mehta and Fine profiled one high school in a network of 14 project-based charter schools serving more than 5,000 students. The students are drawn by lottery, representing all social groups. They do not sit in rows taking notes. Rather, grouped into teams of 50, they work together on complicated interdisciplinary projects. Teachers serve as coaches and guides. At the school Mehta and Fine reported on, students collaborated on projects such as designing exhibits for local museums and composing cookbooks with recipes using local ingredients. At another project-based-learning school, High Tech High in San Diego, which is featured in the documentary Most Likely to Succeed, one group of students built a giant wooden model with gears and gizmos to demonstrate how civilizations rise and fall; another group made a film about how diseases get transmitted through the bloodstream.

In these project-based-learning programs, students have more autonomy. These schools allow students to blunder, to feel like they are lost and flailing--a feeling that is the predicate of creativity. Occasional failure is a feature of this approach; it cultivates resilience, persistence, and deeper understanding. Students also get to experience mastery, and the self-confidence that comes with tangible achievement.

Most important, the students get an education in what it feels like to be fully engaged in a project with others. Their school days are not consumed with preparing for standardized tests or getting lectured at, so their curiosity is enlarged, not extinguished. Of course, effective project-based learning requires effective teachers, and as a country we need to invest much more in teacher training and professional development at the elementary- and secondary-school levels. But emerging evidence suggests that the kids enrolled in project-based-learning programs tend to do just as well as, if not better than, their peers on standardized tests, despite not spending all their time preparing for them. This alone ought to convince parents--even, and perhaps especially, those parents imprisoned in the current elite college-competition mindset--that investing aggressively in project-based and other holistic learning approaches across American education is politically feasible.

Building a school system geared toward stimulating curiosity, passion, generosity, and sensitivity will require us to change the way we measure student progress and spot ability. Today we live in the world of the transcript--grades, test scores, awards. But a transcript doesn't tell you if a student can lead a dialogue with others, or whether a kid is open-minded or closed-minded.

Helpfully, some of these project-based-learning schools are pioneering a different way to assess kids. Students don't graduate with only report cards and test scores; they leave with an electronic portfolio of their best work--their papers, speeches, projects--which they can bring to prospective colleges and employers to illustrate the kind of work they are capable of. At some schools, students take part in "portfolio defenses," comparable to a grad student's dissertation defense.

The portfolio method enlarges our understanding of what assessment can look like. Roughly 400 high schools are now part of an organization called the Mastery Transcript Consortium, which uses an alternative assessment mechanism. Whereas a standard report card conveys how much a student knows relative to their classmates on a given date, the mastery transcript shows with much greater specificity how far the student has progressed toward mastering a given content area or skill set. Teachers can determine not only who's doing well in math, but who's developing proficiency in statistical reasoning or getting good at coming up with innovative experiment designs. The mastery report also includes broader life skills--who is good at building relationships, who is good at creative solutions.

No single assessment can perfectly predict a person's potential. The best we can do is combine assessment techniques: grades and portfolios, plus the various tests that scholars have come up with to measure noncognitive skills--the Grit Scale, the Moral Character Questionnaire, social-and-emotional-learning assessments, the High Potential Trait Indicator. All of these can be informative, but what's important is that none of them is too high-stakes. We are using these assessments to try to understand a person, not to rank her.

Data are good for measuring things, but for truly knowing people, stories are better. In an ideal world, high-school teachers, guidance counselors, and coaches would collaborate each year on, say, a five-page narrative about each student's life. Some schools do this now, to great effect.

College-admissions officers may not have time to carefully study a five-page narrative about each applicant, nor will every high-school teacher or college counselor have time to write one. But a set of tools and institutions is emerging that can help with this. In Australia, for example, some schools use something called the Big Picture Learning Credential, which evaluates the traits that students have developed in and out of the classroom--communication skills, goal setting, responsibility, self-awareness.

Creating a network of independent assessment centers in this country that use such tools could help students find the college or training program best suited to their core interests. The centers could help college-admissions officers find the students who are right for their institution. They could help employers find the right job applicants. In short, they could help everybody in the meritocracy make more informed decisions.

These assessment methods would inevitably be less "objective" than an SAT or ACT score, but that's partly the point. Our current system is built around standardization. Its designers wanted to create a system in which all human beings could be placed on a single scale, neatly arrayed along a single bell curve. As the education scholar Todd Rose writes in The End of Average, this system is built upon "the paradoxical assumption that you could understand individuals by ignoring their individuality." The whole system says to young people: You should be the same as everyone else, only better. The reality is that there is no single scale we can use to measure human potential, or the capacity for effective leadership. We need an assessment system that prizes the individual over the system, which is what a personal biography and portfolio would give us--at least in a fuller way than a transcript does. The gatekeepers of a more effective meritocracy would ask not just "Should we accept or reject this applicant?" and "Who are the stars?" but also "What is each person great at, and how can we get them into the appropriate role?"

A new, broader definition of merit; wider adoption of project-based and similar types of learning; and more comprehensive kinds of assessments--even all of this together gets us only so far. To make the meritocracy better and fairer, we need to combine these measures with a national overhaul of what UCLA's Joseph Fishkin calls the "opportunity structure," the intersecting lattice of paths and hurdles that propel people toward one profession or way of life and away from others.

Right now, America's opportunity structure is unitary. To reach commanding heights, you have to get excellent grades in high school, score well on standardized tests, go to college, and, in most cases, get a graduate degree. Along the way, you must navigate the various channels and bottlenecks that steer and constrain you.

Historically, when reformers have tried to make pathways to the elite more equal, they've taken the existing opportunity structure for granted, trying to give select individuals, or groups of individuals, a boost. This is what affirmative action did.

Fishkin argues that we need to refashion the opportunity structure itself, to accommodate new channels and create what he calls opportunity pluralism. "The goal needs to be to give people access to a broader range of paths they can pursue," Fishkin writes in Bottlenecks: A New Theory of Equal Opportunity, "so that each of us is then able to decide--in a more autonomous way and from a richer set of choices--what combinations of things we actually want to try to do with our lives."

With greater opportunity pluralism, the gatekeepers will have less power and the individuals striving within the structure will have more. If the meritocracy had more channels, society would no longer look like a pyramid, with a tiny, exclusive peak at the top; it would look like a mountain range, with many peaks. Status and recognition in such a society would be more broadly distributed, diminishing populist resentment and making cultural cohesion more likely.

As a social ideal to guide our new meritocracy, we could do worse than opportunity pluralism. It aspires to generate not equal opportunity but maximum opportunity, a wide-enough array of pathways to suit every living soul.

Achieving that ideal will require a multifaceted strategy, starting with the basic redefinition of merit itself. Some of the policy levers we might pull include reviving vocational education, making national service mandatory, creating social-capital programs, and developing a smarter industrial policy.

Let's consider vocational education first. From 1989 to 2016, every single American president took measures to reform education and prepare students for the postindustrial "jobs of the future." This caused standardized testing to blossom further while vocational education, technical education, and shop class withered. As a result, we no longer have enough skilled workers to staff our factories. Schools should prepare people to build things, not just to think things.

Second, yes, trotting out national service as a solution to this or that social ailment has become a cliche. But a true national-service program would yield substantial benefits. Raj Chetty and his colleagues have found that cross-class friendships--relationships between people from different economic strata--powerfully boost social mobility. Making national service a rite of passage after high school might also help shift how status gets allocated among various job categories.

Third, heretical though this may sound, we should aim to shrink the cultural significance of school in American society. By age 18, Americans have spent only 13 percent of their time in school. Piles of research across 60 years have suggested that neighborhoods, peers, and family background may have a greater influence on a person's educational success than the quality of their school. Let's invest more in local civic groups, so a greater number of kids can grow up in neighborhoods with community organizations where they can succeed at nonacademic endeavors--serving others, leading meetings, rallying neighbors for a cause.

Fourth, although sending manufacturing jobs overseas may have pleased the efficiency-loving market, if we want to live in an economy that rewards a diversity of skills, then we should support economic policies, such as the CHIPS and Science Act, that boost the industrial sector. This will help give people who can't or don't want to work in professional or other office jobs alternative pathways to achievement.

If we sort people only by superior intelligence, we're sorting people by a quality few possess; we're inevitably creating a stratified, elitist society. We want a society run by people who are smart, yes, but who are also wise, perceptive, curious, caring, resilient, and committed to the common good. If we can figure out how to select for people's motivation to grow and learn across their whole lifespan, then we are sorting people by a quality that is more democratically distributed, a quality that people can control and develop, and we will end up with a fairer and more mobile society.

In 1910, the U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands wrote a book in which he said: "The Spirit of America is best known in Europe by one of its qualities--energy." What you assess is what you end up selecting for and producing. We should want to create a meritocracy that selects for energy and initiative as much as for brainpower. After all, what's really at the core of a person? Is your IQ the most important thing about you? No. I would submit that it's your desires--what you are interested in, what you love. We want a meritocracy that will help each person identify, nurture, and pursue the ruling passion of their soul.



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "How the Ivy League Broke America." 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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Republican Leaders Are More Afraid of Trump Than Ever

Trump's ridiculous Cabinet nominations will provide senators with a new test.

by Jonathan Chait




If you had predicted before the election that Donald Trump's second administration would seek to hand some of the most sensitive and powerful roles in government to a Fox News personality (Pete Hegseth, nominated for defense secretary), a recurring Fox News guest who is also featured frequently on Russian state-controlled media (Tulsi Gabbard, nominated for director of national intelligence), and the target of an ongoing House Ethics Committee sexual-misconduct investigation (Matt Gaetz, nominated for attorney general), you might have been accused of fearmongering. The notion would have sounded like a beyond-worst-case scenario cooked up to scare moderates out of voting for Trump. And yet that scenario is now upon us.

Following the announcement of Trump's unconventional slate of Cabinet picks, serious Republicans attempted to make clear that they are still in charge and won't let things get out of hand. The Gaetz pick, in particular, drew immediate derision. Gaetz "will never get confirmed," an unnamed Republican senator told Fox News. Senator John Cornyn rolled his eyes and let out "an audible snort," while Gaetz's Republican House colleagues reportedly gasped when they heard the news.

Maybe the Senate caucus really will draw the line somewhere--perhaps at Gaetz, perhaps at one or both of Gabbard and Hegseth. But there is something disconcertingly familiar in the confident yet carefully hedged assertions that the old-line GOP will stop this madness. It is exactly what Republicans said would stop Trump from receiving the nomination in 2015, from winning the presidency in 2016, and from reclaiming the party's leadership after the ignominy of January 6. "I don't think he's a serious candidate," Senator Lisa Murkowski said yesterday, of Gaetz. That is almost a verbatim repetition of what elected Republicans once said about Trump.

Elaine Godfrey: Matt Gaetz is winning

At every step along the way, Republican elites have assumed that they could stop Trump later. But when the decisive moment arrived, they discovered that the cost of confrontation had gotten higher, not lower. Opening a breach with a man whom the base had come to admire, and then worship, would imperil their own ambitions, not just Trump's.

The Republican affirmations of support for Gaetz have been less ambiguous than the background statements, facial contortions, and guttural noises expressed against him. "There's no question we've had our differences," Senator Markwayne Mullin acknowledged, referring to Gaetz. (The "differences" to which Mullin was tactfully alluding presumably consist of, as he once described to a CNN reporter, Gaetz's penchant for showing pictures of "girls that he had slept with" to disgusted House colleagues and bragging about his creative use of erectile-dysfunction pills.) Still, Mullin said, "I completely trust President Trump's decision making on this one." Mullin granted that Gaetz would have to answer "a lot of questions that are gonna be out there." While this technically leaves open the possibility that Gaetz supplies a "wrong" answer, it also implies that there is a correct one that would justify confirming an alleged sex pest whose primary qualification is a willingness to abuse power.

Senator Lindsey Graham's reaction to the Gaetz announcement was a microcosm of his Trump-era career. "I don't know yet, I'll have to think about that," he initially told reporters yesterday afternoon. By evening, having evidently given the matter all the necessary thought, Graham had transformed into a loyalist, pleading with his fellow partisans to join him in submission. "Elections have consequences," he explained on Fox News. "To every Republican: Give Matt a chance."

Senator Tommy Tuberville not only pledged his support for Trump's slate of nominees but threatened primaries against any Republicans who dissent. This is deadly serious business. Loyalty to Trump is the main basis on which Republican-primary voters choose their nominees. Trump has proved willing time and again to handicap the GOP's prospects of holding seats--thus undermining his own base of support in Congress--by endorsing the most slavish loyalists over slightly more independent and much more electable alternatives.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

At the moment, having won reelection with an actual popular-vote majority, and about to enter his tenth year as the party's most prominent figure, Trump's command over its base is at an apogee. To block Trump's selections would be not only to flout his authority, but to deny a narrative to which the base has subscribed: Trump as the innocent victim of a relentless "deep state" conspiracy. If Republican senators prevent Trump from installing the allies he says he needs to defeat that vast conspiracy, their voters may well conclude that those senators side with Trump's enemies.

The Republican lawmakers who justified Trump's election on the grounds that they would restrain his worst impulses now realize that his worst impulses have arrived, and they're not so easy to restrain. One can see the rationalizations forming in advance. Do legislators really want to blow up their relationship with Trump before his term has even begun, forfeiting their chance to exert influence over policy and staffing? Wouldn't it be better to let Trump have his nominees, but hold them to account with strict oversight hearings? "What I'm hearing privately from a few key GOP senators: yes, they'd prefer to not have a messy fight over Gaetz," the CBS News reporter Robert Costa posted this morning on X. "Not their favorite. But they also don't have a lot of energy for pushing back. Trump runs the show, they say. If Gaetz can reassure them, they're open to backing him."

Old-guard Republicans appear to be in the middle stage of a familiar Trump-era progression. It begins He'd never do it before moving on to We'll stop him if he tries and finally settling on There was nothing we could have done anyway. As they advance through these stages, they will cede Trump more and more power, which will only vindicate their ultimate fatalism. How could they ever have stood up to somebody so strong?
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The Democrats Are Committing Partycide

In the future, even winning the former "Blue Wall" states won't be enough for the party's presidential nominees.

by Jerusalem Demsas




As California goes, so goes the nation, but what happens when a lot of Californians move to Texas? After the 2030 Census, the home of Hollywood and Silicon Valley will likely be forced to reckon with its stagnating population and receding influence. When congressional seats are reallocated to adjust for population changes, California is almost certain to be the biggest loser--and to be seen as the embodiment of the Democratic Party's failures in state and local governance.

The liberal Brennan Center is projecting a loss of four seats, and the conservative American Redistricting Project, a loss of five. Either scenario could affect future presidential races, because a state's Electoral College votes are determined by how many senators and representatives it has. In 2016, after her loss to Donald Trump, Hillary Clinton argued that she'd "won the places that are optimistic, diverse, dynamic, moving forward"--an outlook that she contrasted with Donald Trump's "Make America great again" slogan. But now Democrats' self-conception as a party that represents the future is running headlong into the reality that the fastest-growing states are Republican-led.

According to the American Redistricting Project, New York will lose three seats and Illinois will lose two, while Republican-dominated Texas and Florida will gain four additional representatives each if current trends continue. Other growing states that Trump carried in this month's election could potentially receive an additional representative. By either projection, if the 2032 Democratic nominee carries the same states that Kamala Harris won this year, the party would receive 12 fewer electoral votes. Among the seven swing states that the party lost this year, Harris came closest to winning in the former "Blue Wall" of Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--at least two of which are likely to lose an electoral vote after 2030. Even adding those states to the ones Harris won would not be enough to secure victory in 2032. The Democrat would need to find an additional 14 votes somewhere else on the map.

Read: Democrats deserved to lose

Population growth and decline do not simply happen to states; they are the result of policy choices and economic conditions relative to other states. Some states lose residents because their economy hasn't kept up with the rest of the country's. But in much of blue America, including California and New York, economic dynamism and high wages aren't enough to sustain population growth, because the skyrocketing cost of shelter eclipses everything else. The amenities that these states offer--the California coastline, the New York City cultural scene--start to look like the historic molding on a house with its roof caved in. Policy failures are dragging down the Democrats' prospects in two ways: by showing the results of Democratic governance in sharp, unflattering relief, and by directly reducing the party's prospects in presidential elections and the House of Representatives.

California, New York, and other slow-growing coastal Democratic strongholds have taken an explicitly anti-population-growth tack for decades. They took for granted their natural advantages and assumed that prosperity was a given. People willingly giving up their residencies in these coastal areas is a sign of how dismal the cost of living is.

While the media are likely to pick up on anecdotes about wealthy people complaining about tax levels and political norms in liberal states, data show that population loss is heavily concentrated among lower-income people and people without a college degree. In an analysis of census data, the Public Policy Institute of California found that more than 600,000 people who have left the Golden State in the past decade have cited the housing crisis as the primary reason.

When people vote with their feet, they're sending a clear signal about which places make them optimistic about the future. What does it say about liberal governance that Democratic states cannot compete with Florida and Texas?

Remarkably, none of this happened by accident. A hostility toward population growth and people in general has suffused the politics of Democratic local governance. The researcher Greg Morrow meticulously documented the political effort in Los Angeles to stop people from moving to the city over the back half of the 20th century. In the early 1970s, the UCLA professor Fred Abraham pushed for growth limits, arguing, "We need fewer people here--a quality of life, not a quantity of life. We must request a moratorium on growth and recognize that growth should be stopped." Morrow also points to comments from the Sierra Club, which recommended "limiting residential housing ... to lower birth rates." Such arguments preceded a now infamous downzoning in the '70s and '80s, which substantially reduced the number of homes that could be legally built, slashed the potential population capacity of Los Angeles from an estimated 10 million people to 4 million, and spurred one of the nation's most acute housing and homelessness crises. Self-styled progressives and liberals in blue communities across the country have taken similar approaches, all but directing would-be newcomers to places like Texas and Florida.

Contrast this attitude with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis's boast, in a press release during his unsuccessful presidential-primary campaign, that "people are flocking to Florida and fleeing California." DeSantis has pursued pro-growth housing policies that allow working-class people to afford housing in his state.

Read: How Florida beat New York

For a long time, failures of local governance have remained divorced from the national political conversation. What can President Joe Biden have to do with the decision of Marin or Westchester County to refuse new housing supply? But national Democrats cannot overlook the issue any longer. As researchers from the Economic Innovation Group recently noted, the biggest declines in Democrats' vote share from 2020 to 2024 occurred in the most expensive and most populous counties.

In the days since Harris's defeat, Democrats have defended Biden's tenure by arguing that inflation was beyond the president's control, or pointing to other economic accomplishments. But no Republican stopped San Francisco from building housing, and Trump is not responsible for New York City's byzantine housing-permitting regime. (In fact, as I write this, New York is on the verge of watering down a proposal that would ease the construction of apartment buildings and smaller homes.) In the course of my work, I hear many policy makers and residents in blue communities lament their intractable housing crises, seemingly unaware that many places have solved a supposedly insurmountable problem. The only difference is those places are in states run by Republicans.

It is not too late to reverse California's stagnation--or that of New York and other expensive states. The cost of housing is quite literally a signal for how many millions of people would love to live in those places. Yet, in the aftermath of Trump's reelection, as several Democratic governors have telegraphed their intent to act as bastions of resistance in the coming years, none has focused on the issue that has most hollowed out the promise of liberal America. Nowhere in these headline-seeking pronouncements is a plan to address the housing and cost-of-living crisis or even a reckoning with the failures that produced the status quo. In part this is due to Democrats' failure to understand the link between their anti-growth policies at the state and local level and the national viability of their party. For years, Democrats have gotten to represent the growing, vibrant parts of this country and have become complacent, presuming economic dominance even in the absence of good policy. But last week's results should not have shocked state and local Democratic policy makers--people have been voting with their feet for years.
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Abandon the Empty Nest. Instead, Try the Open Door.

Adults whose kids have left home deserve a metaphor that emphasizes possibility.

by Gretchen Rubin




On a sunny Thursday in August, my husband and I dropped off our daughter Eleanor for her freshman year of college. The three of us raced to unload the car during our 8-8:20-a.m. time slot, lugged boxes and bags up to her room, argued about how to install the bed risers. We unpacked Eleanor's new shower caddy, twin-XL sheets, towels, and storage bins. I performed the sacred making-of-the-dorm-bed ritual, and as I did, I felt the weight of knowing that this was the last time I would perform that kind of service, as that kind of mother, for that kind of child.

"Oh, Mom, are you crying?" Eleanor asked tenderly as I gave her a long, tight hug. "I never see you cry!"

I nodded without answering. I couldn't speak. I tried to put into that hug everything I couldn't say.

Many parents might relate to that scene, as well as to the uncomfortable mix of emotions I felt as my husband and I drove away from campus: gratitude, hopefulness, melancholy. We had spent so much time and effort helping Eleanor--and before her, our daughter Eliza--to make this transition, from dependence to greater independence. With both daughters launched, Jamie and I were left to face the question: Now what?

Read: Lighthouse parents have more confident kids

That day, we joined the ranks of the "empty nesters," the millions of Americans whose adult children no longer live at home. According to a Census Bureau analysis of data from the 2014 Survey of Income and Program Participation, its most recent analysis available, the United States had roughly 22.5 million empty-nest couples a decade ago, though our numbers today are surely larger (the 2014 survey data did not include single or same-sex parents).

I have always disliked the term empty nest, which to me emphasizes loss and abandonment--though I understand why the term has stuck. When my husband and I walked back into our apartment, it did feel empty, and over the next few weeks, it felt even emptier. Eleanor's bed was always made. Her room was unnaturally tidy. We had less food in the fridge, fewer shoes by the door, and a vacant chair at the kitchen table. I took a nap on Eleanor's bed. I touched her books. I felt her absence.

So empty nest does capture a certain atmosphere. But it's not a useful metaphor for adults left wondering what to do once their kids are gone. Words matter; they have the power to shape our expectations, to shift the way we see and how we act. Practice piano or play piano? Spend time or invest time? Office politics or office diplomacy? Empty nest or ...?

As a person who years ago embarked on my own "Happiness Project," I balked at empty nest's connotations of futility or meaninglessness. No wonder so many adults, when and if they anticipate this stage of life, consider it with dread. I found myself searching for a different metaphor--one that could help me and parents like me not to languish but to see this new phase as a time of self-discovery, possibility, and growth.

I considered and rejected several alternatives. Free rein?--but that suggested an unappealing level of license. Better bandwidth?--accurate, but too clunky. Open waters?--hmm, I liked the image of a ship sailing across a wide sea, but I wanted a metaphor that would evoke home and family. And then, at last, I had it: open door.

Open door, I realized, works on many levels. It emphasizes that family members leave and return, sometimes for short periods, other times for longer. It describes how my husband and I can now take a last-minute trip to visit friends, because our door is more open for us than when we had children to care for. It's also a phrase of welcome. It stresses that our daughters can come and go as they please--our door is always open!--and that although my husband and I may be busy with our own lives, we are, like the manager who maintains an open-door policy, always available if someone needs our attention or advice.

Empty nest has such an air of finality. It's also something of a relic, implying that once the birds fly away, the nest stays empty. Open door is much more fitting at a time when adult children's bonds with their parents have gotten tighter, and when grown kids are more likely to return to live at home than they were a generation ago. (In which case, maybe it's a revolving door as well as an open one.)

Read: Your childhood home might never stop haunting you

Any reference to the open door or empty nest is of course an oversimplification of a transition that people encounter in wildly different ways. For some parents, the open-door moment comes when their oldest child, rather than their youngest, leaves home, or when a child moves across the country or marries. Some parents will never experience the open door because their child will remain dependent on them forever. Some might be unable to take advantage of this period because of financial limitations or health problems. And some might trade the responsibilities of parenthood for grandparenthood, or become caregivers for older relatives, without a break.

But whenever this moment does arrive, it is typically a time of unavoidable self-evaluation--a major transition with sometimes painful changes to routine, home, and relationships, and for many parents, their sense of identity and purpose. It allows people--forces people--to reflect.

Americans today live significantly longer than they did several decades ago, which means the quality of this period of life is incredibly important. If I reach the age of my still-active parents, I'll be in the open-door phase for longer than I was a child living in their home, longer than I was a child-free young adult, and longer than I was a parent raising children--a huge chunk of my existence. But although many people in their youth imagine the experience of someday leaving home, going to college, or raising children, a remarkable number arrive at the open-door moment having given it little thought. "I have four sons," an acquaintance told me. "It took so much effort to get them all launched, I never thought about myself, except to think that it would be a relief to be done. Now I feel adrift."

That lack of foresight isn't surprising. The tumult of everyday family routine can make it hard for people to step back and think about their lives. As I often remind myself, something that can be done at any time tends to be done at no time, and the demands of parenthood make it easy to delay facing what can be difficult questions. Am I living the life I want to live? Is it too late to start something new? Do I really want to be married anymore? Or simply: Now is it okay to eat meals in front of the TV?

Some people I've encountered whose children have left home have told me--in tones of shame, sadness, or bewilderment--that they're reassessing long-standing habits and relationships. "I thought I had a group of friends, but I didn't," a woman seated next to me on an airplane last year said. Her social circle was tied to her daughter's activities, such as soccer and violin; once her daughter graduated, those bonds dissolved. Some have reported a crisis of identity. "I keep asking myself, What am I for?" a friend said. Another warned me to resist the lure of all those hours freed up on my schedule: "I know you love to work, but be careful not to work all the time, because now you can."

Read: The seven habits that lead to happiness in old age

The open door is a reminder of possibilities: What might await us on the other side? We're not sitting in a vacated nest, passively watching as someone else takes flight; we have our own places to go and plans to make. This is a time of opportunity if met with purpose. I have friends who have started companies, embraced new interests, returned to old passions, and moved to a different town. Many are embracing restored freedoms. "I have popcorn and wine for dinner every night," a friend confided to me. "Now I sleep late and walk around naked," another reported.

I'm not arguing that the substitution of a simple phrase is enough to transform feelings of grief into cheerful optimism. Every so often, I get a sick, shocked feeling in my stomach when I remember: It's over. The other day, I choked up in the drugstore when Harry Chapin's song "Cat's in the Cradle" started playing over the sound system: "My child arrived just the other day / He came to the world in the usual way." It's a song about how quickly children grow up, how parents lose their place as the center of their kids' lives--and how that change may bring regret and sorrow. The days are long, but the years are short.

I tend to push hard feelings aside. Here, the open door metaphor has also proved useful, reminding me to stay open to contradictory emotions. So many things can be true at once: Yes, I recognize that everything I've been going through falls into the category of cliche; and yes, the experience has felt startling and unexpected. Since the day Eleanor headed off to kindergarten, I've planned and hoped for this transition, yet still it seems sudden. I want my daughters to know that they are essential to my happiness and that my happiness does not depend on them. My world feels smaller and bigger.

In October, two long (and also short) months after we dropped Eleanor off, my husband and I visited her for Family Weekend. Under yellow leaves shining against a brilliantly blue sky, we crisscrossed the campus so that she could show us where she took her classes, where she studied in the library, how she had decorated her dorm room for Halloween. We met her friends and heard about her midterms.

As she was describing some late-night party drama, I interrupted to ask, "Are you careful when you walk around at night? Really careful?" "Of course I am, Mom," she answered. Then she returned to her story.

And it hit me: We had arrived at that moment of the paradox of parenting. Jamie and I would always be parents, we would always love and worry, we would always come running in case of emergency--but we'd worked hard at the labor of parenthood to put ourselves out of a job. Now the way to step up was to step back, and the way to hold on was to let go. At the same time, as I saw the intensity of Eleanor's experience, I craved that expansiveness for myself: more relationships, deeper knowledge, fresh adventures. For me, too, a new door was swinging open.



  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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How to Turn Uncertainty Into Opportunity

The goal is to manage your anxiety about a possible bad outcome so that <em>it</em> does not manage <em>you</em>.

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.

Dionysius I was a tyrant who ruled the Sicilian city of Syracuse for 38 years in the fourth century BCE. He lived amid complete opulence, and his life lacked for no luxury then available. How happy was he? Some centuries later, the Roman writer and statesman Cicero tried to answer that question in his book Tusculan Disputations, which centered on one of Dionysius's court flatterers, a man named Damocles.

Damocles asserted that, given all of the power, fame, wealth, and pleasure the tyrant enjoyed, no one could possibly be happier. As Cicero relates the tale, Dionysius was amused by this assertion and asked Damocles if he would like to share the royal experience and judge its happiness for himself. Damocles enthusiastically accepted, and was immediately offered a bed of gold on which to recline and be attended by servants keen to fulfill his wishes.

Then, however, as Damocles was enjoying every imaginable luxury, a shining sword was let down from the ceiling above his head, suspended by a single horse hair: the proverbial Sword of Damocles. The danger and uncertainty this presented instantly superseded all of Damocles's enjoyment, because he could focus on nothing but the deadly blade poised to slice him in two at any moment.

The lesson was clear: Damocles understood that the truth of Dionysius's existence was that of a pampered but hated tyrant living in perpetual fear for his safety, utterly uncertain of his future. Chastened, Damocles quietly excused himself from court and returned to a humble existence.

"There can be no happiness for one who is under constant apprehensions," Cicero concluded. The legend of the Sword of Damocles encapsulates one of life's great paradoxes: We all seek opportunity and abundance, but these things inevitably come with uncertainty and risk, which we hate. It seems that we must choose between the terror that comes from an adventurous high life and the boredom that attends the safety and predictability of a more modest way of being.

But is this really true? I believe that the paradox poses a false choice. If, instead, we understand how to manage uncertainty rather than trying to avoid it, we can get out from under the sword.

Read: Philosophy could have been a lot more fun

A friend of mine being treated for cancer had to have a blood test every three months that would indicate whether the disease was at bay or resurgent. If the latter was true, he would need to undergo an aggressive, painful treatment. The days leading up to each test were agony for him--not because he couldn't deal with the treatment if he had to, but because the uncertainty made him miserable. Not knowing what was in store dominated his thoughts, stole his sleep, and ruined his concentration.

Although my friend's situation was especially grave, almost all of us can relate to his discomfort with uncertainty. Scholars have found that this state of suspense, which psychologists call "intolerance of uncertainty," is something we naturally detest. Their research shows that the feeling simultaneously paralyzes us through anxiety and makes us spend time and effort searching for predictability. Economists use a similar term, "uncertainty aversion," and suggest that it can lead people to sour on investments, specifically if they seem risky, potentially resulting in a major sell-off, even a downturn.

The discomfort comes from the fact that uncertainty stimulates the brain's anterior cingulate cortex-amygdala complex, signaling a possible threat and therefore a stress response. When some uncertainty cannot be adequately resolved, that can result in high glucocorticoid concentrations in the blood, leading to problems such as insomnia. Not surprisingly, this condition is especially uncomfortable for people who already register a high degree of neuroticism: Experiments have found that such people are less willing than others to wait in a state of suspense.

Although uncertainty is anything but pleasant, it has an obvious evolutionary basis: If your ancestors had systematically disregarded the condition, they would have been unlikely to survive to pass on their genes. But probably as a result, they bequeathed their uncertainty intolerance down through the generations--what scholars call the "Having Descendants Forever" hypothesis. Of course, your ancestors were thinking not about you, their descendant, suffering from elevated glucocorticoids, but about their own security.

The unpleasantness of the experience derives from the fact that we mentally place undue weight on possible undesirable outcomes because of our negativity bias. Again, this is bound to be an evolved self-protective trait, because good outcomes are nice but bad outcomes can be deadly, so paying attention to what might happen next is crucial. The work of researchers who study this bias suggests that it is not strictly rational, however, because it can lead us to inaccurately assess probabilities and even distort the truth. For example, one scholar writing in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology in 2009 reported that his study's participants rated negatively framed opinions as more credible than the same opinions framed positively.

All in all, uncertainty intolerance paired with negativity bias can easily lower your quality of life if the combination causes you to pass up opportunities because you have an inflated fear of adverse outcomes. A vestigial fear of social rejection that distorts probabilities can keep you from asking someone out on a date--in which case an aversion to the uncertainty of "no" could mean you miss out entirely on a huge upside for your love life. Similarly, an inchoate anxiety about being alone preys on the ancient part of your brain and may keep you from moving away from your hometown--although you might be much happier if you did so.

Read: Would you give up your kidney for $50,000?

The goal in building a better life is not to eradicate a dislike for uncertainty in favor of taking any and all risk. That would likely qualify you for a Darwin Award, which is bestowed on those who take idiotic risks that lead to their own ignominious demise. Instead, the goal is learning to manage your uncertainty aversion so that it does not manage you. The key to achieving this is to employ metacognition, enabling you to treat the uncertainty analytically, not just emotionally.

This requires you to find an external frame of reference to structure the way you see your uncertain circumstances. Structuring your thinking like this does not require a Ph.D. in statistics. It starts by simply laying out in a schematic way the uncertainty in a situation you're facing. For instance, suppose you have a job that is very secure but leaves you bereft of passion. You look at job announcements a lot but never apply for anything because that would mean a steep learning curve, moving to a new place, and possibly risking the stability you have. In other words, changing jobs could have an uncertain outcome. But according to research on the topic, you are probably discounting the possible upside--which could be work you actually enjoy, interesting new things to learn, and generally feeling more alive.

To start making a better mental model, write two lists: one of costs, potential and actual; the other of benefits. The next step in structuring your thinking is a bigger challenge: matching plausible probabilities to each cost and benefit. What are the realistic odds that you'll wind up temporarily unemployed? What is the likelihood that you will like a new job more? If you are struggling with this task, ask a friend to help by providing an extra bit of objectivity. A classic 1979 study on decision making showed that even when your assessments are no more than guesses, the model you create will very likely be more accurate than leaving a decision entirely in the realm of intuition and emotion (though knowing when to trust your gut is also always valuable).

Finally, with your list and calculations in hand, try to think critically about the decision. Perhaps you will decide to jump; perhaps you will decide to stay--neither one is guaranteed to be right. Either way, however, you will almost surely be less plagued with discomfort about uncertainty, because you have worked toward a decision and being at peace, as opposed to being paralyzed by anxiety. You will also have an answer to the future question Why did I decide to do that?

Arthur C. Brooks: What John Stuart Mill knew about happiness

I would note one more way to lift the Sword of Damocles from your life: get old. As I have written previously, people typically grow happier with age: Positive emotion rises, and negative emotion falls; conscientiousness and agreeableness also increase. One reason for this is that negativity bias declines over the years. Indeed, as researchers found in a meta-analysis of 100 studies, older people pay more attention to positive information, and remember it better, than younger people do. This is almost certainly because older people have learned through experience that, for the most part, their worst fears didn't come true and things turned out all right.

Despite the terrifying lesson for Damocles, in Cicero's telling, Dionysius himself never met the terrible end implied by the hanging sword. Though a despot of the worst kind, he "was not struck dead with a thunderbolt by Olympian Jupiter, nor did Aesculapius cause him to waste away and perish of some painful and lingering disease." Rather, Dionysius died in his bed at the then-venerable age of 65. Whether, with age, he was able to escape his emotional uncertainty Cicero does not relate. But you can.
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The Not-So-Woke Generation Z

The same young people once derided as liberal snowflakes are moving to the right.

by Faith Hill




For years, Gen Z has been either derided or praised for supposedly being "woke." Its members have been called snowflakes, mocked for performative "slacktivism" and embracing trigger warnings, and described (favorably and unfavorably) as climate warriors and gun-control activists. Some older commentators have even proclaimed them the nation's last hope. (The number of people who've argued that Gen Z might "save the world" is ... not small.)

But that progressive reputation was called into question when Donald Trump won last week's presidential election--partly thanks, it seems, to Gen Z, which encompasses voters ages 18 to 27. Exit polls and county-by-county analyses, however imprecise, indicated that young voters had shifted right since 2020. That's especially true for young men--most of all young white men, who made up one of Trump's most supportive cohorts. Democrats also lost ground with young women, though. According to some national exit-poll data, the party's lead among 18-to-29-year-olds was cut nearly in half. And county data (which are considered more reliable, though still imperfect) indicate that counties with large populations of 18-to-34-year-olds moved 5.6 points rightward since the 2020 election.

People had good reason for thinking that more young adults might vote for Kamala Harris. Surveys have shown that the group cares about blue-coded issues such as the environment, firearm safety, diversity, and inclusivity. One 2023 poll found that, compared with Baby Boomers and Generation X, Gen Z is more concerned about criminal-justice reform and racial equity; in 2020, Pew found that Gen Z members are likelier to say the government "should do more to solve problems" rather than leaving things to business and individuals.

But, as researchers told me, priorities change; young adults can care about progressive causes and still be moved by messaging that speaks to their deep unease and uncertainty. Many of them are struggling--to feel financially secure, psychologically safe, or hopeful. Trump, in his campaign, managed to mirror what many young people already felt: The world is a frightening place, and it's not getting better.



Every generation is more multifaceted than its stereotypes suggest. Even before this election, Gen Z's political leanings were more complex than older adults made them out to be; famous young activists such as Greta Thunberg and Malala Yousafzai could never have represented the more than 2 billion people globally who were born between 1997 and 2012. But particularly in the past few years, surveys have found young adults to be "not off-the-charts liberal," as Corey Seemiller, a Gen Z researcher and professor at Wright State University, put it. When she and her collaborator Meghan Grace polled thousands of respondents in 2021 and 2022, they found a "massive difference between women and men," Seemiller told me; women were nearly twice as likely as men to identify as being on the left side of the political spectrum. Still, less than half of women said they were politically left; about 20 percent identified as on the right and about 20 percent as "in the middle." That survey result might not have seemed shocking at the time, but in hindsight, it suggested that not that much needed to change, Seemiller said, for many young people to tip into voting for Trump.

It's true that some progressive causes, including climate change and gun control, have typically appealed to members of Gen Z regardless of gender. But in the past few years, those priorities seem to have changed. Now many young people are more concerned about the economy, a topic that was a centerpiece of Trump's campaign. "Gen Z is a very financially concerned generation," Grace told me. Relative to their elders, they're saving more earlier and are "much more financially conservative." A University of Chicago study from earlier this fall similarly found that young adults across races and party affiliations rated inflation as the most important issue related to the 2024 election; economic growth ranked prominently as well. That doesn't mean that young adults stopped caring about lefty causes--but they're more ideologically varied than some imagined. In their 2021 research, Seemiller and Grace found that, compared with participants who simply fell down the middle on most issues, twice as many young people identified as "center blended": very liberal on some issues and very conservative on others. "If you hit a nerve with something they really cared about," Seemiller said, "you got their vote."

So what nerve did Trump hit? One common thread preoccupying many young people, Grace told me, is a desire for security. "When you think about things like their passion for the environment, desire for school safety, financial success, affordable housing," she said, "all of those things have the same spin on them: I just want to feel safe." They generally want to go to class without worrying about shooters, to grow older without witnessing the planet's demise, to pay rent without draining their whole paycheck, to believe they can make ends meet. Trump campaigned on fear--he warned of an economy in shambles, crime and danger lurking, undocumented immigrants taking work from "forgotten men and women." Much of that wasn't rooted in reality: Violent crime rates are down in the U.S., for instance, and undocumented immigrants tend to fill jobs that American workers say they don't want. Still, fear resonated.

Other populations who voted red last week were clearly drawn in by some of that messaging--but Gen Z might have been particularly susceptible, researchers told me. Young adulthood is a scary life stage, one in which many people are just beginning their careers and starting to save money, low not only on resources but also on power. The future, to many of them, probably feels deeply uncertain. Having left behind their old life contexts--family, school, the political and religious beliefs of parents and neighbors--they face the daunting task of finding new communities and driving principles, Jennifer Tanner, a developmental researcher, told me. (Young adults, she noted, are particularly vulnerable to cults, which can grant them a sense of direction and camaraderie.)

In many ways, the transition to adulthood has become harder in recent years. College tuition is ever-rising, which leaves many people with overwhelming debt. Sky-high rent has made living below one's means even trickier. And the ways young people have traditionally found new purpose are shifting: They're marrying and having kids later or not at all, and religious participation is less common. Young men, whose rightward turn was especially pronounced in this election, may face particular challenges. They're now less likely than women to get a college degree. And although the military used to be an alternative route for many non-college-bound men to find structure and a sense of pride, recruitment has been down over the past two generations. Now, Tanner told me, that population is left wondering: "What do I have to belong to?"

Read: Young adults are in crisis

Trump had plenty of help convincing Gen Z that they could find solace on the right. Podcast hosts such as Joe Rogan and Andrew Tate spread the message to millions of young men that they'd been spurned and needed to take back power. Tradwife influencers sold an idealized conservative vision to huge counts of young women while preparing perfect desserts. Trumpism may also have reached many young adults through their parents--most of whom belong to Gen X, a notably conservative generation (and, if the exit polls are correct, the one that supported Trump more than any other last week).

Parents have always had some sway over their children's beliefs, and studies suggest that many have a mediating influence on their grown kids' voting behavior. But young adults today, on average, have particularly strong ongoing relationships with their parents. In a Pew poll from last year, a majority of 18-to-34-year-olds said they look to their parents for advice. And nearly 60 percent of the parents in that survey said they'd helped their kids financially in the past year; 57 percent of 18-to-24-year-olds in a January poll reported living with their parents. Someone who depends on their folks for money or a roof over their head might feel some extra pressure, whether consciously or not, to align with the family's politics.

Read: The new age of endless parenting

But another person who might have nudged Gen Z rightward is Kamala Harris. The vice president's campaign hardly mentioned climate change or gun control--issues which, though they've dropped in importance for young voters more recently, might still have been "unifying" across race and gender if they'd been highlighted, both Grace and Seemiller told me. Harris did talk about some economic policies, such as lowering housing costs and instituting a price-gouging ban. But she also hammered home that she'd save America--and democracy--from Trump, and piece together the norms he shattered. That wouldn't necessarily have resonated with Gen Z, the oldest of whom were only 21 when Trump was first elected in 2016, the researchers I spoke with told me; a world with Trump is the only world they've really known as adults. In Seemiller and Grace's 2021 survey, "access to voting" and "political dysfunction" were pretty low on the priority list. "They might not have been hearing the issue that mattered to them," Grace told me. "And so it really had to be simplified down to: Do I care about the economy or do I care about this other thing they're talking about?"

The dark irony is that a Trump presidency, in all likelihood, will be particularly hard on young adults. Economists have warned that Trump's plans, if they come to fruition, will only worsen inflation. Trump is not likely to cancel student-loan debt. And well before November 5, LGBTQ youth were already at starkly high risk for suicide; now they've seen their nation elect someone who poured millions of dollars into anti-trans ads, and is expected to roll back policies that prevent discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity. The crisis hotline for the Trevor Project, a suicide-prevention nonprofit for young LGBTQ people, reported a nearly 700 percent increase in reach-outs on November 6.

Of course, whatever happens next won't affect all young adults in the same way--and ultimately, more voters under 30 still chose Harris than Trump. But anyone who was surprised by Gen Z last week might want to stop assuming they understand the young people of the world, and instead start listening to them.
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The Thing That Binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump

The president-elect's most controversial Cabinet picks share one crucial tie.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump spent much of the 2024 presidential campaign promising to wreak vengeance on his enemies and upend the federal government. Three Cabinet picks in the past two days are starting to show what that might look like.

Since last night, Trump has announced plans to nominate Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense, Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence, and Matt Gaetz for attorney general. On the face of it, the trio seem to possess little in common except having scant qualification on paper for the jobs he wants them to fill. (Gabbard and Gaetz are also widely disliked by members of the respective parties in which they served in the U.S. House.)

Consider where all three were nine years ago. Hegseth was an Iraq and Afghanistan veteran serving in the Army Reserve, backing Marco Rubio for president from his relatively new perch as a Fox News commentator. Gabbard was a Democratic representative from Hawaii and the vice chair of the Democratic National Committee; she'd resign the next year to back Senator Bernie Sanders's run for president. Gaetz was a little-known representative in the Florida state House, with plans to run for his dad's state Senate seat in 2016. Even today, none of them share an ideology: Hegseth is a culture warrior, Gaetz a libertine with an unusual mix of political views, and Gabbard an ostensible dove with her own strange commitments.

Read: Matt Gaetz is winning

What brings them together is not just fidelity to Trump, but a shared sense of having been persecuted by the departments they've been nominated to lead. It's what they share with Trump as well as one another, and it's their main credential to serve under him.

After the January 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol, Hegseth defended the rioters on Fox News. "These are not conspiracy theorists motivated just by lies--that's a bunch of nonsense that people want to tell us," he said. "These are people that understand first principles; they love freedom, and they love free markets." Two weeks later, the National Guard said it had removed 12 members from duty on the day of Joe Biden's inauguration because of worries about extremist groups.

By his own account, Hegseth was one of the dozen. He said a tattoo of a Jerusalem cross had gotten him flagged. He soon left the military, then wrote a book attacking the military as a bastion of "wokeness" and decay. "The feeling was mutual--I didn't want this Army anymore either," he wrote. He's remained a loud critic of Pentagon brass, including suggesting that General C. Q. Brown, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, is in his role only because he is Black.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Gabbard seems like an odd choice for DNI, a role created after 9/11 to try to solve problems of siloed information between intelligence agencies. Though a veteran and former representative, she has no clear interest in intelligence and did not serve on the House Intelligence Committee. She does, however, have a grudge against the intelligence community. She says that this summer, she was placed on a watch list for domestic terrorism, resulting in frequent extra screening at airports. Gabbard says she believes this is because of criticism of Vice President Kamala Harris. Confirming any of this is impossible, because the watch lists really are a civil-liberties nightmare: They are not public, the reasons anyone gets on them are opaque, and the process for challenging them is enigmatic.

Gaetz is somehow an even more improbable pick to be the nation's chief law-enforcement officer than Gabbard is for DNI. He has extensive experience with law enforcement, but generally he's been the suspect. In 2008, he was pulled over for speeding and suspected of driving drunk, but he refused a Breathalyzer test and charges were dropped. Court papers have alleged that Gaetz attended drug- and sex-fueled parties involving underage girls, which Gaetz denies. He's currently being investigated by the House Ethics Committee for a variety of alleged offenses. (My colleague Elaine Godfrey reported that Gaetz has shown videos of naked women to colleagues; Gaetz was a leading opponent of a revenge-porn law in the Florida legislature.)

More to the point, Gaetz was also the subject of a lengthy Justice Department probe into possible sex-trafficking. A top Trump aide told the House January 6 committee that Gaetz had sought a pardon from Trump at the close of his first presidency. After years of investigation, the DOJ informed Gaetz's lawyers in 2023 that he would not be charged. The experience left Gaetz furious at the Justice Department.

David A. Graham: The terminally online are in charge now

What each of these appointments would offer, if the nominees are confirmed, is a chance to get their revenge on the people they feel have done them wrong. Whether they can get confirmed will be a good test of just how acquiescent the GOP Senate, under incoming Majority Leader John Thune, will be to Trump's agenda.

Hegseth would be the least traditionally qualified nominee to lead the Defense Department in memory; it's a sprawling bureaucracy, and he has no experience with it except as a low-ranking officer. But Hegseth is personally well liked and already collecting support from powerful Republicans. Gabbard's past record of criticizing Republicans may raise some eyebrows, though she has become a loyal member of Trump's inner circle. Gaetz will be the biggest test, in part because many Republicans personally despise him, and because the probes into him make him radioactive. (Perhaps these nominees are why Trump has so avidly demanded recess-appointment power.)

If Trump can get Hegseth, Gabbard, and Gaetz confirmed, he'll be on the way to the retribution he promised. And if any of them falls, he's still made his intentions crystal clear.
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Democrats' Immigration Problem

A warning from Representative Ritchie Torres of New York

by Hanna Rosin




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

In the days after the election, Representative Ritchie Torres, who represents a district in the Bronx, piled onto the complaints about his party. He argued they are too responsive to the "far left" and have "managed to alienate historic numbers of Latinos." They were spouting "ivory-towered nonsense" that the working class wasn't buying. As a series of tweets, the theory is superficial. Kamala Harris--and even Joe Biden--have not been especially beholden to the far left, either in their policies or in their presentation. Harris did not lean into her identity nearly as much as, say, Hillary Clinton did in her campaign. And Bidenomics was aimed at the working and middle class.

But Torres's conviction, it turns out, comes from a deeper place. Torres is 36, Afro Latino, and represents a district that is more than 50 percent Latino and working class to poor. He grew up poor himself and did not graduate from college. It's by now a very old stereotype, he says, to assume that Latinos are pro-immigration. In his experience, the perception of New York being overrun by undocumented immigrants is a preoccupation among his constituents, and ignoring their worries about this issue, and the state of the economy, is what he believes caused urban neighborhoods to shift rightward.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we hash out the "Democrats are too woke" theory and talk about Torres's ideas of how the Democrats should change their approach to immigration.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Donald Trump lost New York, like everyone thought he would. So that's not news. What is, though, is how much better he did in the city than last time. Manhattan moved to the right by five points, Brooklyn by six, Queens, where I grew up, by 11--11 points! As my Trump-voting brother bragged to me: "It was a shellacking."

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. New York, Miami, Chicago, Philly, Dallas, Detroit all shifted right. Trump's message seemed to especially land in urban, working-class neighborhoods, where immigrants and people of color live.

Now, there are lots of reasons the country shifted rightward, and we'll probably be talking about them for a while. But these are neighborhoods that have voted reliably Democratic. So the shift is noticeable and surprising, although not to this person.

Ritchie Torres: For me, the far left is a gift to Donald Trump. And it will be the gift that will keep on giving until there's a serious reckoning with the results of the election.

Rosin: This is Congressman Ritchie Torres. He represents a district in the Bronx, which, by the way, shifted right by 11 points. He, like many people, has a theory for why Trump won.

The day after the election, he tweeted: "Donald Trump has no greater friend than the far left, which has managed to alienate historic numbers of Latinos, Blacks, Asians, and Jews from the Democratic Party with absurdities like 'Defund the Police' or 'From the River to the Sea' or 'Latinx.' ... The working class is not buying the ivory-towered nonsense that the far left is selling."

Now, this is not an original take. Lots of people last week were screaming at the Democrats some version of "woke is broke"--that's how Maureen Dowd put it, at least. But Torres has some authority on the subject that other people lack: He's young--36. He's Afro Latino. He's gay. He grew up poor. And he didn't finish college.

He's also a proud Democrat representing a district that's over 50 percent Latino. To him, what happened seems pretty obvious.

Torres: You know, the main reason we lost was inflation and immigration. And on the subject of immigration, I do believe we swung the pendulum too far to the left.

Rosin: When I think of Kamala Harris, I don't necessarily think far left. I mean, she talked about being a prosecutor. She was measured on her Israel-Gaza positions. Her position on the border got more moderate. So far left does not necessarily, to me, describe what happened in the last election.

Torres: I am not suggesting that Kamala Harris is far left. So take as an example, "defund the police." It was never the case that the majority of the Democratic Party endorsed "defund the police," but the far left has an outsized microphone and, therefore, has an outsized impact in defining the image of the Democratic Party in the public mind.

Rosin: And you don't think that's because the far left is exaggerated by the right? I mean, that the right has a megaphone making it seem like the far left is the Democratic Party when neither Kamala Harris nor Joe Biden are especially far left or advocate far-left policies?

Torres: Can you make that argument with respect to immigration?

Rosin: Yeah, immigration is an exception. You're right about that. I mean, I was thinking about--

Torres: It's the exception that cost us the election.

Rosin: Yeah. I was thinking about working-class policies because if I think about actual policies--because you talk a lot about policies versus messaging--

Torres: We have prosecutors in America who have swung the pendulum too far to the left and have been rejected by voters in blue states.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Torres: So we can blame the voters. We can claim that the voters are misogynist and white supremacist. We could blame Fox News and the New York Post. But those institutions have always been with us in recent political history.

Rosin: Although never as mobilized as they are now. I mean, there is a concerted effort to make the Democrats seem like its most extreme version, and that effort is well funded, well coordinated, and very effective.

Torres: I'll take an example of the issue of Israel, right? I'm known to be strongly pro-Israel.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: There's not a Republican in the country that could caricature me as anti- Israel because I make it crystal clear where I stand. And rule No. 1 in politics is: If you do not define clearly what you stand for, others will define it for you. And I often feel like the image of the party is defined not by the center left, which is the heart of the party, but either by the far right, in the form of the New York Post and Fox News, or the far left.

Rosin: So where do you stand? What would you say publicly and loudly about where the Democratic Party should be?

Torres: The Democratic Party should stop pandering to a far left that is far more representative of Twitter and TikTok than it is of the real world. And it should start listening to working-class people of color. And we have to take positions that are aligned with the priorities of working-class people of color.

Look--take the issue of immigration. I'm strongly pro-immigration. For me, the more the merrier. I see immigration as the driver of entrepreneurial and the essential workforce of America. But I'm also self-aware enough to know that I'm considerably to the left of the country. And you have to meet people where they are.

You cannot impose your ideology on the majority of the American people. You know, as elected officials, we are constrained by public opinion.

Rosin: This rightward drift we now know in New York happened in Washington Heights, the West Bronx, Queens, which is where I grew up. It's working-class communities of color. So how do you explain that? Is it all immigration? What is that?

Torres: Look--for me, what was most troubling was not only the fact that Donald Trump won but how he won. Not only did he crack the blue wall in the industrial Midwest, but he's beginning to crack the blue wall in urban America. You know, he came within five points of winning New Jersey.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: He came within 12 points of winning New York. He won nearly 30 percent of the vote in the Bronx, which is one of the most Democratic and Latino counties in America. And keep in mind that the trends that we are seeing unfold long predate the 2024 election. Donald Trump made inroads among voters of color, particularly Latinos, in the 2020 election. And he decisively built on those gains in the 2024 election, but he did not begin those gains in the 2024 election.

Rosin: So you think it's police and immigration?

Torres: The main reason is inflation and immigration and public safety. But on the subject of inflation, we were a victim of circumstances--like, supply-chain disruptions during COVID led to high inflation. And when you're the incumbent party in power, you're blamed for what happens, fairly or unfairly. And to be blamed for inflation is a political death sentence. So that, to me, is not the fault of the party. Inflation is a global phenomenon with global causes. But immigration is different. I do feel there was political malpractice that led to our loss of credibility on the issue of immigration.

You know, since 2022, there has been an unprecedented wave of migration, whose impact was felt not only at the border but in cities like New York, where the shelter system and the social safety net and municipal finances were completely overwhelmed. You know, in December of 2023, Quinnipiac reported that 85 percent of New Yorkers were concerned about the impact of the migrant crisis on New York City.

Despite clear signs of popular discontent, the Biden administration waited two and a half years before issuing an executive order regulating migration at the border. And by then it was too late. The political damage had been done. The Republicans had successfully weaponized the issue against us.

Rosin: Okay. This is helpful. Your critiques come across on Twitter as broad critiques, the sort of general, broad critique that we don't speak to the working class. And there are parts of that that don't totally make sense to me, but I think you're narrowing that to a couple of specific and important issues.

Torres: Well, I think if you--first, it's Twitter, so I'm constrained by the limits of tweets. But I would recommend that you read all the commentary I've made, not simply one tweet that gained more than 3 million views. The first tweet I sent out was about just the complicated electoral environment that we were entering.

Vice President Harris was at a structural disadvantage in an antiestablishment atmosphere. The majority of Americans disapproved of the Biden administration. The majority of Americans feel that America is on the wrong track or heading in the wrong direction. And the majority of Americans feel that they are worse off today than they were four years ago.

That is an insurmountable challenge, no matter who's the nominee, right? It's about structural reality rather than individual personality. Now, we thought that Donald Trump was so radioactive that we could overcome that structural challenge, and we were wrong.

Rosin: Did you think that, by the way? Did you also think that? Like, were you surprised?

Torres: I'm shocked but not surprised. Like, I find Donald Trump's victory to be shocking but not surprising, because, in recent electoral history, there is no precedent for an incumbent party winning a presidential election when more than 70 percent of Americans think the country is on the wrong track or headed in the wrong direction. And so in the end, it is not surprising that Trump fatigue was outweighed by the popular discontent over inflation and immigration.

Rosin: After the break, I ask Torres how he thinks Democrats can rebuild after this loss.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay. So let's turn to rebuilding. It seems genuinely difficult in 2024 to compile a Democratic Party that's working-class voters plus urban, college-educated, mostly white liberals. Do you have any ideas or thoughts about how to stick those two coalitions together?

Torres: I would look to New York as a success. I mean, New York was a profound disappointment in 2022. You know, Lee Zeldin was masterful at weaponizing the words of the far left against the Democratic Party, causing congressional losses in 2022. But in 2024, we had a resounding success.

We took back nearly all the congressional seats that we had lost. We ran on the strength of strong candidates like Laura Gillen and Tom Suozzi and Josh Riley and Pat Ryan. And the common thread among all of them is that every one of them is a centrist or center-left Democrat. So for me, the lesson learned there is that the road to 270 electoral votes and the road to the congressional majority runs through center left, not the far left.

Rosin: And can you say what center left sounds like? What is a center-left Democrat talking about? Are they talking about specific constituent issues? What does it look like to be responsive?

Torres: Economically populist, right? We have to convey the sense that we're fighting for working people and that we're holding powerful interests accountable, right? And I think that's where the left is onto something, right? I think what we should avoid are the excesses on issues like immigration or public safety, right?

There should be nothing resembling "defund the police," nothing resembling open borders. People do care about border security. People do care about public safety. We have to ensure that we're on the center of those issues while doubling down on economic populism.

Rosin: So weirdly, on a national level, like an Elizabeth Warren-ish message, it sounds like what you're talking about. So when I think of real solutions to working-class problems, I think of breaking up monopolies, real strong consumer protections. But those are big-government policies, and big-government policies are not that popular. That approach doesn't seem to really gain traction, even though it seems like the right policy solution.

Torres: So much of politics is rhetorical, and I just feel like we have to give people the sense that we are fighting for them, right? And too often, people have the impression that we're obsessed with a culture war. But I want to be clear: I continue to believe the main reasons we lost the election were inflation and immigration. And I disagree with Bernie Sanders' critique. I do not think President Biden abandoned the working class. Legislation like the Inflation Reduction Act is meant to support working people. It's meant to support America, but the benefits of the legislation in the short term are outweighed by the cost of inflation.

Rosin: So can you say how you would talk about immigration or address immigration? Because for people who are not looking too closely, it feels a little counterintuitive that, you know, a majority say--Latino or people-of-color districts and voting class--their main issue is restrictions on immigration. It seems, on its face, to be a contradiction. Now, I'm sure when you get deeper, it isn't.

Torres: If you're stereotyping Latinos, sure.

Rosin: Yeah, exactly. So let's get beneath the stereotype, and, like, how would you walk through that issue?

Torres: Well, I mean, keep in mind that the most Latino county in America was Starr County, right at the border. In 2016, Hillary Clinton won it by 60 percentage points. And in 2024, Donald Trump won nearly 60 percent--a complete collapse of Latino support. Look--my view is that we do not have a messaging problem; we have a reality problem.

When the migrant crisis was unfolding, we should have responded with the sense of urgency that the public demanded of us. The public saw it as a crisis. So it's not a messaging problem. It's a reality problem. When there is a crisis, when there's an emergency, when there's a metaphorical fire, we have to extinguish the fire. We have to do everything we can to extinguish the fire, or else we're going to pay a price at the ballot box.

Rosin: Although, it still surprises me that people would drift towards a leader who uses words like "mass deportation," you know, or the whole "floating island of garbage" thing. Like, it still surprises me that that's not an automatic "no."

Torres: Again, I'm appalled by it, but I'm self-aware enough to recognize that I'm considerably to the left of the rest of the country in immigration. And here's the danger: If we swing the pendulum too far to the left on issues like immigration and public safety, we will risk a public reaction that will make our country more right wing, not less; more restrictionist on immigration, not less; more conservative on public safety, not less.

Rosin: Got it. Okay. That makes sense. So how do you--

Torres: I just want to illustrate this point further: Before the "defund the police" movement, Republicans were becoming more open to criminal-justice reform, right? Hakeem Jeffries, who's going to be, eventually, the speaker of the House, negotiated a bipartisan criminal-justice-reform legislation. And then after the "defund the police" movement, any hope of bipartisanship on criminal justice has all but collapsed.

Rosin: I see. So this is what you mean. You're saying, The Democrats are allowing--or, by capitulating to some far-left language, are allowing--the Republicans to use the language against us. Like, they're handing them a tool.

Okay. I understand what you're saying. Just as a model, can you just tell me how you talk to your constituents about immigration? So we know what your own personal feelings are. We know that you're listening to what they're saying. What's the kind of language that the Democrats could have adopted and should adopt in the future about a touchy issue like immigration?

Torres: I'm not clear the issue is language. I mean, I'm happy to answer the question, but I--

Rosin: What kind of policies? Sorry. Yes, you're right. What kind of policies?

Torres: I mean, basic border security.

Rosin: Just talk about that. Yeah.

Torres: Like, so you cannot have a system where anyone anywhere can cross the border, declare asylum, and then remain here indefinitely.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: And there was a point at which the sheer number of people coming became overwhelming. Like, it put unprecedented strain on the shelter system and social safety net of New York City. And, you know, I know Mayor Adams came under severe criticism for excoriating the administration. But for me, the problem was not Mayor Adams complaining about the migrant crisis; the problem was the reality of the migrant crisis and the administration's failure to address it with the urgency that the public demanded.

Look--I feel if we return to the center left on both immigration and public safety, I'm cautiously optimistic that communities of color will naturally gravitate toward the Democratic Party as its natural home. That's my belief.

Rosin: Right.

Torres: We have to meet people where they are, or there's a limit to how far we can deviate from strongly held public sentiment on an issue like immigration.

Rosin: Last thing I want to say is: Disinformation seems overwhelming--like, just overwhelming in a very, very coordinated way. How do you combat something like that? Like, no matter what you will say on immigration, there'll be a disinformation campaign to skew it, turn it, whatever.

Torres: Look--we do our best to speak out against disinformation, but I'm probably in the minority here. I'm not convinced we lost because of disinformation.

Like, if you remove inflation and immigration from the table, we win the election. We win the election because Donald Trump's net favorability has been chronically underwater. He is unpopular among most Americans, but he was seen as a change agent, as an alternative to a status quo marked by inflation and the migrant crisis. If you change the status quo, he no longer wins the election. That's my belief.

Rosin: Okay. All right. This has been really, really helpful. I really appreciate this. Thank you.

Torres: Of course.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by 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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The Terminally Online Are in Charge Now

Prepare for government by meme.

by David A. Graham




The announcements of Donald Trump's early picks for his administration have been like the limbo: The bar keeps dropping and the dance keeps going.

One of the first nominees was Marco Rubio for secretary of state; the Floridian holds some questionable views but is at least a third-term senator and a member of the Foreign Relations Committee, and is not the nihilist troll Richard Grenell. Then there was Representative Michael Waltz for national security adviser; he has no experience running anything like the National Security Council, but he does have expertise in national security. Former Representative Lee Zeldin for EPA? The bar kept sinking, but hey, he has worked in government and isn't a current oil-company executive.

By yesterday afternoon, though, the bar was hitting amazing new lows. Former Director of National Intelligence John Ratcliffe was one of the least-qualified appointees in the first Trump regime; he might be one of the more experienced this time around, though Trump's statement putting him forward for CIA director, which cited not his resume but his sycophancy, was not reassuring. For the Department of Homeland Security, one of the largest and most complicated parts of the federal government, Trump selected Kristi Noem, a small-business woman and governor of a lightly populated state--but a die-hard MAGA loyalist. The low point, so far, was reached when the president-elect announced Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense. Hegseth is a National Guard veteran who has lambasted the military for being "woke" and lobbied for pardons of convicted war criminals. He once bragged that he hadn't washed his hands in 10 years, but he still hawks soap shaped like grenades. His major qualifications to run one of the most complex bureaucracies in human history are that he looks the part and Trump has seen him a lot on Fox News.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Perhaps the bar cannot get lower from there--at least not in terms of positions of immense consequence with real power to do a lot of damage in the world. But another appointment announced yesterday was in a sense even more ridiculous: Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy to head a Department of Government Efficiency. That's DOGE for short. Get it? Such efficient. Very slash. Wow. Welcome to the era of government by meme.

Memes are slippery, neither serious nor quite joking. Try to pin them down and they slide through your fingers. DOGE, like doge, is no different. Why is this thing called a department when only Congress has the power to stand up a new body by that name? Is it because Trump doesn't know or because he doesn't care? Why does a government-efficiency panel have two chairs? Maybe it's a joke. Who can tell? Is DOGE a clever way to sideline two annoying loudmouths who can't or won't get through the Senate-confirmation process, or could it radically reshape the federal government? Like the meme says, why not both? The whole thing is vaporware, concocted by three people--Musk, Ramaswamy, and Trump--who are all terminally online.

"Waste, fraud, and abuse" is something of a meme itself--an idea that gets repeated and used in many different formats, but offers more of a symbolic meaning and cultural connotation than specific denotation. Like most memes, this one is neither serious nor joking. Who could possibly want waste, fraud, or abuse of taxpayer money? The problem, as Eric Schnurer has explained in The Atlantic, is that there simply isn't as much of it as people think. The way to radically cut government spending is to slash whole categories of things. (As a contractor, it must be noted, Musk is a huge beneficiary of government largesse.)

Read: Trump's 'deep state' revenge

Trump has not provided a great deal of detail about how DOGE would work, though Musk has, naturally, already produced a dank meme. Ironically, we don't know how DOGE will work or how it will be funded. Trump says it will "provide advice and guidance from outside of Government" to the White House and the Office of Management and Budget, making recommendations no later than the nation's semiquincentennial, on July 4, 2026.

In the absence of real info, Musk's takeover of Twitter is probably a pretty good model for understanding how this might function. When Musk bought the social-media network, he made many promises. He said he'd eliminate bots, improve the user base, fine-tune the business, and reduce political interference, so that Twitter could function as "a common digital town square." Judged by those metrics, the takeover has been a failure. The service is awash in bots. Users and advertisers have fled. Many technical functions have degraded. Rather than becoming a more politically neutral venue, it's become a playground for the hard right, with Musk using it to spread conspiracy theories and aid Trump. He has given it a slick rebrand as X and slashed the workforce.

We can expect much the same from DOGE. Will it successfully achieve the stated policy goal of reconfiguring the federal workforce to reduce waste and fraud and improve the provision of services? Almost certainly not. Will it work to drive out dedicated employees? Probably. The surest bet is that it will be a highly effective vehicle for furthering Musk and Trump's political agenda. Such winning. Very chaos. Much bleak.
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Genetic Discrimination Is Coming for Us All

Insurers are refusing to cover Americans whose DNA reveals health risks. It's perfectly legal.

by Kristen V. Brown




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


The news came four years ago, at the end of a casual phone call. Bill's family had always thought it was a freak coincidence that his father and grandfather both had ALS. But at the end of a catch-up, Bill's brother revealed that he had a diagnosis too. The familial trend, it turned out, was linked to a genetic mutation. That meant Bill might also be at risk for the disease.

An ALS specialist ordered Bill a DNA test. While he waited for results, he applied for long-term-care insurance. If he ever developed ALS, Bill told me, he wanted to ensure that the care he would need as his nerve cells died and muscles atrophied wouldn't strain the family finances. When Bill found out he had the mutation, he shared the news with his insurance agent, who dealt him another blow: "I don't expect you to be approved," he remembers her saying.

Bill doesn't have ALS. He's a healthy 60-year-old man who spends his weekends building his dream home by hand. A recent study of mutations like his suggests that his genetics increase his chances of developing ALS by about 25 percent, on average. Most ALS cases aren't genetic at all. And yet, Bill felt like he was being treated as if he was already sick. (Bill asked to be identified by his first name only, because he hasn't disclosed his situation to his employer and worried about facing blowback at work too.)

What happened to Bill, and to dozens of other people whose experiences have been documented by disease advocates and on social media, is perfectly legal. Gaps in the United States' genetic-nondiscrimination law mean that life, long-term-care, and disability insurers can obligate their customers to disclose genetic risk factors for disease and deny them coverage (or hike prices) based on the resulting information. It doesn't matter whether those customers found out about their mutations from a doctor-ordered test or a 23andMe kit.

For decades, researchers have feared that people might be targeted over their DNA, but they weren't sure how often it was happening. Now at least a handful of Americans are experiencing what they argue is a form of discrimination. And as more people get their genomes sequenced--and researchers learn to glean even more information from the results--a growing number of people may find themselves similarly targeted.

When scientists were mapping the immense complexity of the human genome around the turn of the 21st century, many thought that most diseases would eventually be traced to individual genes. Consequently, researchers worried that people might, for example, get fired because of their genetics; around the same time, a federal research lab was sued by its employees for conducting genetic tests for sickle-cell disease on prospective hires without their explicit consent. In 2008, the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA) was signed into law, ensuring that employers couldn't decide to hire or fire you, and health insurers couldn't decide whether to issue a policy, based on DNA. But lawmakers carved out a host of exceptions. Insurers offering life, long-term-care, or disability insurance could take DNA into account. Too many high-risk people in an insurance pool, they argued, could raise prices for everyone. Those exceptions are why an insurer was able to deny Bill a long-term-care policy.

Read: The loopholes in the law prohibiting genetic discrimination

Cases like Bill's are exactly what critics of the consumer-genetic-testing industry feared when millions of people began spitting into test tubes. These cases have never been tallied up or well documented. But I found plenty of examples by canvassing disease-advocacy organizations and social-media communities for ALS, breast cancer, and Huntington's disease. Lisa Schlager, the vice president of public policy at the hereditary-cancer advocacy group FORCE, told me she is collecting accounts of discrimination in life, long-term-care, and disability insurance to assess the extent of the problem; so far, she has about 40. A man Schlager connected me with, whose genetic condition, Lynch syndrome, increases the risk for several cancers, had his life-insurance premium increased and coverage decreased; several other providers denied him a policy altogether. Kelly Kashmer, a 42-year-old South Carolina resident, told me she was denied life insurance in 2013 after learning that she had a harmful version of the BRCA2 gene. One woman I found via Reddit told me she had never tested her own DNA, but showed me documents that demonstrate she was still denied policies--because, she said, her mom had a concerning gene. (Some of the people I spoke with, like Bill, requested not to be identified in order to protect their medical privacy.)

Studies have shown that people seek out additional insurance when they have increased genetic odds of becoming ill or dying. "Life insurers carefully evaluate each applicant's health, determining premiums and coverage based on life expectancy," Jan Graeber, a senior health actuary for the American Council of Life Insurers, said in a statement. "This process ensures fairness for both current and future policyholders while supporting the company's long-term financial stability." But it also means people might avoid seeking out potentially lifesaving health information. Research has consistently found that concerns about discrimination are one of the most cited reasons that people avoid taking DNA tests.

For some genetically linked diseases, such as ALS and Huntington's disease, knowing you have a harmful mutation does not enable you to prevent the potential onset of disease. Sometimes, though, knowing about a mutation can decrease odds of severe illness or death. BRCA mutations, for example, give someone as much as an 85 percent chance of developing breast cancer, but evidence shows that testing women for the mutations has helped reduce the rate of cancer deaths by encouraging screenings and prophylactic surgeries that could catch or prevent disease. Kashmer told me that her first screening after she discovered her BRCA2 mutation revealed that she already had breast cancer; had she not sought a genetic test, she may have gotten a policy, but would have been a much worse bet for the insurer. She's now been cancer-free for 11 years, but she said she hasn't bothered to apply for a policy again.

Read: Remember that DNA you gave 23andMe?

Even employers, which must adhere to GINA, might soon be able to hire or fire based on certain genetic risk factors. Laura Hercher, a genetic counselor and director of research at the Sarah Lawrence College Human Genetics Program, told me that some researchers are now arguing that having two copies of the APOE4 mutation, which gives people about a 60 percent chance of developing Alzheimer's, is equivalent to a Stage Zero of the disease. If having a gene is considered equivalent to a diagnosis, do GINA's protections still apply? The Affordable Care Act prevents health insurers from discriminating based on preexisting conditions, but not employers and other types of insurers. (The ACA may change dramatically under the coming Trump presidency anyway.) And the Americans With Disabilities Act might not apply to the gray area between what might be viewed as an early manifestation of a disease and the stage when it's considered a disability. FORCE and other advocacy groups--including the ALS Association and the Michael J. Fox Foundation--as well as members of the National Society of Genetic Counselors, are working in a few states to pass laws that close gaps left by GINA, as Florida did in 2020, but so far they have been mostly unsuccessful.

Genetic testing has only just become common enough in the U.S. that insurers might bother asking about it, Hercher said. Recently, groups like Schlager's have been hearing more and more anecdotes. "People are so worried about genetic discrimination that they are failing to sign up for research studies or declining medically recommended care because of the concerns of what could happen to their insurance," Anya Prince, a professor at the University of Iowa College of Law, told me. Carolyn Applegate, a genetic counselor in Maryland, told me that when patients come to her worried about a hereditary disease, she typically advises them to line up all the extra coverage they might need first--then hand over their DNA to a lab.

So far, these unintended consequences of genetic testing seem to be manifesting for people with risk for rare diseases linked to single genes, which, combined, affect about 6 percent of the global population, according to one estimate. But the leading killers--heart disease, diabetes, and the like--are influenced by a yet unknown number of genes, along with lifestyle and environmental factors, such as diet, stress, and air quality. Researchers have tried to make sense of this complex interplay of genes through polygenic risk scores, which use statistical modeling to predict that someone has, say, a slightly elevated chance of developing Alzeheimer's. Many experts think these scores have limited predictive power, but "in the future, genetic tests will be even more predictive and even more helpful and even more out there," Prince said. Already, if you look deep enough, almost everyone's genome registers some risk.

Read: What happens when you're convinced you have bad genes

In aggregate, such information can be valuable to companies, Nicholas Papageorge, a professor of economics at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Insurers want to sell policies at as high a price as possible while also reducing their exposure; knowing even a little bit more about someone's odds of one day developing a debilitating or deadly disease might help one company win out over the competition. As long as the predictions embedded in polygenic risk scores come true at least a small percentage of the time, they could help insurers make more targeted decisions about who to cover and what to charge them. As we learn more about what genes mean for everyone's health, insurance companies could use that information to dictate coverage for ever more people.

Bill still doesn't know whether he will ever develop ALS. The average age of onset is 40 to 60, but many people don't show symptoms until well into their 70s. Without long-term-care insurance, Bill might not be able to afford full-time nursing care if he someday needs it. People who do develop ALS become unable to walk or talk or chew as the disease progresses. "Moving people to the bathroom, changing the sheets, changing the bedpans," Bill said--"I dread the thought of burdening my wife with all of those things."

Cases like Bill's could soon become more common. Because scientists' understanding of the human genome is still evolving, no one can predict all of the potential consequences of decoding it. As more information is mined from the genome, interest in its secrets is sure to grow beyond risk-averse insurers. If consumer-facing DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe change their long-standing privacy policies, go bankrupt, or are sold to unscrupulous buyers, more companies could have access to individuals' genetic risk profiles too. (23andMe told me that it does not share customer data with insurance companies and its CEO has said she is not currently open to third-party acquisition offers.) Papageorge told me he could imagine, say, scammers targeting people at risk for Alzheimer's, just as they often target older people who may fall for a ploy out of confusion. All of us have glitches somewhere in our genome--the question is who will take advantage of that information.
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Tulsi Gabbard's Nomination Is a National-Security Risk

The Senate can stop her.

by Tom Nichols




President-elect Donald Trump has nominated former Representative Tulsi Gabbard as the director of national intelligence. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence was created after 9/11 to remedy what American policy makers believed was a lack of coordination among the various national-intelligence agencies, and the DNI sits atop all of America's intelligence services, including the CIA.

Gabbard is stunningly unqualified for almost any Cabinet post (as are some of Trump's other picks), but especially for ODNI. She has no qualifications as an intelligence professional--literally none. (She is a reserve lieutenant colonel who previously served in the Hawaii Army National Guard, with assignments in medical, police, and civil-affairs-support positions. She has won some local elections and also represented Hawaii in Congress.) She has no significant experience directing or managing much of anything.

But leave aside for the moment that she is manifestly unprepared to run any kind of agency. Americans usually accept that presidents reward loyalists with jobs, and Trump has the right to stash Gabbard at some make-work office in the bureaucracy if he feels he owes her. It's not a pretty tradition, but it's not unprecedented, either.

To make Tulsi Gabbard the DNI, however, is not merely handing a bouquet to a political gadfly. Her appointment would be a threat to the security of the United States.

Gabbard ran for president as a Democrat in 2020, attempting to position herself as something like a peace candidate. But she's no peacemaker: She's been an apologist for both the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad and Russia's Vladimir Putin. Her politics, which are otherwise incoherent, tend to be sympathetic to these two strongmen, painting America as the problem and the dictators as misunderstood. Hawaii voters have long been perplexed by the way she's positioned herself politically. But Gabbard is a classic case of "horseshoe" politics: Her views can seem both extremely left and extremely right, which is probably why people such as Tucker Carlson--a conservative who has turned into ... whatever pro-Russia right-wingers are called now--have taken a liking to the former Democrat (who was previously a Republican and is now again a member of the GOP).

In early 2017, while still a member of Congress, Gabbard met with Assad, saying that peace in Syria was only possible if the international community would have a conversation with him. "Let the Syrian people themselves determine their future, not the United States, not some foreign country," Gabbard said, after chatting with a man who had stopped the Syrian people from determining their own future by using chemical weapons on them. Two years later, she added that Assad was "not the enemy of the United States, because Syria does not pose a direct threat to the United States," and that her critics were merely "warmongers."

Gabbard's shilling for Assad is a mystery, but she's even more dedicated to carrying Putin's water. Tom Rogan, a conservative writer and hardly a liberal handwringer, summed up her record succinctly in the Washington Examiner today:

She has blamed NATO and the U.S. for Russia's invasion of Ukraine (again, to the celebration of both Russian and Chinese state media), has repeated Russian propaganda claims that the U.S. has set up secret bioweapons labs in that country, and has argued that the U.S. not Russia is wholly responsible for Putin's nuclear brinkmanship.


When she appeared on Sean Hannity's show in 2022, even Hannity blanched at Gabbard floating off in a haze of Kremlin talking points and cheerleading for Russia. When Hannity is trying to shepherd you back toward the air lock before your oxygen runs out, you've gone pretty far out there.

A person with Gabbard's views should not be allowed anywhere near the crown jewels of American intelligence. I have no idea why Trump nominated Gabbard; she's been a supporter, but she hasn't been central to his campaign, and he owes her very little. For someone as grubbily transactional as Trump, it's not an appointment that makes much sense. It's possible that Trump hates the intelligence community--which he blames for many of his first-term troubles--so much that Gabbard is his revenge. Or maybe he just likes the way she handles herself on television.

But Trump could also be engaging in a ploy to bring in someone else. He may suspect that Gabbard is unconfirmable by the Senate. Once she's turfed, he could then slide in an even more appalling nominee and claim that he has no choice but to use a recess appointment as a backstop. (Hard to imagine who might be worse as DNI than Gabbard, but remember that Trump has promised at various times to bring retired General Mike Flynn back into government. Flynn is a decorated veteran who was fired from Trump's White House in a scandal about lying to the FBI; he is now a conspiracist who is fully on board with Trump's desire for revenge on his enemies.

Gabbard has every right to her personal views, however inscrutable they may be. As a private citizen, she can apologize for Assad and Putin to her heart's content. But as a security risk, Gabbard is a walking Christmas tree of warning lights. If she is nominated to be America's top intelligence officer, that's everyone's business.

Last spring, I described how U.S.-government employees with clearances are trained every year to spot "insider threats," people who might for various reasons compromise classified information. Trump's open and continuing affection for Putin and other dictators, I said, would be a matter of concern for any security organization. Gabbard's behavior and her admiration for dictators are no less causes for worry--especially because she would be at the apex of the entire American intelligence community.

Presidents should be given deference in staffing their Cabinet. But this nomination should be one of the handful of Trump appointments where soon-to-be Majority Leader John Thune and his Republican colleagues draw a hard line and say no--at least if they still care at all about exercising the Senate's constitutional duty of advice and consent.

Related:

	Why Trump chose Gaetz, Hegseth, and Gabbard: retribution
 	Donald Trump is a national-security risk.
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The Loyalists Are Collecting Their Rewards in Trump's Cabinet

And Trump wants to bypass the Senate for some of his future appointees--raising concerns about who's next.

by Tom Nichols




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




A note from Tom:

As we were about to publish this newsletter, Donald Trump announced that he has asked the Fox News personality Pete Hegseth, a military veteran who has no experience in leading large organizations and no serious background as a senior leader in national-security affairs, to be his secretary of defense. This is exactly the kind of unqualified nomination that I was warning could be looming after this first group of nominees were announced--and it explains why Trump is determined to bypass the U.S. Senate to get some of his nominees confirmed. I will have more to say about Hegseth soon.



So far, the new Trump administration has a chief of staff, a "border czar," and a national security adviser; all three are White House positions controlled by the president. Donald Trump has also reportedly named six people to senior positions that require Senate confirmation: secretary of state, United Nations ambassador, secretary of homeland security, secretary of defense, CIA director, and administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency. (He has also chosen an ambassador to Israel.) His first picks are neither very surprising nor very impressive, but this is only the beginning.

His co-campaign manager Susie Wiles will make White House history by becoming the first female chief of staff. People around Trump seem relieved at this appointment, but she'll likely be saddled with Stephen Miller as a deputy, which could get interesting because Miller apparently has a tendency to get out of his lane. (According to a book by the New York Times reporter Michael Bender, Miller attended a tense meeting that included Trump, Attorney General Bill Barr, and General Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, during the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020. As the nation's leaders debated what to do, Miller interjected and said that America's major cities had been turned into war zones. General Milley, Bender writes, turned to Miller, pointed at him, and said: "Shut the fuck up, Stephen.")

The rest of the appointments are unsurprising, given the limited pool of Republicans willing to serve in another Trump administration. (Some Trump loyalists such as Senator Tom Cotton have reportedly declined a role in the administration, likely protecting their future for the 2028 GOP race to succeed Trump.) Marco Rubio, who sits on the Foreign Relations and Intelligence Committees in the Senate, was a reasonable choice among the Trump coterie to become America's top diplomat as secretary of state.

Likewise, Representative Mike Waltz of Florida is a reasonable choice for national security adviser--but again, that's in the context of the now-smaller universe of national-security conservatives in politics or academia willing to work for Trump at this point. He is a veteran, and like Rubio, he has served on relevant committees in Congress, including Armed Services, Foreign Affairs, and the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence. Waltz may be a credible voice on national security, but he was also a 2020 election denier. He pledged to oppose certifying Joe Biden's 2020 win and signed on to an amicus brief supporting a Texas lawsuit to overturn the election. He changed his mind--but only after the events of January 6.

Representative Elise Stefanik of New York, meanwhile, was bound to be rewarded for her loyalty. Although Vice President-elect J. D. Vance took the gold in the race to replace the disowned Mike Pence, Stefanik was a comer even by the standards of the sycophantic circle around Trump, and so she'll head to the United Nations, a low-priority post for Trump and a GOP that has little use for the institution. A former member of Congress from New York, Lee Zeldin (who was defeated in the 2022 New York governor's race) will head up the EPA, another institution hated by MAGA Republicans, thus making Zeldin's weak--or strong, depending on your view--legislative record on environmental issues a good fit for this administration.

This afternoon, Trump announced that John Ratcliffe will serve as CIA director. Ratcliffe previously served as director of national intelligence and will now be in a post that is functionally subordinate to his old job. Ratcliffe is a reliable partisan but an unreliable intelligence chief. The most baffling move Trump has made so far is the appointment of South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem to lead the Department of Homeland Security. Noem served four terms in Congress and is in her second as governor. She has very little relevant experience, especially as a government executive. (South Dakota might be a big place, but it's a small state; DHS has more than 260,000 employees, making it a bit more than a quarter the size of the entire population of Noem's home state.) DHS is a giant glob of a department--one I have long argued should never have existed in the first place and should be abolished--that has seeped across the jurisdictional lines of multiple institutions and, unlike some other Cabinet posts, requires someone with serious leadership chops.

DHS will also be central to some of Trump's most abominable plans regarding undocumented immigrants--and, potentially, against others the president-elect views as "enemies from within." (The "border czar" Trump has named, Tom Homan, once falsely implied that some California wildfires were worsened by an undocumented immigrant.) In that light, Noem is perfect: She is inexperienced but loyal, a political lightweight with no independent base of support or particularly long experience in Washington, and she can be counted on to do what she's told. She will be no John Kelly or Kirstjen Nielsen, her confirmed predecessors at DHS, both of whom were on occasion willing to speak up, even if ineffectively.

This first passel of nominees should gain Senate confirmation easily, especially Rubio. (Sitting members of the chamber usually have an easier time, as do people who have close associations with the Senate.) And given Trump's history and proclivity for mercurial and humiliating firings, few of them are likely to be very long in their post, and are probably better than the people who will later replace them.

But that in itself raises a troubling question. If Trump intends to nominate these kinds of fellow Republicans, why is he insistent that the new Senate allow him to make recess appointments?

For those of you who do not follow the arcana of American government, Article II of the Constitution includes a provision by which the president can make appointments on his own if the Senate is in recess and therefore unable to meet. The Founders didn't think this was a controversial provision; sometimes, presidents need to keep the government running (by choosing, say, an ambassador) even when the Senate might not be around--a real problem in the days when convening the Senate could take weeks of travel. Such appointments last until the end of the next legislative session.

For obvious reasons, the Senate itself was never a big fan of a device--one that presidents routinely used--that circumvents constitutional authority to confirm executive appointments, especially once the practice got out of hand. (Bill Clinton made 139 recess appointments, George W. Bush made 171, and Barack Obama made 32.) The Senate's response was basically to be wilier about not declaring itself in recess even when there's no one around, and when President Obama tried to push through some of these appointments in 2012, the Supreme Court sided with the Senate.

Now Trump wants to bring back the practice. The obvious inference to draw here is that after some fairly uncontroversial nominations, he intends to nominate people who couldn't be confirmed even in a supine and obedient Republican Senate. Perhaps this is too clever, but I am concerned that this first pass is a head fake, in which Trump nominates people he knows are controversial (such as Zeldin) but who are still confirmable, and then sends far worse candidates forward for even more important posts. Kash Patel--a man who is dangerous precisely because his only interest is serving Trump, as my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro has reported--keeps bubbling up for various intelligence posts.

"Ambassador Elise Stefanik" and "EPA Administrator Lee Zeldin" might not be great ideas, but they are not immediate threats to U.S. national security or American democracy. "CIA Director John Ratcliffe," by contrast, is cause for serious concern. If Trump is serious about his authoritarian plans--the ones he announced at every campaign stop--then he'll need the rest of the intelligence community, the Justice Department, and the Defense Department all under firm control.

Those are the next nominations to watch.

Related:

	Trump signals that he's serious about mass deportation.
 	Stephen Miller is Trump's right-hand troll. (From 2018)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The HR-ification of the Democratic Party
 	Anne Applebaum: Putin isn't fighting for land in Ukraine.
 	Genetic discrimination is coming for us all.




Today's News

	The judge in Trump's hush-money criminal case delayed his decision on whether Trump's conviction on 34 felonies should be overturned after his reelection.
 	A federal judge temporarily blocked a new Louisiana law that would have required the display of the Ten Commandments in all public classrooms, calling the legislation "unconstitutional on its face." Louisiana's attorney general said that she will appeal the ruling.
 	The Archbishop of Canterbury announced his resignation. An independent review found that he failed to sufficiently report the late barrister John Smyth, who ran Christian summer camps and abused more than 100 boys and young men, according to the review.




Evening Read


Illustration by Mark Pernice



AI Can Save Humanity--Or End It

By Henry A. Kissinger, Eric Schmidt and Craig Mundie

The world's strongest nation might no longer be the one with the most Albert Einsteins and J. Robert Oppenheimers. Instead, the world's strongest nations will be those that can bring AI to its fullest potential.
 But with that potential comes tremendous danger. No existing innovation can come close to what AI might soon achieve: intelligence that is greater than that of any human on the planet. Might the last polymathic invention--namely computing, which amplified the power of the human mind in a way fundamentally different from any previous machine--be remembered for replacing its own inventors?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: A former Republican strategist on why Harris lost
 	Trump's "deep state" revenge
 	The great conspiracy-theorist flip-flop
 	The two Donald Trumps
 	"Dear James": How can I find more satisfaction in work?
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Watch. These 13 feel-good TV shows are perfect to watch as the weather gets colder.

Read. "The first thing you need to know about the writer Dorothy Allison, who died last week at 75, is that she could flirt you into a stupor," Lily Burana 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/11/the-loyalists-are-collecting-their-rewards-in-trumps-cabinet/680638/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Did Republicans Just Hand Trump 2.0 His First Defeat?

The Senate GOP elected John Thune as majority leader--and decisively rejected Trump's apparent favorite.

by Russell Berman




Donald Trump has won the public embrace of virtually every Republican currently in federal elected office. In private, however, at least one bastion of mild GOP resistance to Trump's takeover remains: the Senate Republican conference.

GOP senators demonstrated that resistance today by electing as majority leader Senator John Thune of South Dakota and decisively rejecting the candidate whom Trump's allies preferred for the job, Senator Rick Scott of Florida. Thune, a 63-year-old in his fourth term, most recently served as the top lieutenant to Senator Mitch McConnell, the longtime Republican leader whose relationship with Trump has been famously difficult. Like McConnell, Thune criticized Trump's role in fomenting the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021, calling the former president's actions "inexcusable." He has since tried to repair the relationship in the hope that Trump would not try to thwart his bid to replace McConnell.

Now Thune's partnership with Trump will determine how many of the president-elect's nominees will win confirmation and how much of his legislative agenda can pass Congress. Thune will preside over a larger Republican majority--the GOP will have 53 seats to the Democrats' 47, come January--than the party had during Trump's first term. But three of those Senate Republicans--Susan Collins of Maine, Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, and Bill Cassidy of Louisiana--voted to convict and remove Trump from office after January 6.

Read: Trump gets his second trifecta

The tests will begin immediately. Will Republicans confirm Trump's choice of Pete Hegseth, a military veteran and Fox News host with no experience in government leadership, to be defense secretary? Or Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida as attorney general? The possible nominations of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Kash Patel to senior roles could similarly force Thune to decide how much deference he wants to give the new president.

A GOP leader's distaste for Trump doesn't always translate to legislative conflict. McConnell was unsparing in his criticism of Trump after January 6; he told his biographer Michael Tackett that Trump was "a sleazeball" and that the assault on the Capitol demonstrated his "complete unfitness for office." Yet as majority leader, McConnell rarely bucked Trump, blocking few nominees and ensuring the president's ability to reshape the federal judiciary and the Supreme Court. He voted to acquit Trump of his second impeachment, a decision that helped enable Trump's political comeback.

Thune is likely to be even more accommodating as Trump prepares to reassume the presidency. "This Republican team is united," Thune told reporters after defeating Scott and Senator John Cornyn of Texas in the leadership election. "We have a mandate from the American people, a mandate not only to clean up the mess left by the Biden-Harris-Schumer agenda, but also to deliver on President Trump's priorities." He signaled support for Trump's nominees so far--although Gaetz's selection had yet to be announced--and vowed to overcome Democratic opposition to confirming them.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Yet if Thune is no longer a Trump critic, he isn't a loyalist either. Socially and fiscally conservative, he began his political ascent when most Republicans were still devoted to the legacy of Ronald Reagan. Thune first won his Senate seat in 2004 by defeating the Democratic leader at the time, Tom Daschle, and was seen as a possible presidential contender. But he devoted himself to the Senate instead, and his bid to succeed McConnell was years in the making. During his press conference today, Thune reaffirmed his commitment to maintaining the Senate's 60-vote threshold for overcoming a legislative filibuster--a McConnell priority that Trump frequently complained about during his first term. He also declined to immediately agree to Trump's demand that the Senate allow him to install his nominees when Congress is not in session.

Thune's main (though friendly) rival has long been Cornyn, who preceded Thune as the party's second-ranking Senate leader. But the Trump wing distrusted both Johns and wanted Rick Scott, who had run the GOP's campaign committee before unsuccessfully challenging McConnell for party leader after the 2022 midterms. Scott racked up several public endorsements from Trump loyalists in the week since the election. Notably, however, the former president declined to weigh in on the race, perhaps not wanting to spend his political capital on a long shot who was likely to lose.

Had the vote been public, Scott might not have been such a long shot, and a vocal Trump-led pressure campaign could have put him over the top. But senators decide their leaders by secret ballot, and a majority of Republicans took the opportunity to elect, in Thune, the candidate with the fewest ties to the new president. Luckily for Trump, that vote will likely be the last big one they get to take in private for a while.
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The HR-ification of the Democratic Party

The party of norms, procedure, bureaucracy, DEI initiatives, rule following, language policing, and compliance

by Mike Pesca




Kamala Harris and the Democrats sold themselves as the party of change, freedom, and not being weird. But many American voters saw them instead as prigs, Stepford wives, morons, and condescending smarty-pants. The Democrats didn't actually embody all of these shortcomings, separately or simultaneously--it's difficult to be both smart and dumb, seductive and prudish. I've been thinking this past week about how the Democratic Party is seen, and it hit me: The Democratic Party resembles that most American of institutions: the HR department.

Like human resources, the Democrats are a party of norms, procedure, bureaucracy, DEI initiatives, rule following, language policing, and compliance. It is in this way that the Democratic Party feels not so much infuriating and threatening, but just kind of an annoying bummer. In the same way that an HR manager might respond when asked for clarity, Kamala Harris frequently speaks in the lexicon of lawyerly avoidance.

The Democrats banked on the idea that classic mommy-party traits--nurturing, fretting about life's dangers--would appeal to voters worried about the chaos of Trumpism. Instead, their warnings came across as scolding, while Donald Trump's wild antics were either embraced by his party as a selling point or dismissed as the harmless by-product of his showmanship. To his followers, Donald J. Trump, CEO, fits a heroic and masculine frame; to his detractors, he is a villain, yet he is always the protagonist.

The cultural space that the HR department occupies, however, carries with it no archetype at all. HR is mainly reactive, and often overly cautious, executing the company's goals with an extraordinarily low tolerance for risk. At best, this function serves as a careful, mild check on excessive behavior, and at worst, as a fussy and fear-based obstacle that distorts a company's culture and prevents people from achieving their mission. Trump famously hates to be told what to do; the HR department exists to do just that.

HR departments also have a reputation for being haters of fun. In 2016, the Democrats knew that Trump was seen as the more affable candidate. This wasn't exactly difficult. Despite her many qualifications, Hillary Clinton had a reputation for being lawyerly, not playful. More recently, a Democratic operative told me that the party had learned its lesson from Clinton's run, and consciously sought to brand Harris's latest campaign as joyful. But it's impossible to convince a skeptic that you're the party of fun when you're also the party accused of, and sometimes engaged in, taking beloved things away--gas stoves and cows come to mind--because "it's good for humanity."

Michael Scott, Steve Carrell's character from The Office, once said to Toby Flenderson, the HR representative on the show, "Why are you the way that you are? Honestly, every time I try to do something fun or exciting, you make it not that way. I hate so much about the things that you choose to be." Michael Scott may be a buffoon, but Toby Flenderson is a killjoy, which is precisely how many voters see the Democrats. They've Flendersoned themselves. There is no heroism in HR, just the hemming-in of behavior. The Democrats should want the vote of Michael Scott, and not be satisfied with only the support of rule-following, overachieving Leslie Knope. (And, no, this isn't about gender: There are plenty of non-Knope, fun-loving, rule-breaking women in the world.)

Democrats will tell you that they are the way they are because they're trying to help Americans, because they know what's best. But this was no more convincing to voters than a corporation's insistence that the HR department exists to help employees. Absolutely no one believes that, of course. HR departments work for the people who hold the power, and they reinforce the company line, whatever that may be. To quote from a headline from the Society for Human Resources Management, "HR Doesn't Exist to Help Employees." And in the past few days, you've heard echoes of this admission from prominent Democrats, left and center-left alike. The party has turned its back on workers.

  Because they are not stupid, workers and voters pick up the whiff of the old okey doke when they are sold policies and procedures they are told are for their own good but are quite obviously most beneficial to those higher up on the org chart. Just as the savvy worker views an intervention from HR with suspicion, any voter who is paying attention will regard a party known for its past class betrayals with great skepticism.

The average HR professional is likely to be college-educated, younger than the median worker, and wealthier than the average American. She (and usually it's a she: 73.5 percent of HR professionals are women) is more likely to be Black or Hispanic, which is also true of Democrats. And HR workers are more likely to be Democrats themselves. According to Federal Election Commission filings, political donors listing their profession as human resources made 6,598 donations to Kamala Harris in this election cycle, and only 821 to the Trump campaign.

By means of disclosure, I'll admit that I have liked every HR person I've dealt with in my personal life. They are likable people. They perform a mandated service, which the nonreptilian part of my brain accepts. Occasionally, HR really does serve as a useful resource, helping employees navigate FLSA, ACA, Title VII, FMLA, ADA, and OSHA (all except OSHA being Democratic initiatives). HR is an arm of the corporation, and the depletions of life-force I have suffered in HR dealings cannot be blamed on these representatives personally. I say this as someone who left a job at National Public Radio because I just couldn't handle filling out my Kronos automated time sheets. I never resented the actual practitioners of HR for being made to implement their mind-numbing training videos, or distributing their jargon-laden rule books, or being the gendarme of liability avoidance. But I don't want to live under that regime if I don't have to.

For what it's worth, I wanted Harris to win, and I wanted her to win because I viewed my choice as one between compliance and chaos. But I can relate on some level to those who rejected her. Campaigns are always run aspirationally, but elections are referendums. For so many Americans, the stultifying small-bore, rules-bound persnicketiness of the Democratic Party became a huge turnoff. People don't want to feel that they are being told what they can or cannot say. They're sick of a culture of walking on eggshells. The proof is right there in the election results--and what's a presidential election, really, if not a quadrennial performance review of an entire nation?
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What to Expect From Elon Musk's Government Makeover

Welcome to the "move fast and break things" administration.

by Marina Koren




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


As promised, Donald Trump has given Elon Musk a job in (or at least adjacent to) his second administration, in a brand-new extragovernmental organization named for a meme turned cryptocurrency: the Department of Government Efficiency, a.k.a. DOGE. The Trump campaign has already started selling T-shirts to commemorate the occasion, featuring Trump, Musk, and dogecoin's Shiba Inu mascot, with the Martian landscape in the background--because in addition to his formal role, Musk is primed to become Trump's unofficial space czar. (Vivek Ramaswamy, the entrepreneur and former presidential candidate whom Trump appointed to lead the effort alongside Musk, does not appear on the T-shirt.)

Musk's role is a glaring conflict of interest; SpaceX has been an aerospace contractor for years and could stand to profit nicely from the creation of DOGE, which could shift government functions to private companies in the name of cost cutting. But it also raises a question with real stakes for Americans. How might Musk--the centibillionaire, innovator, right-wing activist, and relentless troll--actually steer this new effort? His leadership of his businesses, especially SpaceX, suggests that he'll throw himself into the job with zeal, casting government efficiency as an existential effort, just like the quest to make life multiplanetary.

SpaceX is the most successful rocket company in America, and it became successful by not behaving like a government organization. It ascended under Musk, who adopted Silicon Valley's "Move fast and break things" philosophy and displayed a willingness to blow up rockets until he got the recipe just right. The approach suggests that, in a SpaceX-inspired government, Musk would not just cut through red tape, but annihilate it with a flamethrower. In yesterday's announcement, the president-elect sounded equally eager to break things, saying that "the Great Elon Musk" would lead DOGE to "dismantle government bureaucracy, slash excess regulations, cut wasteful expenditures and restructure federal agencies."

Even before his official appointment, Musk had identified one federal agency he'd like to retool: the Federal Aviation Administration, which is in charge of approving launch licenses for rockets. On X last month, Musk wrote of the FAA, "Unless Trump wins and we get rid of the mountain of smothering regulations (that have nothing to do with safety!), humanity will never reach Mars." SpaceX is in the midst of a ferocious development campaign for its most powerful rocket, Starship, and has sought launch licenses at a faster pace than the FAA is willing to grant them. Now the FAA, already short-staffed, could be at the mercy of Senior Adviser Elon Musk, given carte blanche to explode regulations by a president who has expressed a desire to see American astronauts land on Mars while he is in office. Musk would also have something to gain by overhauling national space policy. NASA has hired traditional aerospace contractors, including Boeing and Lockheed Martin, to build the rocket that will transport astronauts to lunar orbit. But that rocket is so expensive to launch that even NASA's own inspector general has recommended that the agency consider alternative options for future space missions. Lawmakers would be loath to cancel the program, which has supported jobs in every state. But with Musk in his ear, Trump could certainly try.

Read: MAGA goes to Mars

Regardless of which agencies he's targeting, Musk will almost certainly throw himself into the DOGE job, as he did in the early years of SpaceX. Despite appearances, he has the time: Although there's no doubt that his singular talents drove the firm to pull off incredible feats, other executives now oversee day-to-day operations at SpaceX without his input. The same is true at Tesla. That combination of dedication and availability could make him an effective facilitator of the government-efficiency department's mandate.

But Musk and Trump share a governing style that involves making surprise decrees that leave their staff scrambling. In 2014, when Musk publicly unveiled a new version of SpaceX's cargo capsule reconfigured for future human passengers, he said that the vehicle would be capable of landing anywhere that engineers wanted upon its return to Earth. This was news to the SpaceX engineers, who had designed the spacecraft to parachute down to the ocean. Engineers set aside their existing designs--conventional, sure, but ready to go--and focused on Musk's new vision. Eventually, it became clear that the design wasn't workable for NASA's deadline, and the engineering team managed to convince leadership that the effort wasn't worth pursuing any further. (Years later, SpaceX managed to guide its rocket boosters out of the sky and to a gentle touchdown.) Former SpaceX employees have told me that Musk's occasional fixation on certain business operations has occasionally slowed down their work. Some of his decisions appear to simply be bad ones, such as discouraging workers from wearing yellow safety vests because he dislikes bright colors, as Reuters reported last year. It is a particularly baffling move, considering that SpaceX has a very high rate of workplace injuries; the Reuters investigation revealed at least 600 previously unreported injuries at SpaceX in the past decade, such as electrocutions and amputations.

Musk also maintains a work environment with its own form of bureaucracy, organized around appeasing the boss's whims. In 2022, SpaceX fired a small group of employees after they sent a letter to senior executives describing Musk's public actions as "a frequent source of distraction and embarrassment for us." The letter was signed by hundreds of employees, but management deemed the effort a diversion from SpaceX's founding mission to reach Mars. Former SpaceX employees have told me that they often couched feedback in the glossy terms of that mission, so as not to displease Musk. Instead of coming right out with safety concerns, for example, they would advise against certain decisions because of the mission. Such overly cautious managing up, one could argue, is not very efficient.

Read: The messy reality of Elon Musk's space city

According to CNN, Musk has spent nearly every day since the election at Mar-a-Lago, joining the president-elect for meals on the patio and rounds of golf. Of the two DOGE chairs, he is clearly Trump's favorite; the Mars hype and memery are only just beginning. But the very fact that Musk and Ramaswamy were appointed jointly--two leaders where presumably one could do--undermines the very premise of the Department of Government Efficiency. Even in his mission to rid the federal government of every bit of wasteful spending, Musk still has to kneel to someone else's version of bureaucracy.
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How One Woman Became the Scapegoat for America's Reading Crisis

Lucy Calkins was an education superstar. Now she's cast as the reason a generation of students struggles to read. Can she reclaim her good name?

by Helen Lewis




Until a couple of years ago, Lucy Calkins was, to many American teachers and parents, a minor deity. Thousands of U.S. schools used her curriculum, called Units of Study, to teach children to read and write. Two decades ago, her guiding principles--that children learn best when they love reading, and that teachers should try to inspire that love--became a centerpiece of the curriculum in New York City's public schools. Her approach spread through an institute she founded at Columbia University's Teachers College, and traveled further still via teaching materials from her publisher. Many teachers don't refer to Units of Study by name. They simply say they are "teaching Lucy."

But now, at the age of 72, Calkins faces the destruction of everything she has worked for. A 2020 report by a nonprofit described Units of Study as "beautifully crafted" but "unlikely to lead to literacy success for all of America's public schoolchildren." The criticism became impossible to ignore two years later, when the American Public Media podcast Sold a Story: How Teaching Kids to Read Went So Wrong accused Calkins of being one of the reasons so many American children struggle to read. (The National Assessment of Educational Progress--a test administered by the Department of Education--found in 2022 that roughly one-third of fourth and eighth graders are unable to read at the "basic" level for their age.)

In Sold a Story, the reporter Emily Hanford argued that teachers had fallen for a single, unscientific idea--and that its persistence was holding back American literacy. The idea was that "beginning readers don't have to sound out words." That meant teachers were no longer encouraging early learners to use phonics to decode a new word--to say cuh-ah-tuh for "cat," and so on. Instead, children were expected to figure out the word from the first letter, context clues, or nearby illustrations. But this "cueing" system was not working for large numbers of children, leaving them floundering and frustrated. The result was a reading crisis in America.

The podcast said that "a company and four of its top authors" had sold this "wrong idea" to teachers and politicians. The company was the educational publisher Heinemann, and the authors included the New Zealander Marie Clay, the American duo Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, and Calkins. The podcast devoted an entire episode, "The Superstar," to Calkins. In it, Hanford wondered if Calkins was wedded to a "romantic" notion of literacy, where children would fall in love with books and would then somehow, magically, learn to read. Calkins could not see that her system failed poorer children, Hanford argued, because she was "influenced by privilege"; she had written, for instance, that children might learn about the alphabet by picking out letters from their surroundings, such as "the monogram letters on their bath towels."

In Hanford's view, it was no surprise if Calkins's method worked fine for wealthier kids, many of whom arrive at school already starting to read. If they struggled, they could always turn to private tutors, who might give the phonics lessons that their schools were neglecting to provide. But kids without access to private tutors needed to be drilled in phonics, Hanford argued. She backed up her claims by referencing neurological research into how children learn to read--gesturing to a body of evidence known as "the science of reading." That research demonstrated the importance of regular, explicit phonics instruction, she said, and ran contrary to how American reading teachers were being trained.

Since the podcast aired, "teaching Lucy" has fallen out of fashion. Calkins's critics say that her refusal to acknowledge the importance of phonics has tainted not just Units of Study--a reading and writing program that stretches up to eighth grade--but her entire educational philosophy, known as "balanced literacy." Forty states and the District of Columbia have passed laws or implemented policies promoting the science of reading in the past decade, according to Education Week, and publishers are racing to adjust their offerings to embrace that philosophy.

Somehow, the wider debate over how to teach reading has become a referendum on Calkins herself. In September 2023, Teachers College announced that it would dissolve the reading-and-writing-education center that she had founded there. Anti-Lucy sentiment has proliferated, particularly in the city that once championed her methods: Last year, David Banks, then the chancellor of New York City public schools, likened educators who used balanced literacy to lemmings: "We all march right off the side of the mountain," he said. The New Yorker has described Calkins's approach as "literacy by vibes," and in an editorial, the New York Post described her initiative as "a disaster" that had been "imposed on generations of American children." The headline declared that it had "Ruined Countless Lives." When the celebrated Harvard cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker shared an article about Calkins on X, he bemoaned "the scandal of ed schools that promote reading quackery." Queen Lucy has been dethroned.

"I mean, I can say it--it was a little bit like 9/11," Calkins told me when we spoke at her home this summer. On that day in 2001, she had been driving into New York City, and "literally, I was on the West Side Highway and I saw the plane crash into the tower. Your mind can't even comprehend what's happening." Two decades later, the suggestion that she had harmed children's learning felt like the same kind of gut punch.

Calkins now concedes that some of the problems identified in Sold a Story were real. But she says that she had followed the research, and was trying to rectify issues even before the podcast debuted: She released her first dedicated phonics units in 2018, and later published a series of "decodable books"--simplified stories that students can easily sound out. Still, she has not managed to satisfy her critics, and on the third day we spent together, she admitted to feeling despondent. "What surprises me is that I feel as if I've done it all," she told me. (Heinemann, Calkins's publisher, has claimed that the Sold a Story podcast "radically oversimplifies and misrepresents complex literacy issues.")

The backlash against Calkins strikes some onlookers, even those who are not paid-up Lucy partisans, as unfair. "She wouldn't have been my choice for the picture on the 'wanted' poster," James Cunningham, a professor emeritus of literacy studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Indeed, over the course of several days spent with Calkins, and many more hours talking with people on all sides of this debate, I came to see her downfall as part of a larger story about the competing currents in American education and the universal desire for an easy, off-the-shelf solution to the country's reading problems.

The question now is whether Calkins is so much a part of the problem that she cannot be part of the solution. "I'm going to figure this out," she remembered thinking. "And I'm going to clarify it or I'm going to write some more or speak or do something or, or--fix it." But can she? Can anyone?

On the last day of the school year in Oceanside, a well-to-do town on Long Island, everyone was just delighted to see Lucy Calkins. The young Yale-educated principal of Fulton Avenue School 8, Frank Zangari, greeted her warmly, and at the end of one lesson, a teacher asked for a selfie.

The lessons I saw stressed the importance of self-expression and empathy with other viewpoints; a group of sixth graders told me about the books they had read that year, which explored being poor in India and growing up Black in 1960s America. In every class, I watched Calkins speak to children with a mixture of intense attention and straightforward challenge; she got down on the floor with a group learning about orcas and frogs and peppered them with questions about how animals breathe. "Could you talk a minute about the writer's craft?" she asked the sixth graders studying poetry. "Be more specific. Give examples," she told a fourth grader struggling to write a memoir.

With her slim frame, brown bob, and no-nonsense affect, she reminded me of Nancy Pelosi. "I can't retire; I don't have any hobbies," I overheard her saying to someone later.

Calkins has profited handsomely from textbook sales and training fees.

School 8 showed the strengths of Calkins's approach--which is presumably why she had suggested we visit it together. But it also hinted at the downsides. For generations in American public education, there has been a push and pull between two broad camps--one in which teachers are encouraged to directly impart skills and information, and a more progressive one in which children are thought to learn best through firsthand experience. When it comes to reading, the latter approach dominates universities' education programs and resonates with many teachers; helping children see themselves as readers and writers feels more emotionally satisfying than drilling them on diphthongs and trigraphs.

This tension between the traditionalists and the progressives runs through decades of wrangling over standardized tests and through most of the major curricular controversies in recent memory. Longtime educators tick off the various flash points like Civil War battlefields: outcome-based education, No Child Left Behind, the Common Core. Every time, the pendulum went one way and then the other. "I started teaching elementary school in 1964," says P. David Pearson, a former dean at the Berkeley School of Education, in California. "And then I went to grad school in, like, '67, and there's been a back-to-the-basics swing about every 10 years in the U.S., consistently."

The progressives' primary insight is that lessons focused on repetitive instruction and simplified text extracts can be boring for students and teachers alike, and that many children respond more enthusiastically to discovering their own interests. "We're talking about an approach that treats kids as competent, intellectual meaning makers, versus kids who just need to learn the code," Maren Aukerman, a professor at the University of Calgary, told me. But opponents see that approach as nebulous and undirected.

My time at School 8 was clearly intended to demonstrate that Units of Study is not hippie nonsense, but a rigorous curriculum that can succeed with the right teachers. "There's no question in my mind that the philosophy works, but in order to implement it, it takes a lot of work," Phyllis Harrington, the district superintendent, told me.

School 8 is a happy school with great results. However, while the school uses Calkins's writing units for all grades, it uses her reading units only from the third grade on. For first and second grades, the school uses Fundations, which is marketed as "a proven approach to Structured Literacy that is aligned with the science of reading." In other words, it's a phonics program.

Calkins's upbringing was financially comfortable but psychologically tough. Both of her parents were doctors, and her father eventually chaired the department of medicine at the University at Buffalo. Calkins's mother was "the most important, wonderful person in my life, but really brutal," she told me. If a bed wasn't made, her mother ripped off the sheets. If a coat wasn't hung up, her mother dropped it into the basement. When the young Lucy bit her fingernails, her mother tied dancing gloves onto her hands. When she scratched the mosquito bites on her legs, her mother made her wear thick pantyhose at the height of summer.

The nine Calkins children raised sheep and chickens themselves. Her memories of childhood are of horseback riding in the cold, endless hand-me-downs, and little tolerance for bad behavior.

That is why, Calkins told me, "nothing that Emily Hanford has said grates on me more than the damn monogrammed towels." But she knows that the charge of being privileged and out of touch has stuck. Her friends had warned her about letting me into her home in Dobbs Ferry, a pretty suburb of New York, and I could see why. Her house is idyllic--at the end of a long private drive, shaded by old trees, with a grand piano in the hallway and a Maine-coon cat patrolling the wooden floors. Calkins has profited handsomely from textbook sales and training fees, and in the eyes of some people, that is suspicious. ("Money is the last thing I ever think about," she told me.)

She became interested in reading and writing because she babysat for the children of the literacy pioneer Donald Graves, whose philosophy can be summarized by one of his most widely cited phrases: "Children want to write." Even at a young age, she believed in exhaustively prepared fun. "I would plan a bagful of things I would bring over there; I was the best babysitter you could ever have," she said. "We would do crafts projects, and drama, you know, and I would keep the kids busy all day."

When Calkins was 14, Graves sent her to be a counselor at a summer camp in rural Maine. She remembers two kids in particular, Sophie and Charlie. Sophie was "so tough and surly, and a kind of overweight, insecure, tough kid," but she opened up when Calkins took her horseback riding and then asked her to write about it. Charlie loved airplanes, and so she asked him to write about those. The experience cemented her lifelong belief that children should read and write as a form of self-expression.

After graduating from Williams College in 1973, she enrolled in a program in Connecticut that trained teachers to work in disadvantaged districts. She read everything about teaching methods she could find, and traveled to England, where a progressive education revolution was in full swing.

Calkins returned to America determined to spread this empowering philosophy. She earned a doctorate at NYU, and, in 1986, published a book called The Art of Teaching Writing. Later, she expanded her purview to reading instruction.

At the time, the zeitgeist favored an approach known as "whole language." This advocated independent reading of full books and suggested that children should identify words from context clues rather than arduously sounding them out. Progressives loved it, because it emphasized playfulness and agency. But in practice, whole language had obvious flaws: Some children do appear to pick up reading easily, but many benefit from focused, direct instruction.

This approach influenced Calkins as she developed her teaching philosophy. "Lucy Calkins sides, in most particulars, with the proponents of 'whole language,' " The New York Times reported in 1997. Her heavyweight 2001 book, The Art of Teaching Reading, has only a single chapter on phonics in primary grades; it does note, however, that "researchers emphasize how important it is for children to develop phonemic awareness in kindergarten."

The author Natalie Wexler has described Calkins's resulting approach, balanced literacy, as an attempt to create a "peace treaty" in the reading wars: Phonics, yes, if you must, but also writing workshops and independent reading with commercial children's books, rather than the stuffier grade-level decodable texts and approved extracts. (Defenders of the former method argue that using full books is more cost-efficient, because they can be bought cheaply and used by multiple students.) "If we make our children believe that reading has more to do with matching letters and sounds than with developing relationships with characters like Babar, Madeline, Charlotte, and Ramona," Calkins wrote, "we do more harm than good."

Sentences like that are why critics saw balanced literacy as a branding exercise designed to rehabilitate old methods. "It was a strategic rebadging of whole language," Pamela Snow, a cognitive-psychology professor at La Trobe University, in Australia, told me. Even many of Calkins's defenders concede that she was too slow to embrace phonics as the evidence for its effectiveness grew. "I think she should have reacted earlier," Pearson, the former Berkeley dean, told me, but he added: "Once she changed, they were still beating her for what she did eight years ago, not what she was doing last month."

For the first decades of her career, Calkins was an influential thinker among progressive educators, writing books for teachers. In 2003, though, Joel Klein, then the chancellor of the New York City public schools, suddenly mandated her workshop approach in virtually all of the city's elementary schools, alongside a separate, much smaller, phonics program. An article in the Times suggested that some saw Klein as "an unwitting captive of the city's liberal consensus," but Klein brushed aside the criticisms of balanced literacy. "I don't believe curriculums are the key to education," he said. "I believe teachers are." Now everybody in the city's public schools would be "teaching Lucy."

As other districts followed New York's lead, Units of Study became one of the most popular curricula in the United States. This led, inevitably, to backlash. A philosophy had become a product--an extremely popular and financially successful one. "Once upon a time there was a thoughtful educator who raised some interesting questions about how children were traditionally taught to read and write, and proposed some innovative changes," the author Barbara Feinberg wrote in 2007. "But as she became famous, critical debate largely ceased: her word became law. Over time, some of her methods became dogmatic and extreme, yet her influence continued to grow."

You wouldn't know it from listening to her fiercest detractors, but Calkins has, in fact, continuously updated Units of Study. Unlike Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, who have stayed quiet during the latest furor and quietly reissued their curriculum with more emphasis on phonics last year, Calkins has even taken on her critics directly. In 2019--the year after she added the dedicated phonics texts to Units of Study--she published an eight-page document called "No One Gets to Own the Term 'The Science of Reading,' " which referred dismissively to "phonics-centric people" and "the new hype about phonics." This tone drove her opponents mad: Now that Calkins had been forced to adapt, she wanted to decide what the science of reading was?

"Her document is not about the science that I know; it is about Lucy Calkins," wrote the cognitive neuroscientist Mark Seidenberg, one of the critics interviewed in Sold a Story. "The purpose of the document is to protect her brand, her market share, and her standing among her many followers."

Talking with Calkins herself, it was hard to nail down to what extent she felt that the criticisms of her earlier work were justified. When I asked her how she was thinking about phonics in the 2000s, she told me: "Every school has a phonics program. And I would always talk about the phonics programs." She added that she brought phonics specialists to Columbia's Teachers College several times a year to help train aspiring educators. (James Cunningham, at UNC Chapel Hill, backed this up, telling me, "She was certainly not wearing a sandwich billboard around: DON'T TEACH PHONICS.")

But still, I asked Calkins, would it be fair to say that phonics wasn't your bag?

"I felt like phonics was something that you have the phonics experts teach."

So where does this characterization of you being hostile toward phonics come from?

"Hopefully, you understand I'm not stupid. You would have to be stupid to not teach a 5-year-old phonics."

But some people didn't, did they? They were heavily into context and cueing.

"I've never heard of a kindergarten teacher who doesn't teach phonics," Calkins replied.

Because this is America, the reading debate has become a culture war. When Sold a Story came along in 2022, it resonated with a variety of audiences, including center-left education reformers and parents of children with learning disabilities. But it also galvanized political conservatives. Calkins's Units of Study was already under attack from the right: In 2021, an article in the Manhattan Institute's City Journal titled "Units of Indoctrination" had criticized the curriculum, alleging that the way it teaches students to analyze texts "amounts to little more than radical proselytization through literature."

The podcast was released at an anxious time for American education. During the coronavirus pandemic, many schools--particularly in blue states--were closed for months at a time. Masking in classrooms made it harder for children to lip-read what their teachers were saying. Test scores fell, and have only recently begun to recover.

"Parents had, for a period of time, a front-row seat based on Zoom school," Annie Ward, a recently retired assistant superintendent in Mamaroneck, New York, told me. She wondered if that fueled a desire for a "back to basics" approach. "If I'm a parent, I want to know the teacher is teaching and my kid is sitting there soaking it up, and I don't want this loosey-goosey" stuff.

"The science of reading" has now become a brand name, another off-the-shelf solution to America's educational problems.

Disgruntled parents quickly gathered online. Moms for Liberty, a right-wing group that started out by opposing school closures and mask mandates, began lobbying state legislators to change school curricula as well. The reading wars began to merge with other controversies, such as how hard schools should push diversity-and-inclusion programs. (The Moms for Liberty website recommends Sold a Story on its resources page.) "We're failing kids everyday, and Moms for Liberty is calling it out," a co-founder, Tiffany Justice, told Education Week in October of last year. "The idea that there's more emphasis placed on diversity in the classroom, rather than teaching kids to read, is alarming at best. That's criminal."

Ward's district was not "teaching Lucy," but using its own bespoke balanced-literacy curriculum. In the aftermath of the pandemic, Ward told me, the district had several "contentious" meetings, including one in January 2023 where "we had ringers"--attendees who were not parents or community members, but instead seemed to be activists from outside the district. "None of us in the room recognized these people." That had never happened before.

I had met Ward at a dinner organized by Calkins at her home, which is also the headquarters of Mossflower--the successor to the center that Calkins used to lead at Teachers College. The evening demonstrated that Calkins still has star power. On short notice, she had managed to assemble half a dozen superintendents, assistant superintendents, and principals from New York districts.

"Any kind of disruption like this has you think very carefully about what you're doing," Edgar McIntosh, an assistant superintendent in Scarsdale, told me. But he, like several others, was frustrated by the debate. During his time as an elementary-school teacher, he had discovered that some children could decode words--the basic skill developed by phonics--but struggled with their meaning. He worried that parents' clamor for more phonics might come at the expense of teachers' attention to fluency and comprehension. Raymond Sanchez, the superintendent of Tarrytown's school district, said principals should be able to explain how they were adding more phonics or decodable texts to existing programs, rather than having "to throw everything out and find a series that has a sticker that says 'science of reading' on it."

This, to me, is the key to the anti-Lucy puzzle. Hanford's reporting was thorough and necessary, but its conclusion--that whole language or balanced literacy would be replaced by a shifting, research-based movement--is hard to reconcile with how American education actually works. The science of reading started as a neutral description of a set of principles, but it has now become a brand name, another off-the-shelf solution to America's educational problems. The answer to those problems might not be to swap out one commercial curriculum package for another--but that's what the system is set up to enable.

Gail Dahling-Hench, the assistant superintendent in Madison, Connecticut, has experienced this pressure firsthand. Her district's schools don't "teach Lucy" but instead follow a bespoke local curriculum that, she says, uses classroom elements associated with balanced literacy, such as the workshop model of students studying together in small groups, while also emphasizing phonics. That didn't stop them from running afoul of the new science-of-reading laws.

In 2021, Connecticut passed a "Right to Read" law mandating that schools choose a K-3 curriculum from an approved list of options that are considered compliant with the science of reading. Afterward, Dahling-Hench's district was denied a waiver to keep using its own curriculum. (Eighty-five districts and charter schools in Connecticut applied for a waiver, but only 17 were successful.) "I think they got wrapped around the axle of thinking that programs deliver instruction, and not teachers," she told me.

Dahling-Hench said the state gave her no useful explanation for its decision--nor has it outlined the penalties for noncompliance. She has decided to stick with the bespoke curriculum, because she thinks it's working. According to test scores released a few days after our conversation, her district is among the best-performing in the state.

Keeping the current curriculum also avoids the cost of preparing teachers and administrators to use a new one--a transition that would be expensive even for a tiny district like hers, with just five schools. "It can look like $150,000 to $800,000 depending on which program you're looking at, but that's a onetime cost," Dahling-Hench said. Then you need to factor in annual costs, such as new workbooks.

You can't understand this controversy without appreciating the sums involved. Refreshing a curriculum can cost a state millions of dollars. People on both sides will therefore suggest that their opponents are motivated by money--either saving their favored curriculum to keep the profits flowing, or getting rich through selling school boards an entirely new one. Talking with teachers and researchers, I heard widespread frustration with America's commercial approach to literacy education. Politicians and bureaucrats tend to love the idea of a packaged solution--Buy this and make all your problems go away!--but the perfect curriculum does not exist.

"If you gave me any curriculum, I could find ways to improve it," Aukerman, at the University of Calgary, told me. She thinks that when a teaching method falls out of fashion, its champions are often personally vilified, regardless of their good faith or expertise. In the case of Lucy Calkins and balanced literacy, Aukerman said, "If it weren't her, it would be someone else."




One obvious question about the science of reading is, well ... what is it? The evidence for some kind of explicit phonics instruction is compelling, and states such as Mississippi, which has adopted early screening to identify children who struggle to read--and which holds back third graders if necessary--appear to be improving their test scores. Beyond that, though, things get messy.

Dig into this subject, and you can find frontline teachers and credentialed professors who contest every part of the consensus. And I mean every part: Some academics don't even think there's a reading crisis at all.

American schools might be ditching Units of Study, but balanced literacy still has its defenders. A 2022 analysis in England, which mandates phonics, found that systematic reviews "do not support a synthetic phonics orientation to the teaching of reading; they suggest that a balanced-instruction approach is most likely to be successful."

The data on the effects of specific methods can be conflicting and confusing, which is not unusual for education studies, or psychological research more generally. I feel sorry for any well-intentioned superintendent or state legislator trying to make sense of it all. One of the classrooms at Oceanside School 8 had a wall display devoted to "growth mindset," a fashionable intervention that encourages children to believe that instead of their intelligence and ability being fixed, they can learn and evolve. Hoping to improve test scores, many schools have spent thousands of dollars each implementing "growth mindset" lessons, which proponents once argued should be a "national education priority." (Some proponents also hoped, earnestly, that the approach could help bring peace to the Middle East.) But in the two decades since growth mindset first became ubiquitous, the lofty claims made about its promise have come down to earth.

Keeping up with all of this is more than any teacher--more than any school board, even--can reasonably be expected to do. After I got in touch with her, Emily Hanford sent me seven emails with links to studies and background reading; I left Calkins's house loaded down with units of her curricula for younger students. More followed in the mail.

Even the most modest pronouncements about what's happening in American schools are difficult to verify, because of the sheer number of districts, teachers, and pupils involved. In Sold a Story, Hanford suggested that some schools were succeeding with Units of Study only because parents hired personal tutors for their children. But corroborating this with data is impossible. "I haven't figured out a way to quantify it, except in a very strong anecdotal way," Hanford told me.

Some teachers love "teaching Lucy," and others hate it. Is one group delusional? And if so, which one? Jenna and Christina, who have both taught kindergarten in New York using Units of Study, told me that the curriculum was too invested in the idea of children as "readers" and "writers" without giving them the basic skills needed to read and write. (They asked to be identified only by their first names in case of professional reprisals.) "It's a piece of shit," Christina said. She added: "We're expecting them to apply skills that we haven't taught them and that they aren't coming to school with. I've been trying to express that there's a problem and I get called negative." Jenna had resorted to a covert strategy, secretly teaching phonics for up to 90 minutes a day instead of the brief lessons she was instructed to provide.

But for every Jenna or Christina, there's a Latasha Holt. After a decade as a third- and fourth-grade teacher in Arkansas, Holt is now an associate professor of elementary literacy at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, where she has watched from the sidelines as the tide turned against Calkins. "The dismantling of this thing, it got to me, because I had taught under Units of Study," she told me. "I've used it, and I knew how good it was. I had lived it; I've seen it work; I knew it was good for kids."

Calkins still has a "ferocious" drive, she told me, and a deep conviction in her methods, even as they evolve.

Aubrey Kinat is a third-grade teacher in Texas who recently left her position at a public school because it decided to drop Units of Study. (The school now uses another curriculum, which was deemed to align better with the science of reading.) Suddenly, she was pushed away from full novels and toward approved excerpts, and her lessons became much more heavily scripted. "I felt like I was talking so much," she told me. "It took the joy out of it."

For many school boards facing newly politicized parents who came out of the pandemic with strong opinions, ditching Lucy has had the happy side effect of giving adults much more control over what children read. Calkins and some of her dinner guests had suggested that this might be the true reason for the animus around independent reading. "I do start to wonder if this really is about wanting to move everybody towards textbooks," Calkins said.

Eighteen months after her series launched, Hanford returned in April 2024 with two follow-up episodes of Sold a Story, which took a less polemical tone. Unsurprisingly so: Calkins had lost, and she had won.

The science of reading is the new consensus in education, and its advocates are the new establishment. It is now on the hook for the curriculum changes that it prompted--and for America's reading performance more generally. That is an uncomfortable position for those who care more about research than about winning political fights.

Some of the neuroscience underpinning Sold a Story was provided by Seidenberg, a professor emeritus at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. (He did not respond to an interview request.) Since the series aired, he has welcomed the move away from Units of Study, but he has also warned that "none of the other major commercial curricula that are currently available were based on the relevant science from the ground up."

Because the usefulness of phonics is one of the few science-of-reading conclusions that is immediately comprehensible to laypeople, "phonics" has come to stand in for the whole philosophy. In a blog post last year, Seidenberg lamented that, on a recent Zoom call, a teacher had asked if they needed to keep teaching phonemic awareness once children were good readers. (The answer is no: Sounding out letters is what you do until the process becomes automatic.) Seidenberg now worried that the science of reading is "at risk of turning into a new pedagogical dogma."

Hanford has also expressed ambivalence about the effects of Sold a Story. She compared the situation to the aftermath of No Child Left Behind, a George W. Bush-era federal education initiative that heavily promoted a literacy program called Reading First. "It became focused on products and programs," Hanford told me, adding that the ethos turned into "get rid of whole language and buy something else." However, she is glad that the importance of phonics--and the research backing it--is now more widely understood, because she thinks this can break the cycle of revolution and counterrevolution. She added that whenever she talks with lawmakers, she stresses the importance of continuing to listen to teachers.

What about her portrait of Calkins as rich, privileged, oblivious? Forget the monogrammed towels, I told Hanford; there is a more benign explanation for Calkins's worldview: Everywhere she goes, she meets people, like the teachers and children in Oceanside, who are overjoyed to see her, and keen to tell her how much they love Units of Study.

But Hanford told me that she'd included the towels line because "the vast majority of teachers, especially elementary-school teachers, in America are white, middle-class women." Many of these women, she thought, had enjoyed school themselves and didn't intuitively know what it was like to struggle with learning to read and write.

Reporting this story, I was reminded again and again that education is both a mass phenomenon and a deeply personal one. People I spoke with would say things like Well, he's never done any classroom research. She's never been a teacher. They don't understand things the way I do. The education professors would complain that the cognitive scientists didn't understand the history of the reading wars, while the scientists would complain that the education professors didn't understand the latest peer-reviewed research. Meanwhile, a teacher must command a class that includes students with dyslexia as well as those who find reading a breeze, and kids whose parents read to them every night alongside children who don't speak English at home. At the same time, school boards and state legislators, faced with angry parents and a welter of conflicting testimony, must answer a simple question: Should we be "teaching Lucy," or not?

No matter how painful the past few years have been, though, Calkins is determined to keep fighting for her legacy. At 72, she has both the energy to start over again at Mossflower and the pragmatism to have promised her estate to further the cause once she's gone. She still has a "ferocious" drive, she told me, and a deep conviction in her methods, even as they evolve. She does not want "to pretend it's a brand-new approach," she said, "when in fact we've just been learning; we're just incorporating more things that we've learned."

But now that balanced literacy is as unfashionable as whole language, Calkins is trying to come up with a new name for her program. She thought she might try "comprehensive literacy"--or maybe "rebalancing literacy." Whatever it takes for America to once again feel confident about "teaching Lucy."



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "Teaching Lucy." 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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How Can I Find More Satisfaction in Work?

My job consumes and torments me. There has to be a better way.

by James Parker




Dear James,

What are we, modern humans, to make of work? How can I do it without so much anxiety, but still sufficient productivity? The daily grind is mostly fine but also highly stressful, with manic bouts of propulsion toward deadlines, little clarity around what I should do or should have done, and the constant drumbeat of fear that I'm not adding much value. I find myself regularly reviewing awkward and painful moments of my day at night, when I should be sleeping, or when I would probably derive much more life satisfaction from attuning to my kids.

I've never been able to settle on an overarching mission for my working life because nothing seems reliable or worthy enough of sacrificing the other major factors that impact my happiness--mostly the amount of time I can spend with my family, the location where we live, and the security of a decent salary. So in a way I see myself as infinitely flexible; I don't have a great, deep reason for doing what I do now, but it would probably take a lot for me to tack to something else. I have no grand plan. Am I going to regret this when I reach retirement age?

Is it this job, or is this just what work is? Is it me? What can the average person expect from a lifetime of work? What should we be aiming for?



Dear Reader,

In my 20s, I worked at an office in West London analyzing transport statistics: how many cars are on the rotary at one time and which direction they're coming from, how many passengers climb on the train at a particular station, etc. I made projections, I stared at graphs. And before I was driven from the place by a detonation sequence of mind-wrecking panic attacks, I was strangely happy there. The boringness of the work seemed to have its own value. A feeling of muffled industry. Engrossing, in a gently overcast way. No mistaking it for something that might ignite my spirit: it was work, nothing but. I sat at my desk, peacefully working. Had I not turned into the figure from Munch's The Scream--flipper hands grasping my skull, bands of distortion in the sky--I'd be there still.

Not every job has to blaze with vocational intensity, and not everybody needs to have a fulfilling career. In fact, I applaud you for not having a "great deep reason" for doing the job you're doing. We've got enough great deep reasons floating around these days. And I can assure you that you are adding ineffable value to your workplace just by being there: An office (it sounds like an office) is a mystical body like any other, and one person's presence or absence changes everything. So do your work. And then go home.

Unprofessionally,
 James



Dear James,

Sometimes when I'm in the grocery store, I see someone I sort of know but don't really know well, and I find myself wondering what to do. Should I say hi and start a conversation, or just nod politely and walk on by? It feels awkward, because I'm never sure if they're thinking the same thing or hoping to avoid an interaction altogether. How do you handle these situations?



Dear Reader,

Small talk can be beautiful, and there's always the possibility of being irradiated with joy by a chance encounter in the grocery aisle, but then again ... people. There are so many of them. They are so tiring. And now and again, for reasons to do with cerebral electricity, affective response, and what's in your shopping basket, there really is nothing--literally nothing--to say.

Me, I tend to go for it: the big hello, and the conversational follow-through. But there have also been occasions when I have ducked into the baking section and waited for someone to go away. So I dunno. I like the old Jesuit maxim agere contra: "act against." Or, more idiomatically: Get over yourself, If you're feeling muted and introverted, in other words, reach out. And if you're all swollen with ebullience--be gentle. Does that help at all?

Twitching by the carrots,
 James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Don't Give Up on the Truth

Striking out against injustice is always right; it always matters.

by Peter Wehner




The Donald Trump who campaigned in 2024 would not have won in 2016. It's not just that his rhetoric is more serrated now than it was then; it's that he has a record of illicit behavior today that he didn't have then.

Trump wasn't a felon eight years ago; he is now. He wasn't an adjudicated sexual abuser then; he is now. He hadn't yet encouraged civic violence to overturn an election or encouraged a mob to hang his vice president. He hadn't yet called people who stormed the Capitol "great patriots" or closed his campaign talking about the penis size of Arnold Palmer. He hadn't extorted an ally to dig up dirt on his political opponent or been labeled a "fascist to the core" by his former top military adviser.

But America is different now than it was at the dawn of the Trump era. Trump isn't only winning politically; he is winning culturally in shaping America's manners and mores. More than any other person in the country, Trump--who won more than 75 million votes--can purport to embody the American ethic. He's right to have claimed a mandate on the night of his victory; he has one, at least for now. He can also count on his supporters to excuse anything he does in the future, just as they have excused everything he has done in the past.

It's little surprise, then, that many critics of Trump are weary and despondent. On Sunday, my wife and I spoke with a woman whose ex-husband abused her; as we talked, she broke into tears, wounded and stunned that Americans had voted for a man who was himself a well-known abuser. The day before, I had received a text from a friend who works as a family therapist. She had spent the past few evenings, she wrote, "with female victims of sexual abuse by powerful and wealthy men. Hearing their heartbreak and re-traumatizing because we just elected a president who bragged about assaulting women because he can, and then found guilty by a jury of his peers for doing just that. And then they see their family and neighbors celebrate a victory."

The preliminary data show that Trump won the support of about 80 percent of white evangelicals. "How can I ever walk into an evangelical church again?" one person who has long been a part of the evangelical world asked me a few days ago.

McKay Coppins: Triumph of the cynics

I've heard from friends who feel as though their life's work is shattering before their eyes. Others who have been critical of Trump are considering leaving the public arena. They are asking themselves why they should continue to speak out against Trump's moral transgressions for the next four years when it didn't make any difference the past four (or eight) years. It's not worth the hassle, they've concluded: the unrelenting attacks, the death threats, or the significant financial costs.

So much of MAGA world thrives on conflict, on feeling aggrieved, on seeking vengeance. Most of the rest of us do not. Why continue to fight against what he stands for? If Trump is the man Americans chose to be their president, if his values and his conduct are ones they're willing to tolerate or even embrace, so be it.

And even those who resolve to stay in the public arena will be tempted to mute themselves when Trump acts maliciously. We tried that for years, they'll tell themselves, and it was like shooting BBs against a brick wall. It's time to do something else.

I understand that impulse. For those who have borne the brunt of hate, withdrawing from the fight and moving on to other things is an understandable choice. For everything there is a season. Yet I cannot help but fear, too, that Trump will ultimately win by wearing down his opposition, as his brutal ethic slowly becomes normalized.

So how should those who oppose Trump, especially those of us who have been fierce critics of Trump--and I was among the earliest and the most relentless--think about this moment?

First, we must remind ourselves of the importance of truth telling, of bearing moral witness, of calling out lies. Countless people, famous and unknown, have told the truth in circumstances far more arduous and dangerous than ours. One of them is the Russian author and Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. "To stand up for truth is nothing," he wrote. "For truth, you must sit in jail. You can resolve to live your life with integrity. Let your credo be this: Let the lie come into the world, let it even triumph. But not through me." The simple step a courageous individual must take is to decline to take part in the lie, he said. "One word of truth outweighs the world." A word of truth can sustain others by encouraging them, by reminding them that they're not alone and that honor is always better than dishonor.

Second, we need to guard our souls. The challenge for Trump critics is to call Trump out when he acts cruelly and unjustly without becoming embittered, cynical, or fatalistic ourselves. People will need time to process what it means that Americans elected a man of borderless corruption and sociopathic tendencies. But we shouldn't add to the ranks of those who seem purposeless without an enemy to target, without a culture war to fight. We should acknowledge when Trump does the right thing, or when he rises above his past. And even if he doesn't, unsparing and warranted condemnation of Trump and MAGA world shouldn't descend into hate. There's quite enough of that already.

In his book Civility, the Yale professor Stephen L. Carter wrote, "The true genius of Martin Luther King, Jr. was not in his ability to articulate the pain of an oppressed people--many other preachers did so, with as much passion and as much power--but in his ability to inspire those very people to be loving and civil in their dissent."

Third, the Democratic Party, which for the time being is the only alternative to the Trump-led, authoritarian-leaning GOP, needs to learn from its loss. The intraparty recriminations among Democrats, stunned at the results of the election, are ferocious.

My view aligns with that of my Atlantic colleague Jonathan Rauch, who told me that "this election mainly reaffirms voters' anti-incumbent sentiment--not only in the U.S. but also abroad (Japan/Germany). In 2020, Biden and the Democrats were the vehicle to punish the incumbent party; in 2016 and again in 2024, Trump and the Republicans were the vehicle. Wash, rinse, repeat." But that doesn't mean that a party defeated in two of the previous three presidential elections by Trump, one of the most unpopular and broadly reviled figures to ever win the presidency, doesn't have to make significant changes.

There is precedent--in the Democratic Party, which suffered titanic defeats in 1972, 1980, 1984, and 1988, and in the British Labour Party, which was decimated in the 1980s and the early '90s. In both cases, the parties engaged in the hard work of ideological renovation and produced candidates, Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, who put in place a new intellectual framework that connected their parties to a public they had alienated. They confronted old attitudes, changed the way their parties thought, and found ways to signal that change to the public. Both won dominant victories. The situation today is, of course, different from the one Clinton and Blair faced; the point is that the Democratic Party has to be open to change, willing to reject the most radical voices within its coalition, and able to find ways to better connect to non-elites. The will to change needs to precede an agenda of change.

Fourth, Trump critics need to keep this moment in context. The former and future president is sui generis; he is, as the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Jon Meacham put it, "a unique threat to constitutional government." He is also bent on revenge. But America has survived horrific moments, such as the Civil War, and endured periods of horrific injustice, including the eras of slavery, Redemption, and segregation. The American story is an uneven one.

I anticipate that Trump's victory will inflict consequential harm on our country, and some of it may be irreparable. But it's also possible that the concerns I have had about Trump, which were realized in his first term, don't come to pass in his second term. And even if they do, America will emerge significantly weakened but not broken. Low moments need not be permanent moments.

Roge Karma: The two Donald Trumps

The Trump era will eventually end. Opportunities will arise, including unexpected ones, and maybe even a few favorable inflection points. It's important to have infrastructure and ideas in place when they do. As Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise Institute told me, "We have to think about America's challenges and opportunities in ways that reach beyond that point. Engagement in public life and public policy has to be about those challenges and opportunities, about the country we love, more than any particular politician, good or bad."

It's important, too, that we draw boundaries where we can. We shouldn't ignore Trump, but neither should we obsess over him. We must do what we can to keep him from invading sacred spaces. Intense feelings about politics in general, and Trump in particular, have divided families and split churches. We need to find ways to heal divisions without giving up on what the theologian Thomas Merton described as cutting through "great tangled knots of lies." It's a difficult balance to achieve.

Fifth, all of us need to cultivate hope, rightly understood. The great Czech playwright (and later president of the Czech Republic) Vaclav Havel, in Disturbing the Peace, wrote that hope isn't detached from circumstances, but neither is it prisoner to circumstances. The kind of hope he had in mind is experienced "above all as a state of mind, not a state of the world." It is a dimension of soul, he said, "an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons."

Hope is not the conviction that something will turn out well, according to Havel; it is "the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out." Hope properly understood keeps us above water; it urges us to do good works, even in hard times.

In June 1966, Robert F. Kennedy undertook a five-day trip to South Africa during the worst years of apartheid. In the course of his trip, he delivered one of his most memorable speeches, at the University of Cape Town.

During his address, he spoke about the need to "recognize the full human equality of all of our people--before God, before the law, and in the councils of government." He acknowledged the "wide and tragic gaps" between great ideals and reality, including in America, with our ideals constantly recalling us to our duties. Speaking to young people in particular, he warned about "the danger of futility; the belief there is nothing one man or one woman can do against the enormous array of the world's ills--against misery, against ignorance, or injustice and violence." Kennedy urged people to have the moral courage to enter the conflict, to fight for their ideals. And using words that would later be engraved on his gravestone at Arlington National Cemetery, he said this:

Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.  


No figure of Kennedy's stature had ever visited South Africa to make the case against institutionalized racial segregation and discrimination. The trip had an electric effect, especially on Black South Africans, giving them hope that they were not alone, that the outside world knew and cared about their struggle for equality. "He made us feel, more than ever, that it was worthwhile, despite our great difficulties, for us to fight for the things we believed in," one Black journalist wrote of Kennedy; "that justice, freedom and equality for all men are things we should strive for so that our children should have a better life."

Pressure from both within and outside South Africa eventually resulted in the end of apartheid. In 1994, Nelson Mandela, who had been imprisoned at Robben Island during Kennedy's visit because of his anti-apartheid efforts, was elected the first Black president of South Africa.

There is a timelessness to what Kennedy said in Cape Town three generations ago. Striking out against injustice is always right; it always matters. That was true in South Africa in the 1960s. It is true in America today.
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A Former Republican Strategist on Why Harris Lost

Inflation, moderation, and candidate effects

by Jerusalem Demsas




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

In the aftermath of Donald Trump's victorious reelection bid, Democrats are searching for an explanation of Kamala Harris's loss in order to begin rebuilding for the future. So it goes every election cycle--a loss, a scramble for causality, and competing narratives begin to set.

Just one week out from Election Day, there are multiple dissenting and overlapping arguments being made to try to make sense of the results. In 2016, many Democrats believed that Trump's attack on trade policies was core to his victory. As a result, the Biden-Harris administration pursued Trump-like policies on trade, none of which seems to have made a significant difference in increasing the union vote share, reducing Trump's likelihood of victory, or stemming the flow of working-class voters out of the Democratic Party.

Now, again, various parts of the Democratic coalition are seeking to define the party's loss. But what do we actually know about why the Democrats were defeated? There are still theories forming, but on today's episode of Good on Paper, I talk with the former Republican strategist and current host of The Bulwark Podcast, Tim Miller, about the postelection narratives jockeying for power.

"But for those of us who do have a belief that there's something kind of special about the American system and that have revered America, that understand that America is flawed and has made mistakes, that still is a unique experiment in the world. That 'America is an idea' type of thing. The idea is pretty dim at this point," Miller argued.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Jerusalem Demsas: In the aftermath of a bruising electoral loss, the losing party begins participating in a well-worn democratic tradition: slinging takes about what happened.

This is democracy! When the voters send a dissatisfied response, the messy work of recalibration requires parsing the signal from the noise.

Were voters mad because of a global inflationary environment that no Democrat could dig their way out of? Did they want to see specific breaks between Harris and Biden on policy? Were they frustrated by a candidate they saw as too left on cultural issues?

There are data points in favor of many different theses. Here's where I'd put my stake in the ground, with the caveat that we still don't have a complete analysis on subgroup dynamics, or even a final vote count on all the races:

First, incumbents worldwide were facing tough election odds. Electorates were frustrated by the COVID inflationary years and were clearly seeking change. In Australia, Sweden, the Netherlands, France, and beyond, ruling coalitions lost power across the political spectrum.

Second, I don't think Kamala Harris was ever going to be a great candidate. After Biden's disastrous debate effort in late June and it seemed he might be pressured to drop out, I wrote an article calling on Democrats not to coronate their vice president, and pointing to key vulnerabilities she displayed and the value of an open democratic process.

Figuring out how much of this is in the campaign's control--would it really have mattered that much if she'd gone on Joe Rogan's podcast?--or figuring out what this means for America's two political parties will take months, if not years. As you've heard on this podcast, I'm still arguing about what 2016 really meant on trade and immigration.

My name's Jerusalem Demsas, I'm a staff writer at The Atlantic, and this is Good on Paper, a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives. As a disclaimer, I worked for the Harris primary campaign in 2019 before becoming a journalist, and my guest today, Tim Miller, is a political strategist who was Jeb Bush's 2016 communications director on his presidential campaign. He's been an anti-Trump conservative since then and is the host of The Bulwark Podcast. 

Today we're going to talk through some of these inchoate narratives and debate which ones we think are likely to hold water.

[Music]

Demsas: Tim, welcome to the show.

Tim Miller: Hey Jerusalem. What's happening?

Demsas: Well, we're recording this six days after Election Day. And--as you have seen on Twitter, and I'm sure in your various interviews--the takes are already coming in very, very hot. And this is a show where we often look at narratives that have already baked, and kind of look at the research and data behind how these narratives formed and what truth is there and what sorts of things have gotten ahead of themselves.

But we're in an interesting moment right now where we're seeing very important narrative formation happen in real time. In the aftermath of an election, everyone's scrambling to define what happened in order to maybe wrest control of the future of the party from an ideological perspective or just a pure power perspective. And so we're seeing a bunch of people arguing about why Trump won and why Harris lost in a time where there's a bunch of unknowns. So we're going to go through a few of these different narratives that are coming up.

But Tim, right off the bat, I wanted to ask you: What's your perception of why Trump won and Harris lost?

Miller: I'm going to preempt my answer by saying that I think that uncertainty is important in this moment, and that false certainty can lead to some very mistaken and disastrous results. I say this from experience, having worked on the Republican autopsy in 2013, when the conventional wisdom congealed very quickly that Republicans, in order to win again, needed to moderate on immigration and cultural issues to appeal more to Hispanics and women. And not only was that wrong, but the person that became the nominee and then the president used that autopsy for toilet paper and went exactly the opposite direction.

It also always didn't also work out in Trump's favor. In 2022, the conventional wisdom was that Trumpism was badly hurt and that Ron DeSantis was ascendant. Right? So anyway, in the week after the election, bad takes abound.

Demsas: [Laughs.]

Miller: That said, my answer is, I'm open to a variety of different things that the Democrats might have to do, among them being maybe nothing and watch Trump self-implode. Might be as simple as that. That said, the one thing that I think is certain that the Democrats need to reflect on when it comes to this question of why Trump won and why Harris lost--it's that the Democratic message is not landing outside of a particular demographic of middle- to upper-income, college-educated, not particularly religious, urban- and suburban-dwelling white Americans, in addition to Black women, right? Those are the demos that the Democrats are doing well with, that Kamala Harris grew her share with from last time, at least in the case of college-educated women. And I think that the Democrats are doing a very poor job of communicating to people in all of those other demographics.

On what they need to do, I'm very open to various possibilities about whether it's about affect or vibe or policy or whatever. But I'm certain that there is--fair or unfair, there's a perception that the Democrats don't care about these other demographics, particularly working-class demographics, particularly working-class men. And that they did not offer them something that was more appealing than the nostalgia and promises of gold bullion that they got from Donald Trump. And so we can hash through all the different theories about why that was. But I think the fact that what happened--you can't argue with.

Demsas: Yeah. I think that that's very descriptively true. But I guess what I would want to know from you is do you feel like there are specific things that Democrats have done that tipped the scales against them? I think that what you're outlining here is very sound. There's a difference between why Harris may have lost and what the Democrats need to do going forward to be a more electorally relevant party at the presidential level. And so from your perspective, though, is there something about the Democratic argument around the economy or other issues that you think was particularly relevant this time around?

Miller: I think that, for starters, people were unhappy with the economy. And I don't think that the Democrats presented a message to them about how they plan to change that for the better. But, again, I'm also not even really ready to concede that, with the exception of inflation being annoying and that broadly hurting people, the Democrats were hurt based on their economic argument. It might simply be cultural. It might be the way that they spoke, and having people feel like they weren't being heard.

I think the Democrats in particular--I always want to immediately go to, What is the policy prescription that would have appealed? And I'm like, It's possible that there wasn't one.

Demsas: Yeah. An important backdrop that I think you're alluding to here, as well, is that the inflationary environment was really, really bad for incumbents across the world, right? You're kind of going into an election where the fundamentals are sort of rigged against incumbents because the inflationary episode was just really, really hard for people. I think one narrative that I'm seeing come up a lot is about campaign strategy. And this seems like something that's going to be hashed out significantly. But I guess the question I have here is whether you think Harris could have won with a campaign run differently, even given the shortened timeline.

Miller: I'm giving another "I don't know" answer to that question: I don't know. I think that she, by all accounts, ran a strong campaign that was based on her strengths. And I think she had an undeniably dominating debate performance. They ran a nice convention. Her speeches were good. The messaging pivot, the launch was good. There wasn't a lot of drama inside the campaign, right? There are other things that she isn't particularly strong at. I don't think that she is that great in unscripted moments. Sometimes she's better than others.

And so then that's the other thing that people come to, which is like, Oh, she should have done Rogan and all this. And I agree. I think she should have done more of those interviews, but they also weren't really her strong suit. And I think that this was something that might've borne out had there been a longer primary, and maybe somebody else would have emerged. But that said, I don't think so. I think Kamala Harris was going to emerge from a primary, no matter when Joe Biden dropped out.

And so I'm not saying, Oh, this was inevitable. Just give up. Life is pain. [Laughs.] That's not really what I'm saying. Any specific thing that people are like, Oh, if this tactic had been different, that would have helped--I don't really buy that. I mean, I think that broadly speaking, her having the ability to separate herself from the administration would have been helpful, and I think that was very challenging to do given the situation Joe Biden left her in and the time period that was left. And I think that it's very likely that she might have separated herself from the administration more and still lost, and we would have been here on this podcast with people saying, Why did she distance? [Laughs.] You know what I mean? Why did she break up the Democratic coalition?

Demsas: Yeah. I mean, it's funny. I think that, on the tactics, I'm sort of with you here. I was looking at some of the data analyses that are coming out now, and it looks like, at this point, given the data we have, while the national average from 2020 to 2024 shifts roughly six points, in battlegrounds, that number is going to end up closer to three points. And that speaks to campaign effects. That speaks to the fact that in battleground states where, again, the majority of the money is going, people are putting ads in battleground states, the campaign is putting rallies there, she's visiting, they're really working the press in those places to get her story and message out in a way that you're not really going to do in a safe, Dem county in Illinois or something.

And so as a result, what they see is that the campaign effects were good on a tactical level. Their ads were persuasive. There's evidence from Dan Rosenhack at The Economist that it looks like the campaign effects were more effective than Trump's on things like--indicating things like ads and rallies were better for Harris.

I think on this kind of broader meta question that you kind of raised, right, about Harris as the nominee, I don't think this is inevitable. I mean, I wrote an article on July 9th arguing that she was unlikely to be a good nominee and the party shouldn't coronate her, and Nancy Pelosi to The New York Times--I don't know if you saw this quote, after Harris's loss--she says that she had expected that if the president were to step aside that there would be an open primary. And that maybe Kamala would have been stronger going forward if she'd gone through a primary and that the president endorsed Kamala Harris immediately, which made it impossible to have a primary at the time. But it sounds like you're saying that you think that, regardless, this would not have really changed the game that much.

Miller: Yeah, I mean, I think that had Joe Biden followed the--you can argue whether it was a promise or whether it was an indication that he was going to be a one-term [president] and pass the torch. And had there been a two-year process, maybe Kamala Harris does not emerge. But, look, there are three things that I think of when I hear this counterfactual about what would have happened had it been a more open process. The first thing is, the Democrat--one of the things that the Democrats have a lot of baggage around is identity politics. I think it would have been very challenging for a Black woman to be passed over.

Demsas: But the Democratic primary voters did this in 2019, right? There was this argument being made, but they said, no, we care most about electability and they chose Joe Biden.

Miller: Right, that's true. But Joe Biden had been the vice president in that case. Kamala Harris was the vice president. You already saw this on social media. I saw this on social media, and I was basically for Kamala but also, at the same time, was like, maybe I think it'd be healthy to have an open process. And I guess if you could wave a magic wand, I probably would want Shapiro, Whitmer. Because hopefully that would win two of the three states you need to win the presidency. And that just seems like a safer bet to me. That was my position: It was like pro-Kamala and/but. And I had hundreds of people calling me a racist over that.

So, I think that it would have caused a lot of turmoil within the party.

Now, again, in a longer, two-year process, is that a lot of heat that then just dies out after a while, and you settle on something that's a little bit more electable and everybody gets behind it except for a few people who have hurt feelings? Maybe.

No. 2, an open process opens up Gaza [as a] wound and rips that apart even wider, and I think creates potentially even greater turmoil than she already was dealing with on that issue. And that's cost her, frankly. And then No. 3 is then if the theory of the case is a more electable person with someone that could get more distance from the Biden-Harris administration, that assumes that the Democratic voters were looking for somebody to do that.

And that is really where the tension is here, Jerusalem, because if you look at the data, a majority of the Biden-Harris Democrats were basically happy with the administration, right? There were surely big parts of the Democratic coalition, particularly younger voters, particularly working-class Black and Hispanic voters, the types of people that they lost ground with, that were unhappy with the Biden administration. But I think that there was a plurality within the party that was not going to be for somebody--look at the response to Dean Phillips, not exactly the most talented candidate, but total rejection and mockery for somebody who ran trying to get distance from the Biden-Harris administration.

So I think it would have been very challenging to run as a candidate and get distance. So to me, it's like if we lived in an imaginary world where identity politics wasn't an issue, Gaza wasn't an issue, and there was no backlash to distancing yourself from Biden, then certainly the Democrats could have come up with a stronger option.

We don't live in an imaginary world. And I think that within the world that we live in, within all those constraints, I think it's very challenging to see a situation where you end up with somebody stronger than Harris.

Demsas: Yeah, I mean, all those points I think are very well taken. And I think I'm seeing a lot of people make that argument of both Harris's inevitability as the vice president, and also this sort of sense of It would have been a worse candidate. I do think that kind of my general belief is sort of, when you think you're behind, you run a high-variance play. If you're gonna lose anyway, you just kind of throw everything you can at the kitchen sink.

And on this kind of inevitability point, right, I think there is this burgeoning sense that Democrats were just repudiated across the board here. You kind of brought this up, this idea that Democrats do not have a good answer on economic issues or on the issues that Americans care about.

But I don't know, how do you reconcile that with the clear ticket-splitting you see going on here? [Nebraska's Dan] Osborne ran seven points ahead of the Harris ticket. [Montana Senator Jon] Tester ran seven points ahead of the ticket. Amy Klobuchar ran six points ahead. That's just in the Senate. And in the House, we see over-performances from everyone from AOC to Jared Golden in Maine, who's a much more moderate member of the Democratic coalition. Doesn't that indicate at some level that candidate quality was important here and that there were other candidates that were much more electable?

Miller: For starters, running the presidential race is so far different from running a Senate or House race that it's almost not even the same sport.

It's literally like T-ball versus the major leagues. What people expect from their--I mean, nobody's like, Oh man, does Amy Klobuchar have to go on Joe Rogan? Nobody watches Amy Klobuchar's debates. Obviously it's a little different in Montana, where you're running a competitive race. But again, just the interest in Senate races is different. I think that the Democrats have a coalition that is perfectly durable and able to win nonpresidential elections. I think that this trade in the voters that has happened where the Democrats are picking up more high-trust, more middle- to high-income, more college-educated voters, and the Republicans are picking up more low-trust, more middle- to low-income, and less educated voters. As a trade, that accrues to Democrats benefits in off-year elections and midterms and special elections, just because it's the type of person that shows up for those types of things, and it accrues to the Republicans benefit in presidential elections. So that's not good when the Republicans are nominating Donald Trump, and the Republicans' presidential nominee is an existential threat to the fabric of our republic. And so that's a problem.

And so I agree that you can't look at the data and say, oh, the Democratic brand is irreparably harmed. Like, no, the Democrats won. And a lot of these Senate races are going to end up very narrow minorities, in the House and the Senate, that they will probably be able to win back in the midterms, depending on what happens.

But I think that there are two things, which is, No. 1, the Democrats are not well suited to running presidential elections right now, in this media environment, and then No. 2 is that the Democrats have abandoned huge parts of the country where they are not viable. And that's particularly problematic, given the Senate and Electoral College and the way that's set up.

So okay, back to No. 1. Democrats are really good at running campaigns that are set pieces. They have professionals that are running these campaigns: the ads, the conventions, the speeches, the going to the editorial-board meetings, the 2004-type campaigns. And that's how Senate and House campaigns are basically still run in most of the country, and even governor's races, right? People just don't care about those races at that deep of a level. But the presidential race is--the media environment around it is so different. I mean, people are consuming information about the presidential race on their TikTok, listening to sports talk, listening to their random podcasts that aren't about sports at all that are cultural, on women's blogs, at a school function, people are talking about it casually, you know what I mean?

I'm a parent, and obviously this is a little bit of selection bias since I'm in politics and people know that, but people don't come up to me and ask me what I think about the House race in my district. Nobody's mentioned Troy Carter to me at any events,, at any school functions or any of my kids' sporting events.

Demsas: He's got to get his name out there. [Laughs.]

Miller: And so the information environment is just a total category difference. And Trump and even J. D. Vance in certain ways were able to take advantage of that by running campaigns that are a little bit more unwieldy, that are better for viral clips, that are also better for sitting down for two hours and broing out with the Theo Von and talking about how you can't even do coke in this country anymore because the fentanyl is in it, right?

She wasn't doing any of that. And doing one of those interviews isn't really the answer, right? It's like, can you communicate in a way that feels authentic? It might be fake authenticity, but in a way that feels authentic to people in their Instagram Stories, in their TikTok, in their podcasts, whatever.

And Democrats are not producing a lot of candidates who I feel are good at that.

Demsas: But I think there's also this broad concern that the media ecosystem itself is not producing convincing, progressive-sounding or left-leaning media personalities. There's a 2017 AER study that I remember being very, very shocking to people when it first came out, right after Trump's election in 2016. And there are a couple economists, they look at the effect of Fox News, and they find that watching Fox News for an additional 2.5 minutes per week increases the vote share by 0.3 percentage points. But watching MSNBC has essentially no effect, and they see that Fox News is actually able to shift viewers' attitudes rightward. And they look at 2004 and 2008 and find that Republican presidential candidates' share of the two-party vote would have been more than three points lower in 2004, and six points lower in 2008 without Fox News.

And so that's something where I'm just like--there is something to the fact that the media ecosystem does not have that sort of targeted apparatus. But my usual belief about these sorts of things is that we're discounting the fact that so much of the media is so liberal that Fox News can have this large effect because it I think stands out among a pack of more liberal institutions, but I am kind of surprised at MSNBC.

Miller: Yeah, I mean, as a person on MSNBC, did that study go on before I was a political contributor? I think it did. So we might need to update the study and have them focus on my hits and see if that changes anything.

I guess I want to noodle on that for a little bit. That does surprise me a little bit as well, but I would say this: I think that I'm less concerned. I think there's a category of person out there, and maybe this is right, that is focused on Republicans have better propaganda outlets than the Democrats do.

Demsas: Yeah.

Miller: And maybe that's true. I don't know. So to me, then the question is, okay, what can be done? What is realistic in this media environment? And it goes back to this question of, can the Democrats speak more through using existing outlets or finding a candidate who has a compelling story in their own right, or compelling communication skills to figure out how to speak to people that don't watch mainstream news?

And that's just really what it comes down to. The Democrats are very good at talking to people that are high-information, high-engagement, high-education, middle-to-high-income, and offering persuasive arguments. I think that they're not good at talking to anybody else. And Obama was good at that, and Clinton was good at that. And we're in a totally different media environment now than we were back then. But I think that there's still things that can be learned from that.

[Music]

Demsas: After the break, why the abortion-ballot-measure strategy didn't pan out for the Harris campaign.

[Break]

Demsas: I want to pull us out of this media conversation here, because I think that there's also this, let's say things go a little bit differently--and again, the margins here are not very big--and Harris has won.

I think one of the big things we'd be hearing right now is that she won because of abortion, right? And looking at Election Night, you see a lot of wins for abortion. There are 10 states that have referendums on abortion policies, and seven of them win: New York, Maryland, Arizona, Nevada, Colorado, Montana, Missouri. And in Florida, where it loses, the threshold is 60 percent and it earns 57 percent, so it lost, but there's clearly a majority in favor.

And, going in, I mean, especially after the midterms, there was a real feeling, kind of the big narrative that came out of those midterms was that abortion is the place where Democrats can clearly distinguish and can clearly win over Republican candidates, even in deeply Republican states, and especially in deeply purple states.

And I'm trying to think through this. What explains in your mind the sort of difference between how many voters were saying, Yes, I do have more liberal views on abortion; I'm willing to express those in these ballot measures; but no, I'm not going to then reward Democratic presidential candidate Kamala Harris for it?

Miller: Well, a couple of things. No. 1, this tension has always existed as old as time, and it's particularly existed as old as time in places like Florida. I did one of these, you know, time is a flat circle--

Demsas: [Laughs.]

Miller: I forget which election it was at this point, but it was like, how did the minimum-wage-increase ballot initiative in Florida pass at the same time that Ron DeSantis won by 18 points or whatever, whichever election that was.

And it's like, voters are complicated. Voters have complex views. And so you see this as kind of just a common thing in voter habits. In this case, I think that there are a couple of complicating factors in addition. No. 1 was, Donald Trump muddied the waters on his views.

Demsas: Yeah.

Miller: And I think that Donald Trump's whole brand and vibe--I know we're getting outside of the data space that you like to be in, Jerusalem, but there's a certain group of people that are like, Yeah, that guy's not gonna ban abortion. You know what I mean? And there's just some percentage of voters out there that that's just it. He doesn't come off like Ted Cruz on abortion. He comes off as different, because they assume that he paid for an abortion or whatever, that he doesn't care about it, and that he's not gonna--this isn't gonna be what he's focused on. There are going to be people that are pro-choice that prioritize their economic views or their nativist views, right?

So that is going to be some of it. I think less so in Florida, but more in Arizona. To me, I think that there is actually a strategic backfiring of having these ballot initiatives on the ballot almost gave some people an out to do both, right? People that did not like Kamala Harris or that were more center-right and said, Oh, okay, great, I can protect abortion in Arizona and also vote for Donald Trump. I can have my cake and eat it, too.

Demsas: Yeah, I mean, I think my read of it is more that when you think about the specific argument being made about abortion, it was largely, he's to blame for all these horrible things that are happening to women in states that have made abortion inaccessible. And by he, I mean Trump is to blame for that. And also, you know, he appointed these Supreme Court nominees who overturned Roe v. Wade. But as a prescription for the future, I feel like there was not a real clear argument made to voters of how Kamala Harris is going to actually protect abortion.

But again, it all comes back to the overarching question, did voters view this as an abortion election? And it seems clear that they viewed it as an inflation election. That was the core thing that they were focused on. And I think that one thing that I've heard a lot is what this means for understanding America, right?

So after 2016, people were just, I think, in shock, and were saying, I can't believe this is the country I live in. And again here I'm hearing the sort of question of, you know, this is a black mark on the conscience of America, that people would vote for someone who threatened to overturn the results of the 2020 election, who talks with such liberal disdain for women and immigrants.

Something someone said to me in 2016 was really interesting: If your entire perception of America would have shifted if a few hundred thousand people voted differently, maybe don't completely change everything you believe about everyone. And to me, I think that this framing about Trump's reelection means something really dark about all the people that voted for him doesn't really sit well with me because it seems like people are voting based on cost of living. At the same time, too, I think they're taking their signal from Democrats who, if they'd taken their own warnings about the threat of fascism or the threat to our institutions, I think would have behaved very differently over the past couple of years in trying to win.

Miller: Yeah. It doesn't change my view of the American people, really, that there are good people and bad people everywhere, that we all have good and bad inside of us. I'll say that what it does impact for me--and maybe this is wrong and maybe I'm raw and it's six days out--but for those of us who do have a belief that there's something kind of special about the American system and that have revered America, that understand that America is flawed and has made mistakes but still is a unique experiment in the world. You know, the "America is an idea" type of thing.

The idea is pretty dim at this point. And, to me, that is the change, having him win again, that I'm having trouble getting over. Mentally, it's not that it makes me look poorly at my neighbors, but that we just might be at the end of the experiment and the sense that America is something different than Hungary or Switzerland or whatever, any country--you name the country.

It was the old fight with Republicans and Democrats during the Obama years, which is, Obama doesn't think of America as any different than Belgium. Obama believes in Belgian exceptionalism. And that to me is kind of where I am. I think that we're about to move into an era where America's flaws, in addition to all of our existing flaws like gun violence and our history of racism, et cetera--the American system's flaws look a lot more like what flaws look like in other countries.

There's going to be oligarchy, kleptocracy, corruption. There's no special sense that the huddled masses around the world are welcome here any more than they might be welcome anywhere else. They frankly are probably going to be welcome here less than they're welcome in certain other places.

And so to me, that is what I see differently. I reserve the right to change my mind about that at some point, but that's where I'm at right now.

Demsas: Yeah. I think in contrast to this large view about the American idea of maybe being different than we believed beforehand is this, I think, really popular take that's picking up steam, which is about just Democrats need to moderate on cultural issues, whether it's about immigration, or it's the issue of trans women and girls in sports. They're just too left of the median voter, and you don't actually need to do a bunch else other than accept that people are where they are on those places and not go so far away from it.

The data point that's kind of in favor of this, particularly on the trans-girls-in-sports one, is Kamala Harris's leading super PAC, Future Forward, finds that the most effective, or one of the most effective, Trump ads is one of the "Kamala is for they/them, President Trump is for you" ads. They find that it shifted the race 2.7 percentage points in Trump's favor after people watched it.

How relevant do you think that the Democratic Party's leftward shift on cultural issues is to Harris's loss? And I mean, there's some people who I think are really making the claim that you could just really focus on this and you don't need to make these kind of larger arguments about strategy or how we're speaking to America on economic policy.

Miller: I don't think that this was alone to account for Harris's loss or even maybe the biggest thing to account for her loss. I think that she didn't really respond to that ad in particular quite well, and that maybe that was a strategic mistake. I think her campaign--and she didn't run like an overly "woke," culturally left campaign. Ao the question is, did the Democratic brand on those issues drag her down? I think possibly.

To me, look, could Kamala Harris have squeaked out a victory this time while holding the same positions on trans issues had inflation been 20 percent better? Maybe. Probably. It was a clear victory for Trump, but it wasn't, you know, Reagan '84.

A couple of things changed, and had that one, the cultural stuff stayed static, could she have still won? Clearly. I mean, Biden won in 2020, when all of those issues were more high-salience, I think, than they were this time. Biden, not a Black woman--so maybe there's something to that as well, that he was able to be a little bit more resilient against attacks on those issues.

So maybe that's worth thinking about. I would say this, though. If the Democrats want to have 60 senators again ever, then yeah, they got to moderate on cultural issues. You know what I mean? There are two ways to look at this: Can Democrats still win elections by maintaining their views on everything? Yes. Are the Democrats giving away huge swaths of the country by not really even engaging with their concerns about the leftward shift of the party on a wide array of issues? Yeah, they are. I get the land-doesn't-vote thing, I get it, but look at the map.

Demsas: [Laughs.] We've all seen the map.

Miller: The map is still the map, you know what I mean?

And Trump gained in all of those little red counties out there where it's just land, all right? But he gained. There are a handful of people out there, and he got more of them, in every county. And the Democrats', I think, choice to just say, Well, we're just giving up on that and we're just going to focus on the more dynamic parts of the growing parts of the country and, eventually, demographics are destiny and blah, blah, blah, that looks like a pretty bad bet today.

I'm not out here being like, yeah, you got to throw trans people or migrants under the bus for them to win. But certainly the cultural leftward shift has created a ceiling on Democratic support that I think has a negative effect for the party, but also for progress on a lot of those issues.

Demsas: Yeah. I think it's obviously very up in the air here, how people are gonna take this mantle of how you should moderate, and I think that there's bad and good ways that people can take this. And I think that there's a level to which people--you don't have to be throwing trans people under the bus. Maybe we need to figure out ways, whether it's how Democrats responded to this with gay rights, where they talked about federalism a lot and made sure the country moved toward the issue before making it a national issue.

But I think the most important and damning thing that Democrats are clearly responsible for in the choices they have made is about the poor governance in blue cities and states. This is one of my hobbyhorses, but you see massive shifts, as you mentioned, in high-cost-of-living places that are heavily democratic, in New York and in California and in a lot of the Northeast. And I think it's hard to see that as anything other than just a repudiation of Democratic governance and particularly the cost of living and the cost of housing in these places.

And so, to me, when you talked about the Democratic brand, I mean, when you're in a cost-of-living election, yes, there are marginal effects on these cultural issues we're talking about here. Yes, there are things that campaigns can do better. Yes, there are candidate effects. But if people are asking themselves, What does it look like, how does it feel to my pocketbook to live in a Democratically run state versus a Republican one? I feel like they're being told a very clear story.

Miller: I think that that's true. I've been ruminating on this a lot over the past week. I live in Louisiana, so there is the kind of emotional guttural response I have to this, which is, do you think Louisiana is being governed that well? Because I don't.

Demsas: Yeah. Well, on cost, though, right? It's cheaper, obviously, to have a house in Louisiana.

Miller: It's cheaper to have a house in Louisiana because of the economic destruction of the state over the past couple of decades and the fact that everybody that grows up in parts of the state that's not this corridor between New Orleans and Baton Rouge leave home. And a lot of people in these places leave home, too, looking for better economic opportunities. And that's sad for the state.

That is my initial response, which is emotional, which is like, okay, sure. But why does Kamala Harris have to carry the baggage for the place I used to live--Oakland--but Donald Trump doesn't have to carry the baggage for the hollowing out of big parts of Louisiana? That said, it's true that it hurt the Democrats, right? And it's also true that the Democrats have been badly managing these big cities. And if you just look at the numbers, suburban Democrats--and this could be a counterargument. Now, I'm going to really give you a galaxy brain, Jerusalem, to your original data point earlier that the three-point effect in the battleground states versus national speaks to a campaign effect? Maybe.

Maybe it also speaks to the fact that a lot of these battleground states are made up of places that have mixed governance and big suburbs where the Democrats are doing better. Democrats are doing better in suburban America because they know they're not feeling the acute pain of governing issues that have plagued a lot of the big cities. And surely there are a couple of big cities in those seven swing states, but none of the ones you think of when you think of major disruptions, and that maybe that explains it and that the Republican gains were in a lot more of those places like that, Illinois, New Jersey, California. Anyway, just something to noodle on.

But I think that it is objectively true that Democrats are doing better in places that have not been plagued by some of these bad governing decisions on crime and on housing that we've seen for in Democratic cities, and the Democratic mayors and Democratic governors in blue states should fix that.

And it's the No. 1 thing--the last thing I'll say on this is--the No. 1 thing that comes to mind when I already hear stupid parlor-game stuff about 2028 and it's like Gavin Newsom and J. B. Pritzker. And to me, the No. 1 thing Gavin Newsom and J. B. Pritzker need to do if they want to run in 2027 is make Illinois and California run better in the meantime. Otherwise, nothing against either of those two guys, but I think that they're going to carry this baggage that you're talking about.

Demsas: Well, I could go on about housing in blue states forever. And there's an article popping, I think today, listeners, as you're hearing about this, about why I think this was a big issue for the election.

But Tim, always our last and final question.

Miller: Okay.

Miller: What is something that you once thought was a good idea but ended up only being good on paper?

Miller: Oh, okay. Hold on. I wasn't prepared for this. I misread the question. I thought it was an idea that was only good on paper that then ended up being not good on paper.

Demsas: Idea could be good.

Miller: No, no, no. I'll come up with one where I'm wrong. I'm happy to bet where I'm wrong. I was just saying the ideas are endless on those.

Demsas: Oh. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Something that you held, yeah, yeah, yeah.

Miller: An idea that I thought that was good on paper that ended up not being good on paper. Well, I guess I have to give the obvious answer to that question, sadly. I don't get to rant about daylight savings time as I hoped to--an idea that was certainly good on paper in the 1800s or whenever they came up with it that's no longer good. Falling back, that is. Permanent daylight saving time: good idea.

Changing times: not good.

Demsas: Four hundred electoral votes for whoever does this.

Miller: Yeah. The idea that I thought that was good on paper that is relevant to this podcast--because I literally put it on paper and wrote it--was the aforementioned 2013 GOP autopsy.

Demsas: Oh, yeah.

Miller: Well, how great! Compassionate conservatism. Republicans can diversify their party by getting softer on cultural issues and reaching out to the suburbs and reaching out to Hispanic voters and Black voters, criminal-justice reform, and that through criminal-justice reform and immigration reform and softening on gays, that Republicans can have a new, diverse electorate, and we can all move into a happy, bipartisan future.

That was a great idea on paper that backfired spectacularly, and now the Republicans have their most diverse electorate that they've had ever, I think, voting for Donald Trump after rejecting all of those suggestions that I put on paper. So there you go.

Demsas: As one vote of confidence for younger Tim, there are very many ways that history could have gone. I think that people often forget how contingent things are and how unique of a figure Trump is. And right now we've talked through a bunch of different ways that people are reading this moment, but there are a lot of ways that people can go, depending on what candidates do and say and how they catch fire and their charisma and what ends up being relevant in two years and in four years. So a little bit of sympathy for younger Tim.

Miller: I appreciate that. And that is true. Who the hell knows, right?

Demsas: Yeah, exactly.

Miller: Had Donald Trump not run that time and he decided he wanted to do some other scam instead, then maybe Marco Rubio is the nominee and those things do come to pass.

Demsas: [Laughs.] Yeah. If Obama doesn't make fun of him at the White House Correspondents' Dinner, we're not even sitting here on this podcast.

Miller: Great job, Jon Lovett, or whoever wrote that joke.

Demsas: [Laughs.]

Miller: I'm just joking.

Demsas: Yeah. Well, thank you so much, Tim. Thanks for coming on the show.

Miller: Thank you, Jerusalem.

[Music]

Demsas: Good on Paper is produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and engineered by Erica Huang. Our theme music is composed by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio. Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And hey, if you like what you're hearing, please leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts.

I'm Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.
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The Exhibit That Will Change How You See Impressionism

The National Gallery's "Paris 1874" explores the movement's dark origins.

by Susan Tallman


"The Cradle" (1872), Berthe Morisot ((c) Musee d'Orsay, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais / Patrice Schmidt)



For museums and their public, Impressionism is the Goldilocks movement: not too old or too new, not too challenging or too sappy; just right. Renaissance art may baffle with arcane religious symbolism, contemporary art may baffle on purpose, but put people in a gallery with Claude Monet, Edgar Degas, and Camille Pissarro, and explanatory wall texts feel superfluous. Eyes roam contentedly over canvases suffused with light, vibrant with gesture, and alive with affable people doing pleasant things. What's not to love?

Famously, of course, Impressionism was not greeted with love at the outset. In 1874, the first Impressionist exhibition was derided in the press as a "vexatious mystification for the public, or the result of mental derangement." A reviewer called Paul Cezanne "a sort of madman, painting in a state of delirium tremens," while Berthe Morisot was privately advised by her former teacher to "go to the Louvre twice a week, stand before Correggio for three hours, and ask his forgiveness." The very term Impressionism was born as a diss, a mocking allusion to Monet's shaggy, atmospheric painting of the Le Havre waterfront, Impression, Sunrise (1872). Few people saw affability: In 1874, the term commonly applied to Monet and his ilk was "intransigent."

Impressionism's rom-com arc from spirited rejection to public rapture informs our fondness for the pictures (plucky little underdogs), and has also provided a lasting model for avant-gardism as a mechanism of cultural change. We now take it for granted that young mavericks should team up to foment new ways of seeing that offend the establishment before being vindicated by soaring auction prices and long museum queues. For most of history, however, that wasn't the way things worked. Thus the 1874 exhibition has acquired legendary status as the origin point of self-consciously modern art.

Its 150th anniversary this year has been celebrated with numerous exhibitions, most notably "Paris 1874: The Impressionist Moment," organized by the Musee d'Orsay, in Paris, and the National Gallery of Art, in Washington, D.C. (where it is on view until January 19, 2025). Given the masterpieces that these museums could choose from, this might have been an easygoing lovefest, but the curators--Sylvie Patry and Anne Robbins in Paris, and Mary Morton and Kimberly A. Jones in Washington--have delivered something far more intriguing and valuable: a chance to see what these artists were being intransigent about, and to survey the unexpected turns that art and politics may take in a polarized, traumatized time and place.

Nineteenth-century French history was messy--all those republics, empires, and monarchies tumbling one after the other--but it contains a crucial backstory to Impressionism, often overlooked. In the 1860s, France was the preeminent military and cultural power on the continent. Paris was feted as the most sophisticated, most modern, most beautiful of cities, and the Paris Salon was the most important art exhibition on the planet. Then, in 1870, some fatuous chest bumping between Emperor Napoleon III (nephew of the original) and Otto von Bismarck set off an unimagined catastrophe: By the spring of 1871, mighty France had been vanquished by upstart Prussia, its emperor deposed, its sublime capital bombed and besieged for months. When France sued for peace, Paris rebelled and established its own new socialist-anarchist government, the Commune. In May 1871, the French army moved in to crush the Commune, and the ensuing week of urban warfare killed tens of thousands. In the nine months between the start of the siege in September and the destruction of the Commune in May, perhaps as many as 90,000 Parisians died of starvation and violence.

These events and their impact on French painters are detailed in the art critic Sebastian Smee's absorbing new book, Paris in Ruins: Love, War, and the Birth of Impressionism. His main focus is on the star-crossed not-quite-lovers Morisot and Edouard Manet, but nobody in this tale escaped unscathed. Morisot was in the city through the bombardment, the famine, and the street fighting; Manet and Degas volunteered for the National Guard; Pierre-Auguste Renoir served in the cavalry. Some of their most promising peers were killed. Everyone saw ghastly things.

From the April 1892 issue: Some notes on French Impressionism

And yet nothing about Degas' ballerinas practicing their tendus or Renoir's frothy scene of sophisticates out on the town suggests recent experience with terror, starvation, or climbing over dead bodies in the street, though they were painted when those events were still fresh. The Boulevard des Capucines, where the first Impressionist show took place, had been the site of "atrocious violence" in 1871, Smee tells us, but in 1874, Monet's painting of the street is limpid with light and bustling with top hats and hansom cabs. If most fans of Impressionism remain unaware of its intimacy with the horrors of what Victor Hugo dubbed "l'annee terrible," it's because the Impressionists did not picture them.

Like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's unbarking dog, this suggests an absence in search of a story, and indeed, "Paris 1874" ultimately leaves one with a sense of why they chose to turn away, and how that choice helped set a new course for art. The standard version of Impressionism--the one most people will come through the door with--has, however, always emphasized a different conflict: the David-versus-Goliath contest between the young Impressionists and the illustrious Salon.

With more than 3,000 works displayed cheek by jowl, the 1874 Salon was nearly 20 times the size of the first Impressionist show, and attracted an audience of about half a million--aristocrats, members of the bourgeoisie, workers with families in tow. (Of the latter, one journalist sniffed: "If he could, he would even bring his dog or his cat.") Presided over by the nation's Academie des Beaux-Arts, an institution whose pedigree went back to Louis XIV, the Salon was allied with the state and had a vested interest in preserving the status quo. The Impressionists, wanting to preside over themselves, had founded their own organization--the Societe Anonyme des Artistes Peintres, Sculpteurs, Graveurs, etc.--with a charter they adapted from the bakers' union in Pissarro's hometown.

"Paris 1874" is built from these two shows. With a handful of exceptions (mainly documentary photographs of the shattered city), the art on the walls in Washington now was on the walls in Paris then. (Identifying the relevant works to select from was no small achievement, given the 19th-century catalogs' lack of images or measurements, and their penchant for unhelpful titles like Portrait.) Labels indicate which exhibition each artwork appeared in, beginning with the Salon's medal-of-honor winner, Jean-Leon Gerome's L'Eminence Grise (1873), alongside Monet's celebrated and pilloried Impression, Sunrise.


L'Eminence Grise (1873), Jean-Leon Gerome ((c) 2024 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)



The two paintings might be mascots for the opposing teams. Impeccably executed, the Gerome is an umbrous scene in which Cardinal Richelieu's right-hand monk, Francois Leclerc du Tremblay, descends a staircase as the high and mighty doff their caps. The fall of light is dramatic and convincing, the dispatch of color deft, the actors choreographed and costumed to carry you through the action. Every satin ribbon, every curl of Baroque metalwork seems palpable.

Beside it, the Monet looks loose and a bit jangly. The muted gray harbor flits between solidity and dissolution. The orange blob of a sun and its shredded reflection are called into being with an almost militant economy of means. And somehow, the painting glows as if light were passing through the canvas to land at our feet. The Gerome is a perfect portal into another world. But the Monet is a world. More than just displaying different styles, the pictures embody divergent notions of what art could and should do.


Impression, Sunrise (1872), Claude Monet ((c) Musee Marmottan Monet, Paris / Studio Christian Baraja SLB)



For 200 years, the Academie had defined and defended visual art--both its manual skill set (perspective, anatomy, composition) and its intellectual status as a branch of rhetoric, conveying moral ideals and building better citizens. (L'Eminence Grise is, among other things, an engaging lesson in French history: When Cardinal Richelieu was the flashy power behind the throne of Louis XIII, the somber Capuchin friar was the "gray eminence" behind the cardinal.) Such content is what made "fine art" fine and separated painters and sculptors from decorators and cabinetmakers.

This value system had stylistic consequences. Narrative clarity demanded visual clarity. Figuration ranked higher than landscapes and still lifes in part because human figures instruct more lucidly than trees and grapes. Space was theatrical and coherent, bodies idealized, actions easily identified. Surfaces were smooth, brushstrokes self-effacing. This is still what we mean by "academic art."

In place of explicit narratives valorizing order, sacrifice, and loyalty, Realist art carried implicit arguments for social equality and individual liberty.

Most visitors confronting the opening wall at the National Gallery will know which painting they're supposed to like--and it's not the one with the fawning courtiers. Impressionism is universally admired, while academic art is sometimes treated as the butt of a joke. Admittedly, Jean Jules Antoine Lecomte Du Nouy's huge, body-waxed Eros with surly cupids is easier to laugh at than to love, but most of the academic art on view strives, like the Gerome, for gripping plausibility. You can see the assiduous archaeological research that went into the Egyptian bric-a-brac pictured in Lawrence Alma-Tadema's pieta The Death of the Pharaoh's First-Born Son (1872), or the armor of the sneaky Greeks descending from their giant gift horse in Henri-Paul Motte's starlit scene of Troy.

From the July 1900 issue: Impressionism and appreciation

Today these pictures look like film stills. It's easy to imagine Errol Flynn dashing up Gerome's stairs, or Timothee Chalamet brooding in the Alma-Tadema gloom. Perhaps the reason such paintings no longer move audiences the way they once did is that we have actual movies to provide that immersive storytelling kick. What we want from painting is something different--something personal, handmade, "authentic" (even when we aren't quite clear what that means).

It's a mistake, though, to assume that this impulse was new with Impressionism. Beginning in the 1840s, concurrent with the literary "Realism" of Stendhal and Honore de Balzac, Realist painters turned away from the studio confections of the Academie and began schlepping their easels out into the weather to paint en plein air--peasants toiling in fields, or fields just being fields. Visible brushstrokes and rough finish were the price (or certificate of authenticity) of a real-time response to a real world. These were aesthetic choices, and in turn they suggested political viewpoints. In place of explicit narratives valorizing order, sacrifice, and loyalty, Realist art carried implicit arguments for social equality ("These plain folk are worthy of being seen") and individual liberty ("My personal experience counts").

The Salon was the Academie's enforcement mechanism: In the absence of anything like today's gallery system, it represented the only practical path for a French artist to establish a reputation. Yet for decades it flip-flopped--sometimes rejecting Realist art, sometimes accepting it and even rewarding it with prizes. Manet, considered a Realist because of his contemporary subjects and ambiguous messaging, had a famously volatile history with the Salon. In 1874, Degas explained the rationale behind the Societe Anonyme in these terms: "The Realist movement no longer has to fight with others. It is, it exists, it needs to show itself on its own."

The most frequent complaint about Impressionist art concerned style--it was too "sketchy." The preference for loose brushwork was seen as slapdash and lazy.

But nothing in 1874 was quite that simple. A room at the National Gallery is given over to art about the Franco-Prussian War, both academic and Realist. All of it appeared in the Salon. The contrast is instructive: The elegant bronze by Antonin Mercie, conceived (prematurely) as a monument to victory, was altered in the face of actual events and titled Glory to the Vanquished. Although the naked soldier in the clasp of Victory has breathed his last, arms and wings still zoom ecstatically skyward and draperies flutter. He is beautiful even in death. The corpses laid out on the dirt in Auguste Lancon's Dead in Line! (1873), dressed in the uniforms they were wearing when they fell, are neither naked nor beautiful. Their skin is gray, and their fists are clenched in cadaveric spasm. In the background, troops march by, officers chat, and a village burns. There is no glory, just the banality of slaughter. Unlike Mercie, Lancon had been at the front.


Dead in Line! (1873), Auguste Lancon ((c) Departement de la Moselle, MdG1870&A, Rebourg)



Here also is Manet's quiet etching of women queuing at a butcher shop in Paris as food supplies dwindled. Black lines, swift and short, capture a sea of shining umbrellas above a snaking mass of black dresses, at the back of which you can just make out the faint lightning-bolt outline of an upthrust bayonet. It's a picture with no argument, just a set of observations: patience, desperation, rain.

In "Paris 1874," a model of curatorial discretion, the art is allowed to speak for itself. Visitors are encouraged to look and guess whether a given work appeared in the Salon or the Societe before checking the answer on the label. One quickly finds that applying the standard checklist of Impressionist attributes--"urban life," "French countryside," "leisure," "dappled brushwork"--is remarkably unhelpful. The dog-walking ladies in Giuseppe De Nittis's Avenue du Bois de Boulogne (1874, Salon) sport the same complicated hats, fashionable bustles, and acres of ruched fabric as Renoir's The Parisian Girl (1874, Societe). Charles-Francois Daubigny's The Fields in June (1874, Salon) and Pissarro's June Morning in Pontoise (1873, Societe) are both sunny summer landscapes laid out with on-the-fly brushwork. Both sides did flowers.

As for the celebration of leisure, the Salon seems to have been full of moony girls lounging around and people entertaining fluffy white lapdogs, while the artists we now call Impressionists were paying much more attention to the working world. The glinting light of Pissarro's Hoarfrost (1873, Societe) falls on an old man trudging down a road with a large bundle of wood on his back. The backlit fug of Impression, Sunrise was probably smog--the admirably informative exhibition catalog alerts readers to Stendhal's description of the same vista, "permeated by the sooty brown smoke of the steamboats." Pictured at labor, not at play, Degas' dancers stand around splayfooted, bored and tired, adjusting their shoe ribbons, scratching an itch. Even the bourgeois family outing in Degas' transcendently odd At the Races in the Countryside (1869, Societe) is focused on work: Together in a carriage, husband, wife, and dog are all transfixed by the baby's wet nurse, doing her job. As for the scenes of mothers and children, it is possible that later observers have overestimated the leisure involved.


Hoarfrost (1873), Camille Pissarro ((c) Musee d'Orsay, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais / Patrice Schmidt)



Jules-Emile Saintin's Washerwoman (1874, Salon) is assertively a picture of urban working life, but in an entirely academic mode. The scene is "modern" in the same way that Alma-Tadema's pharaoh was ancient, time-stamped by an array of meticulously rendered accessories. But the Alma-Tadema at least had the gravitas of tragedy. Saintin is content with smarm: He arranges his working girl awkwardly in the street, grinning coquettishly at the viewer while twirling a pole of white linens and hoisting her skirt to give a peek of ankle--the eternal trope of the trollop.

Read: Why absolutely everyone hates Renoir

Then there is art so wonderful and so peculiarly modern, it seems unfair that it went to the Salon. In contrast to Saintin's washerwoman, Manet's The Railway (1873) is reticent to the point of truculence. Against the backdrop of an iron railing, a little girl stands with her back to us, watching the steam of a train below, while next to her, a poker-faced young woman glances up from the book and sleeping puppy in her lap to meet our gaze. A bunch of grapes sits on the stone footing of the fence. The emotional tenor is ambiguous, the relationships between woman, child, dog, grapes, and train unclear. Everything is perfectly still and completely unsettled. Why was this at the Salon? Manet believed that appearing there was a necessary career move and declined to join in the Societe event.


The Railway (1873), Edouard Manet (Courtesy of the National Gallery of Art)



He had a point. The Societe chose, in its egalitarian zeal, to have no jury and to give space to anyone who paid the modest membership fee. The exhibit ended up even more of a grab bag than the Salon, so alongside some of the most adventurous and lasting art of the 1870s, you got Antoine Ferdinand Attendu's conventional still-life pile of dead birds, and Auguste Louis Marie Ottin's marble head of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, the great master of hard-edged Neoclassicism, made more than 30 years earlier.

One function of "Paris 1874" is to debunk the tale of the little exhibition that could. The "first Impressionist exhibition," it turns out, wasn't all that Impressionist (only seven of its 31 participants are commonly categorized as such). Many artists took part in both shows simultaneously, prioritizing career opportunities over stylistic allegiance. (Not only was organized avant-gardism not a thing before 1874; it appears not to have been a thing in 1874.) As for those famously annoyed reviews, the catalog explains that they came from a handful of critics who specialized in being annoyed, and that most of the modest attention the Societe show received was neutral or even friendly. Impression, Sunrise was "barely noticed." Just four works sold. Goliath wandered off without a scratch, and David went broke.

But debunking is a short-lived thrill. The real rewards of "Paris 1874" lie in the rising awareness one gets walking through the galleries of a new signal in the noise, a set of affinities beyond either the certainties of the Academie or the earthy truths of Realism, and even a hint of how the unpictured traumas of 1870-71 left their mark. We know about the highlights to come (Monet's water lilies at Giverny are hanging just down the hall), but there is something much more riveting about the moment before everything shifts into focus. By contrast, later Impressionist shows (there were eight in all) knew what they were about. The standard checklist works there. In 1874, it wasn't yet clear, but you can begin to see a kind of opening up, a sideways slip into letting light be light and paint be paint.

What this fledgling Impressionism puts on offer is a kind of gentle disruption or incompleteness--a willingness to leave things half said, an admission of ambiguity.

As the Salon-tagged items demonstrate, the battle over subject matter had abated by 1874. Myths and modernity were both admissible. The shift that followed had less to do with what was being painted than how. The most frequent complaint about Impressionist art concerned style--it was too "sketchy." The preference for loose brushwork, the disregard for clean edges and smooth gradients, was seen as slapdash and lazy, as if the artists were handing in early drafts in place of a finished thesis. More than one painting in the Societe show was compared to "palette scrapings."

Now we like the slap and the dash. We tend to see those independent-minded brushstrokes as evidence not of diminished attention, but of attention homing in on a new target--a fresh fascination with the transitory fall of light, at the expense, perhaps, of the stable object it falls on. Like a shape seen in the distance, sketchiness has the power to suggest multiple realities at once. Monet's dark-gray squiggle in the Le Havre water might be a rock or a boat; certainly it is a squiggle of paint. Emphasizing the physicality of the image--the gloppiness of the paint, the visible canvas below--calls attention to the instability of the illusion. Step backwards and it's a harbor; step forward and it's bits of colorful dried goo.


At the Races in the Countryside (1869), Edgar Degas ((c) 2024 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)



Sketchiness wasn't the only means of undermining pictorial certainty. Degas never went in for fluttering brushstrokes or elusive edges, but his Ballet Rehearsal (1874) is scattered with pentimenti--the ghosts of a former foot, the trace of an altered elbow, the shadow of a male observer removed from the scene. He had sketched the dancers from life, but then used and reused those drawings for years, reconfiguring them like paper dolls, exactly the way an academic artist might go about peopling a crowd scene. The all-important difference is that Degas shows how the trick is played. In At the Races in the Countryside, the carriage and family are placed so far down and to the right that the nose and shoulder of one of the horses fall off the canvas, as if the painting were a snapshot whose taker was jostled just as the shutter clicked. It's a way of calling attention to the bucket of artifice and conventions on which painterly illusion depends. This is art being disarmingly honest about being dishonest.

What this fledgling Impressionism puts on offer, distinct from the works around it, is a kind of gentle disruption or incompleteness--a willingness to leave things half-said, an admission of ambiguity, not as a problem to be solved but as a truth to be treasured. Nowhere is this more compelling than in Morisot's The Cradle (1872). A portrait of the artist's sister Edma watching her sleeping daughter, it takes a soft subject--mother and child, linen and lace--and girds it with a tensile framework of planes, taut lines, and swooping catenaries. Look beyond the "femininity" and you can see the first steps of the dance with abstraction that would dominate 20th-century painting from Henri Matisse to Richard Diebenkorn. At least as astonishing, though, is the neutrality and distance of the expression on Edma's face. It might be exhaustion, or reverie, or (because before her marriage, she too had been a gifted professional painter) dispassionate study. Think what you will.

The Cradle is not harrowing or angst-ridden. It doesn't picture unpleasantness. But when Smee writes of Morisot's pursuit of "a new language of lightness and evanescence--a language based in close observation, devoid of rhetoric or hysteria," he's talking about a response to 1870-71. Both the right-wing empire and the left-wing Commune had ended in pointless, bloody, self-inflicted tragedies. The survivors, at least some of them, had learned to mistrust big ideas. An art about nothing might seem a strange defense, but the act of paying attention to what is rather than what should be--to the particular and ephemeral rather than the abstract and eternal--could be a bulwark against the seductions of ideology.

Resistance, of necessity, adapts to circumstance. In China during the Cultural Revolution, when message-laden art was an instrument of the state, artists belonging to the No Name Group took to clandestine plein air painting in the French mode precisely because it "supported no revolutionary goals--it was hand-made, unique, intimate and personal," the scholar and artist Chang Yuchen has written. "In this context nature was less a retreat than a chosen battlefield."

I used to think that Impressionism's just-rightness was simply a function of time's passage--that its inventions had seeped so deeply into our culture that they felt comfy. But although familiarity might explain our ease, it doesn't fully explain Impressionism's continued hold: the sense that beyond being nice to look at, it still has something to say. The more time I spent in "Paris 1874," the more I cooled on the soft-edged moniker "impressionist" and warmed to the bristlier "intransigent." It was a term often applied to unrepentant Communards, but the most intransigent thing of all might just be refusing to tell people what to think.

The contemporary art world, like the world at large, has reentered a period of high moral righteousness. Major institutions and scrappy start-ups share the conviction that the job (or at least a job) of art is to instruct the public in values. Educators, publicists, and artists work hard to ensure that nobody gets left behind and nobody misses the point. But what if leaving the point unfixed is the point?

Whether all of this would have developed in the same way without the violence and disillusionment of the Franco-Prussian War and the Commune is impossible to know. But there are worse lessons to derive from trauma than these: Take pleasure in your senses, question authority, look around you. Look again.



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "The Dark Origins of Impressionism." 
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s December Cover Story: David Brooks on How the Ivy League Broke America

Trust in our current meritocratic system has plummeted, with large masses of voters turning instead to populist leaders including Donald Trump. Our elite-education system has a lot to answer for, Brooks argues. We need a new set of meritocratic values.




For The Atlantic's December cover story, "How the Ivy League Broke America," contributing writer David Brooks argues that America's meritocratic system is not working, and that we need something new. The current meritocratic order began in the 1930s, when Harvard and other Ivy League schools moved away from a student body composed of WASP elites and toward one of cognitive elites: "When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative, as though someone had turned on a powerful magnet and filaments across wide swaths of the culture suddenly snapped to attention in the same direction."
 
 As well intentioned as this was, Brooks argues, the new meritocratic system has produced neither better elites nor better societal results. We've reached a point at which a majority of Americans believe that our country is in decline, that the "political and economic elite don't care about hard-working people," that experts don't understand their lives, and that America "needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful." In short, Brooks writes, "under the leadership of our current meritocratic class, trust in institutions has plummeted to the point where, three times since 2016, a large mass of voters has shoved a big middle finger in the elites' faces by voting for Donald Trump." Furthermore, the system is so firmly established that it will be hard to dislodge. "Parents can't unilaterally disarm, lest their children get surpassed by the children of the tiger mom down the street," Brooks writes. "Teachers can't teach what they love, because the system is built around teaching to standardized tests. Students can't focus on the academic subjects they're passionate about, because the gods of the grade point average demand that they get straight A's ... All of this militates against a childhood full of curiosity and exploration."
 
 Brooks goes on to describe the six sins of meritocracy, concluding that "many people who have lost the meritocratic race have developed contempt for the entire system, and for the people it elevates. This has reshaped national politics. Today, the most significant political divide is along educational lines: Less educated people vote Republican, and more educated people vote Democratic ... Wherever the Information Age economy showers money and power onto educated urban elites, populist leaders have arisen to rally the less educated: not just Donald Trump in America but Marine Le Pen in France, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. These leaders understand that working-class people resent the know-it-all professional class, with their fancy degrees, more than they do billionaire real-estate magnates or rich entrepreneurs." Brooks continues: "When income level is the most important division in a society, politics is a struggle over how to redistribute money. When a society is more divided by education, politics becomes a war over values and culture."
 
 Brooks argues that the challenge is not to end meritocracy, but to humanize and improve it, with the first crucial step being how we define merit. In reconceiving the meritocracy, we need to take more account of noncognitive traits. Brooks writes: "If we sort people only by superior intelligence, we're sorting people by a quality few possess; we're inevitably creating a stratified, elitist society. We want a society run by people who are smart, yes, but who are also wise, perceptive, curious, caring, resilient, and committed to the common good. If we can figure out how to select for people's motivation to grow and learn across their whole lifespan, then we are sorting people by a quality that is more democratically distributed, a quality that people can control and develop, and we will end up with a fairer and more mobile society."
 
 "We should want to create a meritocracy that selects for energy and initiative as much as for brainpower," Brooks concludes. "After all, what's really at the core of a person? Is your IQ the most important thing about you? No. I would submit that it's your desires--what you are interested in, what you love. We want a meritocracy that will help each person identify, nurture, and pursue the ruling passion of their soul."
 
 David Brooks's "How the Ivy League Broke America" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Brooks on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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What Trump Can (And Probably Can't) Do With His Trifecta

Narrow Republican majorities in the House and Senate could help--and frustrate--the president.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 4:23 p.m ET on November 13, 2024

Donald Trump will begin his second term as president the same way he began his first--with Republicans controlling both the House and Senate.

The GOP scored its 218th House-race victory--enough to clinch a majority of the chamber's 435 seats--today when CNN and NBC News declared Republicans the winner of two close elections in Arizona. How many more seats the Republicans will win depends on the outcome of a few contests, in California and elsewhere, where ballots are still being counted. But the GOP's final margin is likely to be similar to the four-seat advantage it held for most of the past two years, when internal division and leadership battles prevented the party from accomplishing much of anything.

Such a slim majority means that the legislation most prized on the right and feared by the left--a national abortion ban, dramatic cuts to federal spending, the repeal of Barack Obama's Affordable Care Act and Joe Biden's largest domestic-policy achievements--is unlikely to pass Congress. "I don't think they're even going to try on any of those things," Brendan Buck, who served as a top aide to former Speaker Paul Ryan during Trump's first term, told me.

Daniel Block: The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning

Trump's biggest opportunity for a legacy-defining law may be extending his 2017 tax cuts, which are due to expire next year and won't need to overcome a Senate filibuster to pass. He could also find bipartisan support for new immigration restrictions, including funding for his promised southern wall, after an election in which voters rewarded candidates with a more hawkish stance on the border.

In 2017, Trump took office with a 51-49 Republican majority in the Senate and a slightly wider advantage in the House--both ultimately too narrow for him to fulfill his core campaign promise of axing the ACA. Next year, the dynamic will be reversed, and he'll have a bit more of a cushion in the Senate. Republicans gained four seats to recapture the majority from Democrats; they now hold a 53-47 advantage, which should be enough to confirm Trump's Cabinet picks and judicial nominees. The impact on the Supreme Court could be profound: Trump named three of its nine members during his first term, and should Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, who are both in their 70s, retire in the next two years, he would be responsible for nominating a majority of the Court.

Yet on legislation, Republicans will be constrained by both the Senate's rules and the party's thin margin in the House. Republicans have said they won't try to curtail the Senate's 60-vote threshold for circumventing a filibuster. "The filibuster will stand," the outgoing Senate minority leader, Mitch McConnell, declared on the day after the election. But he'll be only a rank-and-file member in the next Congress. McConnell's newly elected successor as party leader, Senator John Thune of South Dakota, reiterated his commitment to the legislative filibuster after winning a secret-ballot election for the role.

How many votes are needed to pass bills in the Senate won't mean much if Trump can't get legislation through the House, and that could be a far more difficult proposition. The two speakers during the current Congress, Kevin McCarthy and Mike Johnson, each had to rely on Democrats to get major bills passed, because the GOP's majority proved too thin to govern. With Trump's backing, Johnson should have the votes to stay on as speaker when the new Congress convenes in January. (When Trump addressed House Republicans today in Washington, the speaker hailed him as "the comeback king" and, NBC News reported, the president-elect assured Johnson he would back him "all the way.")

But the Republican edge could be even narrower next year if Democrats win a few more of the final uncalled races. And Trump's selection of three representatives--Matt Gaetz of Florida as attorney general, Elise Stefanik of New York as United Nations ambassador, and Mike Waltz of Florida as national security adviser--could deprive Republicans of key additional seats for several months until voters elect their replacements. (Senator Marco Rubio's expected nomination as secretary of state won't cost the GOP his Florida seat, because Governor Ron DeSantis can appoint an immediate replacement.)

Read: Elise Stefanik's Trump audition

Still, the GOP has reason to hope for a fruitful session. During Biden's first two years in office, House Democrats demonstrated that even a small majority could produce major legislation. They passed most of Biden's agenda--though the Senate blocked or watered down some of it--despite having few votes to spare. And Trump exerts a much tighter grip on his party than Biden did on congressional Democrats. Unlike during Trump's first term, few if any Republicans hostile to his agenda remain in the House. His decisive victory last week, which includes a likely popular-vote win, should also help ensure greater Republican unity.

"I think we will have a much easier time in terms of getting major things passed," predicts Representative Mike Lawler of New York, whose victory in one of the nation's most closely watched races helped Republicans keep their majority. "The country was very clear in the direction it wants Congress and the presidency to go."

Trump might even hold sway over a few Democrats on some issues. Because Trump improved his standing almost everywhere last week, the House in January will include many Democrats who represent districts that he carried. Two House Democrats who outran their party by wide margins, Representatives Jared Golden of Maine and Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State, refused to endorse Kamala Harris, while several candidates who more fully embraced the party's national message underperformed. Nearly all Democratic candidates in close races echoed Trump's calls for more aggressive action to limit border crossings, which could yield the new president additional support in Congress for restrictive immigration legislation.

Mike Pesca: The HR-ification of the Democratic Party

Like most House Republicans, Lawler endorsed Trump, but he ran on a record of bipartisanship and told me he'd be unafraid to defy the president when he disagreed. As a potential swing vote in a narrow majority, he could have more influence over the next two years. Lawler told me Monday that the GOP should heed the voters' call to focus on issues such as the economy, border security, tax cuts, and energy production. Pursuing a national abortion ban, he said, would be "a mistake." And Lawler serves as a reminder that enacting legislation even in an area where Republicans are relatively unified, like tax cuts, could be difficult: He reiterated his vow to oppose any proposal that does not restore a costly deduction for residents of high-tax states such as New York and California--a change that Trump supports but many other Republicans do not.

Trump showed little patience for the hard work of wrangling votes during his first term. Now he's testing his might on Capitol Hill--and displaying his disdain for Congress's authority--even before he takes office. Though he didn't endorse a candidate to succeed McConnell, he urged all of the contenders to allow him to circumvent the Senate by making key appointments when Congress is in recess. After he won, Thune wouldn't say whether he'd agree. Trump apparently wants the ability to install nominees--Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as secretary of health and human services?--who can't win confirmation by the Senate.

"The Trump world does not give a damn about normal processes and procedures and traditions and principles of the prerogatives of certain chambers," Buck, the former GOP aide, said. "They just want to do stuff." The fight could be instructive, an early indication that no matter how much deference the new Republican majority is prepared to give Trump, he'll surely still want more.
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        Photos From 1898: The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska
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            More than 125 years ago, Erwin Barbour, a geology professor at the University of Nebraska, took an interest in what he described as an "agricultural movement"--the proliferation of creative and inexpensive homemade windmills on farms across Nebraska. In 1897, Barbour documented this phenomenon, traveling the state, photographing the mills, interviewing their inventors and owners, and estimating the costs and benefits. He found that both wealthy and poor farmers built a wide variety of mills, many of them of novel or experimental design, made largely out of spare parts and scrap wood. These mills were used to pump water for irrigation and livestock, and to power farm machinery--often giving the owners a huge advantage in a time of drought. During a recent visit to the U.S. National Archives, I found and converted these images from an 1898 photo album that had not previously been digitized. Many of the woodcuts used in Barbour's 1899 report were based on these photographs.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man stands in a pasture next to a homemade windmill beside a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A four-blade mock turbine windmill, belonging to Friederich Ernstmeyer, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska, used to pump water for livestock. The eight-foot-diameter rotor is attached to the frame of an old mower that was mounted atop a tower of four cottonwood logs with the bark still on. Because the project used mostly found and unused parts, its total cost was 32 cents, which was the price of a long plank used for the rotor blades.
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                [image: The hand-lettered title page of a photo album for "The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska" for the Hydrographic Survey of Nebraska]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The hand-lettered title page of the photo album
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                [image: A man stands beside a large wooden structure in a farm field, with a sort of paddle-wheel style of a windmill inside the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical example of a jumbo, or "go-devil" mill, belonging to the Travis Brothers, market gardeners in Lincoln, Nebraska, used to irrigate five acres. The wind-driven sails, made from old coffee sacks, rotate and spin a pump handle, seen at center. The panels at either end of the box were designed to be raised or lowered to regulate the wind. Total cost for materials: $8.
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                [image: A many-bladed windmill sitting atop a wooden structure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 20-foot-diameter turbine windmill invented and built by J. W. Warner, seen near Overton, Nebraska. The mill powers two irrigation pumps, a feed grinder, and other farm machinery. The low positioning of the large rotor and the wide supporting structure were designed to help with stability during high winds. Total cost for materials: $80.
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                [image: A wood-and-steel windmill structure stands in a field. It is roughly built like a spindly merry-go-round, but with six flat panels instead of horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An experimental "merry-go-round" mill, designed and built by S. S. Videtto of Lincoln, Nebraska. The mill runs on a circular steel track, about 40 feet in diameter, and each sail panel is about 12 feet tall.
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                [image: Two men look at a paddle-wheel type of windmill built inside a large wooden box.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "baby jumbo" windmill, designed and built by J. L. Brown, proprietor of Midway Nurseries in Kearney, Nebraska, at a cost of $1.50. The planks for the structure and blades mostly came from old wooden grocery boxes, some with the labels still painted on. The mill pumps water to irrigate a garden, a strawberry patch, and other small crops.
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                [image: A farm shed with a circular wooden windmill mounted on its roof]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (1 of 2) A two-fan "battle axe" mill, designed and built by Elmer Jasperson, near Ashland, Nebraska. The small mill is mounted on the roof of a shed, and transmits power through chains and sprockets to a feed grinder below.
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                [image: A circular wooden windmill mounted on a roof, the circle split down the middle, with each half rotated slightly, to catch a passing breeze]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (2 of 2) A closer view of Elmer Jasperson's mill, showing the rotated panels opened to catch any passing breeze, and drive the chain (at left) to power machinery below
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                [image: Two people and several cows stand beside a tall wooden structure supporting a four-bladed windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical "battle axe" windmill, belonging to Jacob Geiss, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska. The four-blade mill is used to pump water for 125 head of cattle.
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                [image: A tall windmill stands beside a blacksmith shop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This steel turbine windmill was designed and built by the Janak Brothers of Sarpy Mills, Nebraska. The mill's head could pivot to catch winds from any direction, but had to be adjusted manually. It was used to power the pump and all of the tools in the brothers' blacksmith shop.
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                [image: A horse and carriage stand behind a six-blade wooden windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A six-blade turbine built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island
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                [image: A person stands beside a large wooden paddle-wheel style windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A powerful "large jumbo" mill, designed by E. H. Cushman, stands at the Cushman Park Gardens, near Lincoln. Its 19-foot-wide sails drive two irrigation pumps. Total materials cost: $6.
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                [image: A small wooden windmill stands above a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A second six-blade turbine mill designed and built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island. The nine-foot-diameter rotor pumps water for 50 head of cattle. Cost of materials: $1 to $5.
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                [image: Two children stand on the lower platform of a large windmill that has been built atop a barn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two children stand on the lower platform of the 36-foot-diameter Dutch-style mill built by August Prinz, near Chalco. The mill drives a feed grinder below with an estimated 8 horsepower, producing 200 to 300 bushels of ground feed a day.
                #
            

            
                
                
                U.S. National Archives
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two tall wooden windmills stand near an orchard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twin 20-foot-tall "battle axe" windmills stand on the farm of J. S. Peckham, near Gothenburg. Costing $25 each, the two mills irrigate a 15-acre orchard, pumping an average of 1,000 gallons an hour in a 15 mile-per-hour wind.
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                [image: A person stands beside a wooden windmill with small paddles for blades.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                P. Hargen's four-blade "battle-axe" mill, in Grand Island
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                [image: A farmhouse and a shed, each with a different style windmill mounted on top]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The home of August Prinz, near Chalco, showing two windmills: a homemade one built atop a shed (seen in photo 14 above), and a shopmade "Gem" steel mill atop the farmhouse.
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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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        For years, Gen Z has been either derided or praised for supposedly being "woke." Its members have been called snowflakes, mocked for performative "slacktivism" and embracing trigger warnings, and described (favorably and unfavorably) as climate warriors and gun-control activists. Some older commentators have even proclaimed them the nation's last hope. (The number of people who've argued that Gen Z might "save the world" is ... not small.)But that progressive reputation was called into question whe...

      

      
        Republican Leaders Are More Afraid of Trump Than Ever
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        If you had predicted before the election that Donald Trump's second administration would seek to hand some of the most sensitive and powerful roles in government to a Fox News personality (Pete Hegseth, nominated for defense secretary), a recurring Fox News guest who is also featured frequently on Russian state-controlled media (Tulsi Gabbard, nominated for director of national intelligence), and the target of an ongoing House Ethics Committee sexual-misconduct investigation (Matt Gaetz, nominate...

      

      
        The Democrats Are Committing Partycide
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        As California goes, so goes the nation, but what happens when a lot of Californians move to Texas? After the 2030 Census, the home of Hollywood and Silicon Valley will likely be forced to reckon with its stagnating population and receding influence. When congressional seats are reallocated to adjust for population changes, California is almost certain to be the biggest loser--and to be seen as the embodiment of the Democratic Party's failures in state and local governance.The liberal Brennan Cente...
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        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump spent much of the 2024 presidential campaign promising to wreak vengeance on his enemies and upend the federal government. Three Cabinet picks in the past two days are starting to show what that might look like.Since last night, Trump has announced plans to nominate Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense, Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence, and Matt Gaetz for attorney general. On the face of i...

      

      
        Did Republicans Just Hand Trump 2.0 His First Defeat?
        Russell Berman

        Donald Trump has won the public embrace of virtually every Republican currently in federal elected office. In private, however, at least one bastion of mild GOP resistance to Trump's takeover remains: the Senate Republican conference.GOP senators demonstrated that resistance today by electing as majority leader Senator John Thune of South Dakota and decisively rejecting the candidate whom Trump's allies preferred for the job, Senator Rick Scott of Florida. Thune, a 63-year-old in his fourth term,...

      

      
        What Trump Can (And Probably Can't) Do With His Trifecta
        Russell Berman

        Updated at 4:23 p.m ET on November 13, 2024Donald Trump will begin his second term as president the same way he began his first--with Republicans controlling both the House and Senate.The GOP scored its 218th House-race victory--enough to clinch a majority of the chamber's 435 seats--today when CNN and NBC News declared Republicans the winner of two close elections in Arizona. How many more seats the Republicans will win depends on the outcome of a few contests, in California and elsewhere, where ba...

      

      
        Don't Turn Inward
        Julie Beck

        One month to the day before the 2024 presidential election, The New York Times reported on a new analysis of how Americans spend their time. More and more of the average American's day is being spent at home: one hour and 39 minutes more in 2022 than in 2003. For each extra hour at home, a bit of it was spent with family--7.4 minutes. More of it, 21 minutes, was spent alone.Obviously, because of the coronavirus pandemic, time at home spiked in 2020. Some of this homebody impulse may well be the st...

      

      
        Don't Give Up on the Truth
        Peter Wehner

        The Donald Trump who campaigned in 2024 would not have won in 2016. It's not just that his rhetoric is more serrated now than it was then; it's that he has a record of illicit behavior today that he didn't have then.Trump wasn't a felon eight years ago; he is now. He wasn't an adjudicated sexual abuser then; he is now. He hadn't yet encouraged civic violence to overturn an election or encouraged a mob to hang his vice president. He hadn't yet called people who stormed the Capitol "great patriots"...

      

      
        Trump's 'Deep State' Revenge
        Shane Harris

        The panic set in just before midnight last Tuesday. "She's in trouble," one U.S. intelligence officer fretted as Kamala Harris's blue wall looked ready to crumble, all but ensuring that Donald Trump would head back to the White House. "This is a disaster," said another, who is retired but served during the first Trump administration and bears the scars.Neither of these men who contacted me on Election Night is a partisan. Like most intelligence officers I know, they prefer to steer clear of polit...

      

      
        The Two Donald Trumps
        Roge Karma

        The central contradiction of Donald Trump's reelection is this: He owes his victory to the fact that millions of voters appear to have seen him as the stability candidate who would usher in a return to pre-COVID normalcy. But he has put forward a second-term agenda that would be far more radical and disruptive than anything he accomplished while in office.To much of the country, the notion of Trump as the return-to-normal candidate is laughable. His first term involved two impeachments, intense n...

      

      
        Trump Signals That He's Serious About Mass Deportation
        David A. Graham

        Was Donald Trump serious about his most draconian plans for a second term? That question shadowed his whole campaign, as commentators questioned whether he'd really attempt to deport millions of immigrants or impose tariffs above 60 percent.If personnel is policy, as the Ronald Reagan-era maxim states, then the president-elect is deadly serious. Last night, he announced that Tom Homan, who was the acting head of Immigration and Customs Enforcement during the first Trump administration, will serve...

      

      
        The Democrats' Senate Nightmare Is Only Beginning
        Daniel Block

        Democrats in mourning over Donald Trump's victory can comfort themselves with the fact that, if the United States follows the pattern of other democracies that elect wannabe strongmen, their party should have a very good chance to win back the White House in 2028. The same cannot be said for the United States Senate.With very few votes left to count in last week's election, the Republican Party appears to have flipped four Senate seats--in Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia, and Montana--giving it a...

      

      
        The Democrats Need an Honest Conversation on Gender Identity
        Helen Lewis

        One of the mysteries of this election is how the Democrats approached polling day with a set of policies on gender identity that they were neither proud to champion--nor prepared to disown.Although most Americans agree that transgender people should not face discrimination in housing and employment, there is nowhere near the same level of support for allowing transgender women to compete in women's sports--which is why Donald Trump kept bringing up the issue. His campaign also barraged swing-state ...

      

      
        Why America Still Doesn't Have a Female President
        Olga Khazan

        In 2016, Hillary Clinton was a former secretary of state and senator running against the politically inexperienced real-estate tycoon Donald Trump. She lost. People would vote for a woman, the thinking went, just not that woman.In 2024, Kamala Harris was the vice president, a former senator, and a former attorney general also running against Trump, who was by then a convicted felon and sexual abuser. She also lost. People would vote for a woman, once again, just not that woman.The events of the p...

      

      
        The 21st Century's Greatest, Ghastliest Showman
        Megan Garber

        In early 2017, just after Donald Trump took residency in the White House, the New York Times technology columnist Farhad Manjoo engaged in an experiment. He spent a week doing all he could to ignore the new president. He failed. Whether Manjoo was scrolling through social media or news sites, watching sitcoms or sports--even shopping on Amazon--Trump was there, somehow, in his vision. In those early days of his presidency, Trump had already become so ubiquitous that a studious effort to avoid him w...

      

      
        The Cumulative Toll of Democrats' Delusions
        Michael Powell

        Representative Ritchie Torres, a New York Democrat, cut me off before I even finished my question: Congressman, were you-- "Surprised? No, I was not surprised," Torres, who represents a poor and working-class district in the Bronx, told me. "Much of my side in politics, and much of the media, was in a state of self-deception. We confused analysis with wishful thinking."Which is to say, too many in Torres's party assumed that they were heralds of virtue and endangered democratic values and that Ame...

      

      
        Why Did Latinos Vote for Trump?
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        Donald Trump called Latino migrants rapists, murderers, and drug dealers. After one of his final rallies, at which a comedian described Puerto Rico as "a floating island of garbage," many people, myself included, thought Latinos would decisively turn against him. We were wrong. Exit polls show that 46 percent of Latinos voted for him, and among Latino men, he won 55 percent of the votes--a huge increase from 36 percent in 2020.Many Americans are baffled. How could Latinos--many of whose family memb...

      

      
        The Strategist Who Predicted Trump's Multiracial Coalition
        Roge Karma

        "For all his apparent divisiveness," wrote the Republican pollster Patrick Ruffini, "Trump assembled the most diverse Republican presidential coalition in history and rode political trends that will prove significant for decades to come." That statement neatly describes Donald Trump's sweeping electoral victory this week. But Ruffini wrote it more than a year ago.Even though Donald Trump lost the 2020 election, he dramatically improved his performance that year among Black and, especially, Latino...

      

      
        Don't Give Up on America
        Arash Azizi

        Waking up to the election results on Wednesday, many Americans who opposed Donald Trump may have felt inclined to resent their neighbors. How could more than 70 million of them vote for a convicted felon who had hobnobbed with a fascist, showed little respect for the country's institutions or alliances, and couldn't even promise not to rule as a dictator? Some foreign observers on social media seemed to react similarly, seeing in Trump the worst traits of American caricatures: egomania, narcissis...

      

      
        The Case for Treating Trump Like a Normal President
        Conor Friedersdorf

        After Donald Trump won the 2016 presidential election, Barack Obama dutifully carried out the peaceful transfer of power. But a large faction of Americans declined to treat Trump as a president with democratic legitimacy. In their telling, he lost the popular vote, urged foreign actors to interfere in the election, broke laws, and transgressed against the unwritten rules of liberal societies. So they fancied themselves members of the "resistance," or waged lawfare, or urged the invocation of the ...

      

      
        Election Night Jubilation Outside Mar-a-Lago
        Rose Horowitch

        Photographs by Zack WittmanOn Tuesday, as Americans across the country headed to the polls, a few dozen members of the MAGA faithful flocked to the road outside Mar-a-Lago, where they spent the day tailgating, dancing, and praying for Donald Trump's restoration to the White House.This was a pilgrimage for some of Trump's most loyal supporters. Many hailed from Florida, but others had traveled from as far as California to be there, Zack Wittman, who photographed the scene for The Atlantic, told me...

      

      
        What Swayed Trump Voters Was Bidenomics
        Ronald Brownstein

        Donald Trump's decisive victory may proclaim an unpredictable new era for American government and society, but it also reaffirmed an enduring political truth: It is virtually impossible for the incumbent president's party to hold the White House when Americans are discontented with that president's performance.Americans provided Trump with a sweeping victory after a campaign in which he had darkly promised "retribution" against a long list of enemies and offered an agenda centered on mass deporta...

      

      
        What Can Women Do Now?
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        How should the women who didn't vote for Trump go about their lives, knowing that a majority of Americans voted not just against their immediate health and well-being, but for a candidate who actively sidelined and maligned people like them? After months and months of watching Donald Trump and his band of bros belittle Kamala Harris and all women generally--the childless, the childbearing, and the post-childbearing--55 percent of male voters supported him, according to CNN's exit polls. So did 45 p...

      

      
        Focus on the Things That Matter
        Jennifer Senior

        This article was updated on November 7 at 12:49 p.m.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;...
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The Not-So-Woke Generation Z

The same young people once derided as liberal snowflakes are moving to the right.

by Faith Hill




For years, Gen Z has been either derided or praised for supposedly being "woke." Its members have been called snowflakes, mocked for performative "slacktivism" and embracing trigger warnings, and described (favorably and unfavorably) as climate warriors and gun-control activists. Some older commentators have even proclaimed them the nation's last hope. (The number of people who've argued that Gen Z might "save the world" is ... not small.)

But that progressive reputation was called into question when Donald Trump won last week's presidential election--partly thanks, it seems, to Gen Z, which encompasses voters ages 18 to 27. Exit polls and county-by-county analyses, however imprecise, indicated that young voters had shifted right since 2020. That's especially true for young men--most of all young white men, who made up one of Trump's most supportive cohorts. Democrats also lost ground with young women, though. According to some national exit-poll data, the party's lead among 18-to-29-year-olds was cut nearly in half. And county data (which are considered more reliable, though still imperfect) indicate that counties with large populations of 18-to-34-year-olds moved 5.6 points rightward since the 2020 election.

People had good reason for thinking that more young adults might vote for Kamala Harris. Surveys have shown that the group cares about blue-coded issues such as the environment, firearm safety, diversity, and inclusivity. One 2023 poll found that, compared with Baby Boomers and Generation X, Gen Z is more concerned about criminal-justice reform and racial equity; in 2020, Pew found that Gen Z members are likelier to say the government "should do more to solve problems" rather than leaving things to business and individuals.

But, as researchers told me, priorities change; young adults can care about progressive causes and still be moved by messaging that speaks to their deep unease and uncertainty. Many of them are struggling--to feel financially secure, psychologically safe, or hopeful. Trump, in his campaign, managed to mirror what many young people already felt: The world is a frightening place, and it's not getting better.



Every generation is more multifaceted than its stereotypes suggest. Even before this election, Gen Z's political leanings were more complex than older adults made them out to be; famous young activists such as Greta Thunberg and Malala Yousafzai could never have represented the more than 2 billion people globally who were born between 1997 and 2012. But particularly in the past few years, surveys have found young adults to be "not off-the-charts liberal," as Corey Seemiller, a Gen Z researcher and professor at Wright State University, put it. When she and her collaborator Meghan Grace polled thousands of respondents in 2021 and 2022, they found a "massive difference between women and men," Seemiller told me; women were nearly twice as likely as men to identify as being on the left side of the political spectrum. Still, less than half of women said they were politically left; about 20 percent identified as on the right and about 20 percent as "in the middle." That survey result might not have seemed shocking at the time, but in hindsight, it suggested that not that much needed to change, Seemiller said, for many young people to tip into voting for Trump.

It's true that some progressive causes, including climate change and gun control, have typically appealed to members of Gen Z regardless of gender. But in the past few years, those priorities seem to have changed. Now many young people are more concerned about the economy, a topic that was a centerpiece of Trump's campaign. "Gen Z is a very financially concerned generation," Grace told me. Relative to their elders, they're saving more earlier and are "much more financially conservative." A University of Chicago study from earlier this fall similarly found that young adults across races and party affiliations rated inflation as the most important issue related to the 2024 election; economic growth ranked prominently as well. That doesn't mean that young adults stopped caring about lefty causes--but they're more ideologically varied than some imagined. In their 2021 research, Seemiller and Grace found that, compared with participants who simply fell down the middle on most issues, twice as many young people identified as "center blended": very liberal on some issues and very conservative on others. "If you hit a nerve with something they really cared about," Seemiller said, "you got their vote."

So what nerve did Trump hit? One common thread preoccupying many young people, Grace told me, is a desire for security. "When you think about things like their passion for the environment, desire for school safety, financial success, affordable housing," she said, "all of those things have the same spin on them: I just want to feel safe." They generally want to go to class without worrying about shooters, to grow older without witnessing the planet's demise, to pay rent without draining their whole paycheck, to believe they can make ends meet. Trump campaigned on fear--he warned of an economy in shambles, crime and danger lurking, undocumented immigrants taking work from "forgotten men and women." Much of that wasn't rooted in reality: Violent crime rates are down in the U.S., for instance, and undocumented immigrants tend to fill jobs that American workers say they don't want. Still, fear resonated.

Other populations who voted red last week were clearly drawn in by some of that messaging--but Gen Z might have been particularly susceptible, researchers told me. Young adulthood is a scary life stage, one in which many people are just beginning their careers and starting to save money, low not only on resources but also on power. The future, to many of them, probably feels deeply uncertain. Having left behind their old life contexts--family, school, the political and religious beliefs of parents and neighbors--they face the daunting task of finding new communities and driving principles, Jennifer Tanner, a developmental researcher, told me. (Young adults, she noted, are particularly vulnerable to cults, which can grant them a sense of direction and camaraderie.)

In many ways, the transition to adulthood has become harder in recent years. College tuition is ever-rising, which leaves many people with overwhelming debt. Sky-high rent has made living below one's means even trickier. And the ways young people have traditionally found new purpose are shifting: They're marrying and having kids later or not at all, and religious participation is less common. Young men, whose rightward turn was especially pronounced in this election, may face particular challenges. They're now less likely than women to get a college degree. And although the military used to be an alternative route for many non-college-bound men to find structure and a sense of pride, recruitment has been down over the past two generations. Now, Tanner told me, that population is left wondering: "What do I have to belong to?"

Read: Young adults are in crisis

Trump had plenty of help convincing Gen Z that they could find solace on the right. Podcast hosts such as Joe Rogan and Andrew Tate spread the message to millions of young men that they'd been spurned and needed to take back power. Tradwife influencers sold an idealized conservative vision to huge counts of young women while preparing perfect desserts. Trumpism may also have reached many young adults through their parents--most of whom belong to Gen X, a notably conservative generation (and, if the exit polls are correct, the one that supported Trump more than any other last week).

Parents have always had some sway over their children's beliefs, and studies suggest that many have a mediating influence on their grown kids' voting behavior. But young adults today, on average, have particularly strong ongoing relationships with their parents. In a Pew poll from last year, a majority of 18-to-34-year-olds said they look to their parents for advice. And nearly 60 percent of the parents in that survey said they'd helped their kids financially in the past year; 57 percent of 18-to-24-year-olds in a January poll reported living with their parents. Someone who depends on their folks for money or a roof over their head might feel some extra pressure, whether consciously or not, to align with the family's politics.

Read: The new age of endless parenting

But another person who might have nudged Gen Z rightward is Kamala Harris. The vice president's campaign hardly mentioned climate change or gun control--issues which, though they've dropped in importance for young voters more recently, might still have been "unifying" across race and gender if they'd been highlighted, both Grace and Seemiller told me. Harris did talk about some economic policies, such as lowering housing costs and instituting a price-gouging ban. But she also hammered home that she'd save America--and democracy--from Trump, and piece together the norms he shattered. That wouldn't necessarily have resonated with Gen Z, the oldest of whom were only 21 when Trump was first elected in 2016, the researchers I spoke with told me; a world with Trump is the only world they've really known as adults. In Seemiller and Grace's 2021 survey, "access to voting" and "political dysfunction" were pretty low on the priority list. "They might not have been hearing the issue that mattered to them," Grace told me. "And so it really had to be simplified down to: Do I care about the economy or do I care about this other thing they're talking about?"

The dark irony is that a Trump presidency, in all likelihood, will be particularly hard on young adults. Economists have warned that Trump's plans, if they come to fruition, will only worsen inflation. Trump is not likely to cancel student-loan debt. And well before November 5, LGBTQ youth were already at starkly high risk for suicide; now they've seen their nation elect someone who poured millions of dollars into anti-trans ads, and is expected to roll back policies that prevent discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity. The crisis hotline for the Trevor Project, a suicide-prevention nonprofit for young LGBTQ people, reported a nearly 700 percent increase in reach-outs on November 6.

Of course, whatever happens next won't affect all young adults in the same way--and ultimately, more voters under 30 still chose Harris than Trump. But anyone who was surprised by Gen Z last week might want to stop assuming they understand the young people of the world, and instead start listening to them.
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Republican Leaders Are More Afraid of Trump Than Ever

Trump's ridiculous Cabinet nominations will provide senators with a new test.

by Jonathan Chait




If you had predicted before the election that Donald Trump's second administration would seek to hand some of the most sensitive and powerful roles in government to a Fox News personality (Pete Hegseth, nominated for defense secretary), a recurring Fox News guest who is also featured frequently on Russian state-controlled media (Tulsi Gabbard, nominated for director of national intelligence), and the target of an ongoing House Ethics Committee sexual-misconduct investigation (Matt Gaetz, nominated for attorney general), you might have been accused of fearmongering. The notion would have sounded like a beyond-worst-case scenario cooked up to scare moderates out of voting for Trump. And yet that scenario is now upon us.

Following the announcement of Trump's unconventional slate of Cabinet picks, serious Republicans attempted to make clear that they are still in charge and won't let things get out of hand. The Gaetz pick, in particular, drew immediate derision. Gaetz "will never get confirmed," an unnamed Republican senator told Fox News. Senator John Cornyn rolled his eyes and let out "an audible snort," while Gaetz's Republican House colleagues reportedly gasped when they heard the news.

Maybe the Senate caucus really will draw the line somewhere--perhaps at Gaetz, perhaps at one or both of Gabbard and Hegseth. But there is something disconcertingly familiar in the confident yet carefully hedged assertions that the old-line GOP will stop this madness. It is exactly what Republicans said would stop Trump from receiving the nomination in 2015, from winning the presidency in 2016, and from reclaiming the party's leadership after the ignominy of January 6. "I don't think he's a serious candidate," Senator Lisa Murkowski said yesterday, of Gaetz. That is almost a verbatim repetition of what elected Republicans once said about Trump.

Elaine Godfrey: Matt Gaetz is winning

At every step along the way, Republican elites have assumed that they could stop Trump later. But when the decisive moment arrived, they discovered that the cost of confrontation had gotten higher, not lower. Opening a breach with a man whom the base had come to admire, and then worship, would imperil their own ambitions, not just Trump's.

The Republican affirmations of support for Gaetz have been less ambiguous than the background statements, facial contortions, and guttural noises expressed against him. "There's no question we've had our differences," Senator Markwayne Mullin acknowledged, referring to Gaetz. (The "differences" to which Mullin was tactfully alluding presumably consist of, as he once described to a CNN reporter, Gaetz's penchant for showing pictures of "girls that he had slept with" to disgusted House colleagues and bragging about his creative use of erectile-dysfunction pills.) Still, Mullin said, "I completely trust President Trump's decision making on this one." Mullin granted that Gaetz would have to answer "a lot of questions that are gonna be out there." While this technically leaves open the possibility that Gaetz supplies a "wrong" answer, it also implies that there is a correct one that would justify confirming an alleged sex pest whose primary qualification is a willingness to abuse power.

Senator Lindsey Graham's reaction to the Gaetz announcement was a microcosm of his Trump-era career. "I don't know yet, I'll have to think about that," he initially told reporters yesterday afternoon. By evening, having evidently given the matter all the necessary thought, Graham had transformed into a loyalist, pleading with his fellow partisans to join him in submission. "Elections have consequences," he explained on Fox News. "To every Republican: Give Matt a chance."

Senator Tommy Tuberville not only pledged his support for Trump's slate of nominees but threatened primaries against any Republicans who dissent. This is deadly serious business. Loyalty to Trump is the main basis on which Republican-primary voters choose their nominees. Trump has proved willing time and again to handicap the GOP's prospects of holding seats--thus undermining his own base of support in Congress--by endorsing the most slavish loyalists over slightly more independent and much more electable alternatives.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

At the moment, having won reelection with an actual popular-vote majority, and about to enter his tenth year as the party's most prominent figure, Trump's command over its base is at an apogee. To block Trump's selections would be not only to flout his authority, but to deny a narrative to which the base has subscribed: Trump as the innocent victim of a relentless "deep state" conspiracy. If Republican senators prevent Trump from installing the allies he says he needs to defeat that vast conspiracy, their voters may well conclude that those senators side with Trump's enemies.

The Republican lawmakers who justified Trump's election on the grounds that they would restrain his worst impulses now realize that his worst impulses have arrived, and they're not so easy to restrain. One can see the rationalizations forming in advance. Do legislators really want to blow up their relationship with Trump before his term has even begun, forfeiting their chance to exert influence over policy and staffing? Wouldn't it be better to let Trump have his nominees, but hold them to account with strict oversight hearings? "What I'm hearing privately from a few key GOP senators: yes, they'd prefer to not have a messy fight over Gaetz," the CBS News reporter Robert Costa posted this morning on X. "Not their favorite. But they also don't have a lot of energy for pushing back. Trump runs the show, they say. If Gaetz can reassure them, they're open to backing him."

Old-guard Republicans appear to be in the middle stage of a familiar Trump-era progression. It begins He'd never do it before moving on to We'll stop him if he tries and finally settling on There was nothing we could have done anyway. As they advance through these stages, they will cede Trump more and more power, which will only vindicate their ultimate fatalism. How could they ever have stood up to somebody so strong?
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The Democrats Are Committing Partycide

In the future, even winning the former "Blue Wall" states won't be enough for the party's presidential nominees.

by Jerusalem Demsas




As California goes, so goes the nation, but what happens when a lot of Californians move to Texas? After the 2030 Census, the home of Hollywood and Silicon Valley will likely be forced to reckon with its stagnating population and receding influence. When congressional seats are reallocated to adjust for population changes, California is almost certain to be the biggest loser--and to be seen as the embodiment of the Democratic Party's failures in state and local governance.

The liberal Brennan Center is projecting a loss of four seats, and the conservative American Redistricting Project, a loss of five. Either scenario could affect future presidential races, because a state's Electoral College votes are determined by how many senators and representatives it has. In 2016, after her loss to Donald Trump, Hillary Clinton argued that she'd "won the places that are optimistic, diverse, dynamic, moving forward"--an outlook that she contrasted with Donald Trump's "Make America great again" slogan. But now Democrats' self-conception as a party that represents the future is running headlong into the reality that the fastest-growing states are Republican-led.

According to the American Redistricting Project, New York will lose three seats and Illinois will lose two, while Republican-dominated Texas and Florida will gain four additional representatives each if current trends continue. Other growing states that Trump carried in this month's election could potentially receive an additional representative. By either projection, if the 2032 Democratic nominee carries the same states that Kamala Harris won this year, the party would receive 12 fewer electoral votes. Among the seven swing states that the party lost this year, Harris came closest to winning in the former "Blue Wall" of Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--at least two of which are likely to lose an electoral vote after 2030. Even adding those states to the ones Harris won would not be enough to secure victory in 2032. The Democrat would need to find an additional 14 votes somewhere else on the map.

Read: Democrats deserved to lose

Population growth and decline do not simply happen to states; they are the result of policy choices and economic conditions relative to other states. Some states lose residents because their economy hasn't kept up with the rest of the country's. But in much of blue America, including California and New York, economic dynamism and high wages aren't enough to sustain population growth, because the skyrocketing cost of shelter eclipses everything else. The amenities that these states offer--the California coastline, the New York City cultural scene--start to look like the historic molding on a house with its roof caved in. Policy failures are dragging down the Democrats' prospects in two ways: by showing the results of Democratic governance in sharp, unflattering relief, and by directly reducing the party's prospects in presidential elections and the House of Representatives.

California, New York, and other slow-growing coastal Democratic strongholds have taken an explicitly anti-population-growth tack for decades. They took for granted their natural advantages and assumed that prosperity was a given. People willingly giving up their residencies in these coastal areas is a sign of how dismal the cost of living is.

While the media are likely to pick up on anecdotes about wealthy people complaining about tax levels and political norms in liberal states, data show that population loss is heavily concentrated among lower-income people and people without a college degree. In an analysis of census data, the Public Policy Institute of California found that more than 600,000 people who have left the Golden State in the past decade have cited the housing crisis as the primary reason.

When people vote with their feet, they're sending a clear signal about which places make them optimistic about the future. What does it say about liberal governance that Democratic states cannot compete with Florida and Texas?

Remarkably, none of this happened by accident. A hostility toward population growth and people in general has suffused the politics of Democratic local governance. The researcher Greg Morrow meticulously documented the political effort in Los Angeles to stop people from moving to the city over the back half of the 20th century. In the early 1970s, the UCLA professor Fred Abraham pushed for growth limits, arguing, "We need fewer people here--a quality of life, not a quantity of life. We must request a moratorium on growth and recognize that growth should be stopped." Morrow also points to comments from the Sierra Club, which recommended "limiting residential housing ... to lower birth rates." Such arguments preceded a now infamous downzoning in the '70s and '80s, which substantially reduced the number of homes that could be legally built, slashed the potential population capacity of Los Angeles from an estimated 10 million people to 4 million, and spurred one of the nation's most acute housing and homelessness crises. Self-styled progressives and liberals in blue communities across the country have taken similar approaches, all but directing would-be newcomers to places like Texas and Florida.

Contrast this attitude with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis's boast, in a press release during his unsuccessful presidential-primary campaign, that "people are flocking to Florida and fleeing California." DeSantis has pursued pro-growth housing policies that allow working-class people to afford housing in his state.

Read: How Florida beat New York

For a long time, failures of local governance have remained divorced from the national political conversation. What can President Joe Biden have to do with the decision of Marin or Westchester County to refuse new housing supply? But national Democrats cannot overlook the issue any longer. As researchers from the Economic Innovation Group recently noted, the biggest declines in Democrats' vote share from 2020 to 2024 occurred in the most expensive and most populous counties.

In the days since Harris's defeat, Democrats have defended Biden's tenure by arguing that inflation was beyond the president's control, or pointing to other economic accomplishments. But no Republican stopped San Francisco from building housing, and Trump is not responsible for New York City's byzantine housing-permitting regime. (In fact, as I write this, New York is on the verge of watering down a proposal that would ease the construction of apartment buildings and smaller homes.) In the course of my work, I hear many policy makers and residents in blue communities lament their intractable housing crises, seemingly unaware that many places have solved a supposedly insurmountable problem. The only difference is those places are in states run by Republicans.

It is not too late to reverse California's stagnation--or that of New York and other expensive states. The cost of housing is quite literally a signal for how many millions of people would love to live in those places. Yet, in the aftermath of Trump's reelection, as several Democratic governors have telegraphed their intent to act as bastions of resistance in the coming years, none has focused on the issue that has most hollowed out the promise of liberal America. Nowhere in these headline-seeking pronouncements is a plan to address the housing and cost-of-living crisis or even a reckoning with the failures that produced the status quo. In part this is due to Democrats' failure to understand the link between their anti-growth policies at the state and local level and the national viability of their party. For years, Democrats have gotten to represent the growing, vibrant parts of this country and have become complacent, presuming economic dominance even in the absence of good policy. But last week's results should not have shocked state and local Democratic policy makers--people have been voting with their feet for years.
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The Thing That Binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump

The president-elect's most controversial Cabinet picks share one crucial tie.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump spent much of the 2024 presidential campaign promising to wreak vengeance on his enemies and upend the federal government. Three Cabinet picks in the past two days are starting to show what that might look like.

Since last night, Trump has announced plans to nominate Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense, Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence, and Matt Gaetz for attorney general. On the face of it, the trio seem to possess little in common except having scant qualification on paper for the jobs he wants them to fill. (Gabbard and Gaetz are also widely disliked by members of the respective parties in which they served in the U.S. House.)

Consider where all three were nine years ago. Hegseth was an Iraq and Afghanistan veteran serving in the Army Reserve, backing Marco Rubio for president from his relatively new perch as a Fox News commentator. Gabbard was a Democratic representative from Hawaii and the vice chair of the Democratic National Committee; she'd resign the next year to back Senator Bernie Sanders's run for president. Gaetz was a little-known representative in the Florida state House, with plans to run for his dad's state Senate seat in 2016. Even today, none of them share an ideology: Hegseth is a culture warrior, Gaetz a libertine with an unusual mix of political views, and Gabbard an ostensible dove with her own strange commitments.

Read: Matt Gaetz is winning

What brings them together is not just fidelity to Trump, but a shared sense of having been persecuted by the departments they've been nominated to lead. It's what they share with Trump as well as one another, and it's their main credential to serve under him.

After the January 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol, Hegseth defended the rioters on Fox News. "These are not conspiracy theorists motivated just by lies--that's a bunch of nonsense that people want to tell us," he said. "These are people that understand first principles; they love freedom, and they love free markets." Two weeks later, the National Guard said it had removed 12 members from duty on the day of Joe Biden's inauguration because of worries about extremist groups.

By his own account, Hegseth was one of the dozen. He said a tattoo of a Jerusalem cross had gotten him flagged. He soon left the military, then wrote a book attacking the military as a bastion of "wokeness" and decay. "The feeling was mutual--I didn't want this Army anymore either," he wrote. He's remained a loud critic of Pentagon brass, including suggesting that General C. Q. Brown, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, is in his role only because he is Black.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Gabbard seems like an odd choice for DNI, a role created after 9/11 to try to solve problems of siloed information between intelligence agencies. Though a veteran and former representative, she has no clear interest in intelligence and did not serve on the House Intelligence Committee. She does, however, have a grudge against the intelligence community. She says that this summer, she was placed on a watch list for domestic terrorism, resulting in frequent extra screening at airports. Gabbard says she believes this is because of criticism of Vice President Kamala Harris. Confirming any of this is impossible, because the watch lists really are a civil-liberties nightmare: They are not public, the reasons anyone gets on them are opaque, and the process for challenging them is enigmatic.

Gaetz is somehow an even more improbable pick to be the nation's chief law-enforcement officer than Gabbard is for DNI. He has extensive experience with law enforcement, but generally he's been the suspect. In 2008, he was pulled over for speeding and suspected of driving drunk, but he refused a Breathalyzer test and charges were dropped. Court papers have alleged that Gaetz attended drug- and sex-fueled parties involving underage girls, which Gaetz denies. He's currently being investigated by the House Ethics Committee for a variety of alleged offenses. (My colleague Elaine Godfrey reported that Gaetz has shown videos of naked women to colleagues; Gaetz was a leading opponent of a revenge-porn law in the Florida legislature.)

More to the point, Gaetz was also the subject of a lengthy Justice Department probe into possible sex-trafficking. A top Trump aide told the House January 6 committee that Gaetz had sought a pardon from Trump at the close of his first presidency. After years of investigation, the DOJ informed Gaetz's lawyers in 2023 that he would not be charged. The experience left Gaetz furious at the Justice Department.

David A. Graham: The terminally online are in charge now

What each of these appointments would offer, if the nominees are confirmed, is a chance to get their revenge on the people they feel have done them wrong. Whether they can get confirmed will be a good test of just how acquiescent the GOP Senate, under incoming Majority Leader John Thune, will be to Trump's agenda.

Hegseth would be the least traditionally qualified nominee to lead the Defense Department in memory; it's a sprawling bureaucracy, and he has no experience with it except as a low-ranking officer. But Hegseth is personally well liked and already collecting support from powerful Republicans. Gabbard's past record of criticizing Republicans may raise some eyebrows, though she has become a loyal member of Trump's inner circle. Gaetz will be the biggest test, in part because many Republicans personally despise him, and because the probes into him make him radioactive. (Perhaps these nominees are why Trump has so avidly demanded recess-appointment power.)

If Trump can get Hegseth, Gabbard, and Gaetz confirmed, he'll be on the way to the retribution he promised. And if any of them falls, he's still made his intentions crystal clear.
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Did Republicans Just Hand Trump 2.0 His First Defeat?

The Senate GOP elected John Thune as majority leader--and decisively rejected Trump's apparent favorite.

by Russell Berman




Donald Trump has won the public embrace of virtually every Republican currently in federal elected office. In private, however, at least one bastion of mild GOP resistance to Trump's takeover remains: the Senate Republican conference.

GOP senators demonstrated that resistance today by electing as majority leader Senator John Thune of South Dakota and decisively rejecting the candidate whom Trump's allies preferred for the job, Senator Rick Scott of Florida. Thune, a 63-year-old in his fourth term, most recently served as the top lieutenant to Senator Mitch McConnell, the longtime Republican leader whose relationship with Trump has been famously difficult. Like McConnell, Thune criticized Trump's role in fomenting the Capitol riot on January 6, 2021, calling the former president's actions "inexcusable." He has since tried to repair the relationship in the hope that Trump would not try to thwart his bid to replace McConnell.

Now Thune's partnership with Trump will determine how many of the president-elect's nominees will win confirmation and how much of his legislative agenda can pass Congress. Thune will preside over a larger Republican majority--the GOP will have 53 seats to the Democrats' 47, come January--than the party had during Trump's first term. But three of those Senate Republicans--Susan Collins of Maine, Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, and Bill Cassidy of Louisiana--voted to convict and remove Trump from office after January 6.

Read: Trump gets his second trifecta

The tests will begin immediately. Will Republicans confirm Trump's choice of Pete Hegseth, a military veteran and Fox News host with no experience in government leadership, to be defense secretary? Or Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida as attorney general? The possible nominations of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Kash Patel to senior roles could similarly force Thune to decide how much deference he wants to give the new president.

A GOP leader's distaste for Trump doesn't always translate to legislative conflict. McConnell was unsparing in his criticism of Trump after January 6; he told his biographer Michael Tackett that Trump was "a sleazeball" and that the assault on the Capitol demonstrated his "complete unfitness for office." Yet as majority leader, McConnell rarely bucked Trump, blocking few nominees and ensuring the president's ability to reshape the federal judiciary and the Supreme Court. He voted to acquit Trump of his second impeachment, a decision that helped enable Trump's political comeback.

Thune is likely to be even more accommodating as Trump prepares to reassume the presidency. "This Republican team is united," Thune told reporters after defeating Scott and Senator John Cornyn of Texas in the leadership election. "We have a mandate from the American people, a mandate not only to clean up the mess left by the Biden-Harris-Schumer agenda, but also to deliver on President Trump's priorities." He signaled support for Trump's nominees so far--although Gaetz's selection had yet to be announced--and vowed to overcome Democratic opposition to confirming them.

Tom Nichols: The loyalists are collecting their rewards in Trump's Cabinet

Yet if Thune is no longer a Trump critic, he isn't a loyalist either. Socially and fiscally conservative, he began his political ascent when most Republicans were still devoted to the legacy of Ronald Reagan. Thune first won his Senate seat in 2004 by defeating the Democratic leader at the time, Tom Daschle, and was seen as a possible presidential contender. But he devoted himself to the Senate instead, and his bid to succeed McConnell was years in the making. During his press conference today, Thune reaffirmed his commitment to maintaining the Senate's 60-vote threshold for overcoming a legislative filibuster--a McConnell priority that Trump frequently complained about during his first term. He also declined to immediately agree to Trump's demand that the Senate allow him to install his nominees when Congress is not in session.

Thune's main (though friendly) rival has long been Cornyn, who preceded Thune as the party's second-ranking Senate leader. But the Trump wing distrusted both Johns and wanted Rick Scott, who had run the GOP's campaign committee before unsuccessfully challenging McConnell for party leader after the 2022 midterms. Scott racked up several public endorsements from Trump loyalists in the week since the election. Notably, however, the former president declined to weigh in on the race, perhaps not wanting to spend his political capital on a long shot who was likely to lose.

Had the vote been public, Scott might not have been such a long shot, and a vocal Trump-led pressure campaign could have put him over the top. But senators decide their leaders by secret ballot, and a majority of Republicans took the opportunity to elect, in Thune, the candidate with the fewest ties to the new president. Luckily for Trump, that vote will likely be the last big one they get to take in private for a while.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/john-thune-senate-trump-gop/680643/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Trump Can (And Probably Can't) Do With His Trifecta

Narrow Republican majorities in the House and Senate could help--and frustrate--the president.

by Russell Berman




Updated at 4:23 p.m ET on November 13, 2024

Donald Trump will begin his second term as president the same way he began his first--with Republicans controlling both the House and Senate.

The GOP scored its 218th House-race victory--enough to clinch a majority of the chamber's 435 seats--today when CNN and NBC News declared Republicans the winner of two close elections in Arizona. How many more seats the Republicans will win depends on the outcome of a few contests, in California and elsewhere, where ballots are still being counted. But the GOP's final margin is likely to be similar to the four-seat advantage it held for most of the past two years, when internal division and leadership battles prevented the party from accomplishing much of anything.

Such a slim majority means that the legislation most prized on the right and feared by the left--a national abortion ban, dramatic cuts to federal spending, the repeal of Barack Obama's Affordable Care Act and Joe Biden's largest domestic-policy achievements--is unlikely to pass Congress. "I don't think they're even going to try on any of those things," Brendan Buck, who served as a top aide to former Speaker Paul Ryan during Trump's first term, told me.

Daniel Block: The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning

Trump's biggest opportunity for a legacy-defining law may be extending his 2017 tax cuts, which are due to expire next year and won't need to overcome a Senate filibuster to pass. He could also find bipartisan support for new immigration restrictions, including funding for his promised southern wall, after an election in which voters rewarded candidates with a more hawkish stance on the border.

In 2017, Trump took office with a 51-49 Republican majority in the Senate and a slightly wider advantage in the House--both ultimately too narrow for him to fulfill his core campaign promise of axing the ACA. Next year, the dynamic will be reversed, and he'll have a bit more of a cushion in the Senate. Republicans gained four seats to recapture the majority from Democrats; they now hold a 53-47 advantage, which should be enough to confirm Trump's Cabinet picks and judicial nominees. The impact on the Supreme Court could be profound: Trump named three of its nine members during his first term, and should Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, who are both in their 70s, retire in the next two years, he would be responsible for nominating a majority of the Court.

Yet on legislation, Republicans will be constrained by both the Senate's rules and the party's thin margin in the House. Republicans have said they won't try to curtail the Senate's 60-vote threshold for circumventing a filibuster. "The filibuster will stand," the outgoing Senate minority leader, Mitch McConnell, declared on the day after the election. But he'll be only a rank-and-file member in the next Congress. McConnell's newly elected successor as party leader, Senator John Thune of South Dakota, reiterated his commitment to the legislative filibuster after winning a secret-ballot election for the role.

How many votes are needed to pass bills in the Senate won't mean much if Trump can't get legislation through the House, and that could be a far more difficult proposition. The two speakers during the current Congress, Kevin McCarthy and Mike Johnson, each had to rely on Democrats to get major bills passed, because the GOP's majority proved too thin to govern. With Trump's backing, Johnson should have the votes to stay on as speaker when the new Congress convenes in January. (When Trump addressed House Republicans today in Washington, the speaker hailed him as "the comeback king" and, NBC News reported, the president-elect assured Johnson he would back him "all the way.")

But the Republican edge could be even narrower next year if Democrats win a few more of the final uncalled races. And Trump's selection of three representatives--Matt Gaetz of Florida as attorney general, Elise Stefanik of New York as United Nations ambassador, and Mike Waltz of Florida as national security adviser--could deprive Republicans of key additional seats for several months until voters elect their replacements. (Senator Marco Rubio's expected nomination as secretary of state won't cost the GOP his Florida seat, because Governor Ron DeSantis can appoint an immediate replacement.)

Read: Elise Stefanik's Trump audition

Still, the GOP has reason to hope for a fruitful session. During Biden's first two years in office, House Democrats demonstrated that even a small majority could produce major legislation. They passed most of Biden's agenda--though the Senate blocked or watered down some of it--despite having few votes to spare. And Trump exerts a much tighter grip on his party than Biden did on congressional Democrats. Unlike during Trump's first term, few if any Republicans hostile to his agenda remain in the House. His decisive victory last week, which includes a likely popular-vote win, should also help ensure greater Republican unity.

"I think we will have a much easier time in terms of getting major things passed," predicts Representative Mike Lawler of New York, whose victory in one of the nation's most closely watched races helped Republicans keep their majority. "The country was very clear in the direction it wants Congress and the presidency to go."

Trump might even hold sway over a few Democrats on some issues. Because Trump improved his standing almost everywhere last week, the House in January will include many Democrats who represent districts that he carried. Two House Democrats who outran their party by wide margins, Representatives Jared Golden of Maine and Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State, refused to endorse Kamala Harris, while several candidates who more fully embraced the party's national message underperformed. Nearly all Democratic candidates in close races echoed Trump's calls for more aggressive action to limit border crossings, which could yield the new president additional support in Congress for restrictive immigration legislation.

Mike Pesca: The HR-ification of the Democratic Party

Like most House Republicans, Lawler endorsed Trump, but he ran on a record of bipartisanship and told me he'd be unafraid to defy the president when he disagreed. As a potential swing vote in a narrow majority, he could have more influence over the next two years. Lawler told me Monday that the GOP should heed the voters' call to focus on issues such as the economy, border security, tax cuts, and energy production. Pursuing a national abortion ban, he said, would be "a mistake." And Lawler serves as a reminder that enacting legislation even in an area where Republicans are relatively unified, like tax cuts, could be difficult: He reiterated his vow to oppose any proposal that does not restore a costly deduction for residents of high-tax states such as New York and California--a change that Trump supports but many other Republicans do not.

Trump showed little patience for the hard work of wrangling votes during his first term. Now he's testing his might on Capitol Hill--and displaying his disdain for Congress's authority--even before he takes office. Though he didn't endorse a candidate to succeed McConnell, he urged all of the contenders to allow him to circumvent the Senate by making key appointments when Congress is in recess. After he won, Thune wouldn't say whether he'd agree. Trump apparently wants the ability to install nominees--Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as secretary of health and human services?--who can't win confirmation by the Senate.

"The Trump world does not give a damn about normal processes and procedures and traditions and principles of the prerogatives of certain chambers," Buck, the former GOP aide, said. "They just want to do stuff." The fight could be instructive, an early indication that no matter how much deference the new Republican majority is prepared to give Trump, he'll surely still want more.
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Don't Turn Inward

After a bruising election, many Americans may feel an impulse toward solitude. That's the wrong instinct.

by Julie Beck




One month to the day before the 2024 presidential election, The New York Times reported on a new analysis of how Americans spend their time. More and more of the average American's day is being spent at home: one hour and 39 minutes more in 2022 than in 2003. For each extra hour at home, a bit of it was spent with family--7.4 minutes. More of it, 21 minutes, was spent alone.

Obviously, because of the coronavirus pandemic, time at home spiked in 2020. Some of this homebody impulse may well be the stubborn persistence of habits formed during the isolating early days of lockdown. But this trend is more than just a pandemic hangover. For years before COVID-19 hit, time spent alone had been increasing as time spent socializing had been decreasing. Though solitude and loneliness are not the same, this downturn in social connection happened alongside a rise in loneliness so pronounced that the surgeon general called it an epidemic.

And now this: the reelection to the nation's highest office of Donald Trump, a man who has attacked the very idea of a communal, democratic form of government, and who has indicated that he aspires to move the United States toward autocracy--auto, of course, meaning "self," and autocracy being the concentration of power for and within the self. Self over others is one of Trump's defining principles. In his first term as president, he used an office intended for public service to enrich himself. He has vowed to use it this time to take revenge on his enemies and--"within two seconds" of taking office--to fire the special counsel overseeing criminal cases against him.

Yet self over others, or at the very least self before others, has long been a prominent aspect of American culture--not always to Trumpian levels, certainly, but individualism for better and worse shapes both the structure of society and our personal lives. And it will surely shape Americans' responses to the election: for the winners, perhaps, self-congratulation; for the losers, the risk of allowing despair to pull them into a deeper, more dangerous seclusion. On Election Day, the Times published an article on voters' plans to manage stress. Two separate people in that story said they were deliberately avoiding social settings. To extend that strategy into the next four years would be a mistake.

Read: Don't give up on America

In 1831, the French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville traveled to the United States. He observed and analyzed its people and culture, and published his thoughts in a massive two-volume report called Democracy in America. Alongside his praise for the country's professed value of equality--which he wrote "possesses all the characteristics of a divine decree"--he warned of the individualism he saw as baked into American society and the isolation it could cause. "Each man is forever thrown back on himself alone," he wrote, "and there is danger that he may be shut up in the solitude of his own heart."

More than a century and a half later, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, a sociological book by five scholars, followed explicitly in Tocqueville's footsteps, examining how individualism affects institutions and personal relationships in the United States. Published in 1985, it reads today as wildly prescient. The authors feared that the danger Tocqueville described had already come to pass. "It seems to us," they wrote, "that it is individualism, and not equality, as Tocqueville thought, that has marched inexorably through our history. We are concerned that this individualism may have grown cancerous ... that it may be threatening the survival of freedom itself."

Tempering American individualism, in Tocqueville's view, was Americans' propensity to form associations and participate in civic life. "These he saw as moderating the isolating tendencies of private ambition on one hand and limiting the despotic proclivities of government on the other," the authors of Habits of the Heart wrote. But American associational life began hollowing out starting in the 1960s and '70s, as people became less and less likely to attend any kind of club, league, church, or other community organization (a shift that Robert Putnam documented in his 2000 book, Bowling Alone). Since the late '70s, faith in large-scale institutions such as organized religion, organized labor, the media, and the U.S. government has also been dwindling; in 2023, Gallup declared it "historically low."

A few months ago I spoke with Ann Swidler, one of the authors of Habits of the Heart. "We obviously did not succeed in having things go the direction we might have hoped," she told me. "I would say that every horrible thing we worried about has gotten worse." Americans are spending measurably more time shut up in the solitude of their homes, and perhaps in the solitude of their own hearts as well.

It might be difficult to imagine the renaissance of many civic associations--the kind that could be good for both democracy and our relationships--given that a majority of Americans just voted for a man who has little interest in or respect for institutions beyond what they can do for him. If autocracy is indeed where the country is headed, Tocqueville's prediction regarding our relationships is not a positive one. As he wrote in The Old Regime and the Revolution, his book on the French revolution:

Despotism does not combat this tendency [toward individualism]; on the contrary, it renders it irresistible, for it deprives citizens of all common passions, mutual necessities, need of a common understanding, opportunity for combined action: it ripens them, so to speak, in private life. They had a tendency to hold themselves aloof from each other: it isolates them. They looked coldly on each other: it freezes their souls.


If individualism is, as the authors of Habits of the Heart wrote, "the first language in which Americans tend to think about their lives," it makes sense that people would reach for their mother tongue in times of upheaval. In the days after the 2016 election, for example, searches for the term self-care spiked. Caring for yourself takes different forms, of course, though in mainstream culture, self-care is commonly used to mean treating yourself, by yourself. Self-soothing, alone. (One can see in this echoes of Ralph Waldo Emerson's essay "Self-Reliance": "Nothing can bring you peace but yourself.")

But caring for yourself doesn't always have to breed isolation. Among activists and in the helping professions, self-care is often talked about as a way to restore people so that they don't burn out and can continue their altruistic work. Some in these circles critique a focus on self-care as distracting from the need for institutional support. But the overall conception at least shows an understanding of the two types of care as having a symbiotic relationship: Care for the self so that you can show up for others.

Read: Focus on the things that matter

What's more, caring for others is a form of self-care. Research shows that doing things for other people leads to greater well-being than trying to make yourself happy or indulging yourself. This is not to say there is no place for self-soothing or solitude, or for buying yourself a little treat. But it is to challenge the cultural message that turtling up alone is the most appropriate response to difficult feelings.

Under an administration for which (to paraphrase my colleague Adam Serwer) cruelty, not care, is the point, it falls to people to care for one another on scales small and large. This task is made harder not just by the cultural pressure for Americans to rely only on themselves but also by the slow, steady atrophying of the muscles of togetherness. "American individualism resists more adult virtues, such as care and generativity, let alone wisdom," the authors of Habits of the Heart wrote. The inverse, I hope, is true too: that care and generativity--working to make contributions to a collective future--are the path to resisting hyper-individualism and isolation.

Even if turning inward is a big-picture trend, it is, of course, not the only development happening. As isolating as the pandemic lockdown was, those years saw the rise of mutual-aid groups determined to care for the vulnerable whether the government did or not. During the first Trump administration, mass protests broke out; people fought for women's rights and an end to racist police brutality. People are always showing up for one another in quiet, everyday ways too. Building networks of support and commitment could provide some small buffer against the effects of a self-serving president-elect's policies while keeping people from drifting further apart.

Americans' skills of connection and care are not lost. But they are rusty. And all of us will need those skills if we are to find a way to turn toward one another instead of inward. I'm not even talking about overcoming political polarization or reaching out to build bridges with strangers who voted differently than you did. Those are tasks that people won't be equipped to tackle if they're struggling to show up for the loved ones already in their life. For now, it is enough of a challenge to attempt to reverse the isolationist inertia of decades. It is enough of a challenge to resist what has become a cultural tendency to withdraw, while also processing the stress of an election that has left many people exhausted and deeply afraid for the future. How do we proceed over the next four years? Not alone. How do we proceed over the next week, hour, minute? Not alone.
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Don't Give Up on the Truth

Striking out against injustice is always right; it always matters.

by Peter Wehner




The Donald Trump who campaigned in 2024 would not have won in 2016. It's not just that his rhetoric is more serrated now than it was then; it's that he has a record of illicit behavior today that he didn't have then.

Trump wasn't a felon eight years ago; he is now. He wasn't an adjudicated sexual abuser then; he is now. He hadn't yet encouraged civic violence to overturn an election or encouraged a mob to hang his vice president. He hadn't yet called people who stormed the Capitol "great patriots" or closed his campaign talking about the penis size of Arnold Palmer. He hadn't extorted an ally to dig up dirt on his political opponent or been labeled a "fascist to the core" by his former top military adviser.

But America is different now than it was at the dawn of the Trump era. Trump isn't only winning politically; he is winning culturally in shaping America's manners and mores. More than any other person in the country, Trump--who won more than 75 million votes--can purport to embody the American ethic. He's right to have claimed a mandate on the night of his victory; he has one, at least for now. He can also count on his supporters to excuse anything he does in the future, just as they have excused everything he has done in the past.

It's little surprise, then, that many critics of Trump are weary and despondent. On Sunday, my wife and I spoke with a woman whose ex-husband abused her; as we talked, she broke into tears, wounded and stunned that Americans had voted for a man who was himself a well-known abuser. The day before, I had received a text from a friend who works as a family therapist. She had spent the past few evenings, she wrote, "with female victims of sexual abuse by powerful and wealthy men. Hearing their heartbreak and re-traumatizing because we just elected a president who bragged about assaulting women because he can, and then found guilty by a jury of his peers for doing just that. And then they see their family and neighbors celebrate a victory."

The preliminary data show that Trump won the support of about 80 percent of white evangelicals. "How can I ever walk into an evangelical church again?" one person who has long been a part of the evangelical world asked me a few days ago.

McKay Coppins: Triumph of the cynics

I've heard from friends who feel as though their life's work is shattering before their eyes. Others who have been critical of Trump are considering leaving the public arena. They are asking themselves why they should continue to speak out against Trump's moral transgressions for the next four years when it didn't make any difference the past four (or eight) years. It's not worth the hassle, they've concluded: the unrelenting attacks, the death threats, or the significant financial costs.

So much of MAGA world thrives on conflict, on feeling aggrieved, on seeking vengeance. Most of the rest of us do not. Why continue to fight against what he stands for? If Trump is the man Americans chose to be their president, if his values and his conduct are ones they're willing to tolerate or even embrace, so be it.

And even those who resolve to stay in the public arena will be tempted to mute themselves when Trump acts maliciously. We tried that for years, they'll tell themselves, and it was like shooting BBs against a brick wall. It's time to do something else.

I understand that impulse. For those who have borne the brunt of hate, withdrawing from the fight and moving on to other things is an understandable choice. For everything there is a season. Yet I cannot help but fear, too, that Trump will ultimately win by wearing down his opposition, as his brutal ethic slowly becomes normalized.

So how should those who oppose Trump, especially those of us who have been fierce critics of Trump--and I was among the earliest and the most relentless--think about this moment?

First, we must remind ourselves of the importance of truth telling, of bearing moral witness, of calling out lies. Countless people, famous and unknown, have told the truth in circumstances far more arduous and dangerous than ours. One of them is the Russian author and Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. "To stand up for truth is nothing," he wrote. "For truth, you must sit in jail. You can resolve to live your life with integrity. Let your credo be this: Let the lie come into the world, let it even triumph. But not through me." The simple step a courageous individual must take is to decline to take part in the lie, he said. "One word of truth outweighs the world." A word of truth can sustain others by encouraging them, by reminding them that they're not alone and that honor is always better than dishonor.

Second, we need to guard our souls. The challenge for Trump critics is to call Trump out when he acts cruelly and unjustly without becoming embittered, cynical, or fatalistic ourselves. People will need time to process what it means that Americans elected a man of borderless corruption and sociopathic tendencies. But we shouldn't add to the ranks of those who seem purposeless without an enemy to target, without a culture war to fight. We should acknowledge when Trump does the right thing, or when he rises above his past. And even if he doesn't, unsparing and warranted condemnation of Trump and MAGA world shouldn't descend into hate. There's quite enough of that already.

In his book Civility, the Yale professor Stephen L. Carter wrote, "The true genius of Martin Luther King, Jr. was not in his ability to articulate the pain of an oppressed people--many other preachers did so, with as much passion and as much power--but in his ability to inspire those very people to be loving and civil in their dissent."

Third, the Democratic Party, which for the time being is the only alternative to the Trump-led, authoritarian-leaning GOP, needs to learn from its loss. The intraparty recriminations among Democrats, stunned at the results of the election, are ferocious.

My view aligns with that of my Atlantic colleague Jonathan Rauch, who told me that "this election mainly reaffirms voters' anti-incumbent sentiment--not only in the U.S. but also abroad (Japan/Germany). In 2020, Biden and the Democrats were the vehicle to punish the incumbent party; in 2016 and again in 2024, Trump and the Republicans were the vehicle. Wash, rinse, repeat." But that doesn't mean that a party defeated in two of the previous three presidential elections by Trump, one of the most unpopular and broadly reviled figures to ever win the presidency, doesn't have to make significant changes.

There is precedent--in the Democratic Party, which suffered titanic defeats in 1972, 1980, 1984, and 1988, and in the British Labour Party, which was decimated in the 1980s and the early '90s. In both cases, the parties engaged in the hard work of ideological renovation and produced candidates, Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, who put in place a new intellectual framework that connected their parties to a public they had alienated. They confronted old attitudes, changed the way their parties thought, and found ways to signal that change to the public. Both won dominant victories. The situation today is, of course, different from the one Clinton and Blair faced; the point is that the Democratic Party has to be open to change, willing to reject the most radical voices within its coalition, and able to find ways to better connect to non-elites. The will to change needs to precede an agenda of change.

Fourth, Trump critics need to keep this moment in context. The former and future president is sui generis; he is, as the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Jon Meacham put it, "a unique threat to constitutional government." He is also bent on revenge. But America has survived horrific moments, such as the Civil War, and endured periods of horrific injustice, including the eras of slavery, Redemption, and segregation. The American story is an uneven one.

I anticipate that Trump's victory will inflict consequential harm on our country, and some of it may be irreparable. But it's also possible that the concerns I have had about Trump, which were realized in his first term, don't come to pass in his second term. And even if they do, America will emerge significantly weakened but not broken. Low moments need not be permanent moments.

Roge Karma: The two Donald Trumps

The Trump era will eventually end. Opportunities will arise, including unexpected ones, and maybe even a few favorable inflection points. It's important to have infrastructure and ideas in place when they do. As Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise Institute told me, "We have to think about America's challenges and opportunities in ways that reach beyond that point. Engagement in public life and public policy has to be about those challenges and opportunities, about the country we love, more than any particular politician, good or bad."

It's important, too, that we draw boundaries where we can. We shouldn't ignore Trump, but neither should we obsess over him. We must do what we can to keep him from invading sacred spaces. Intense feelings about politics in general, and Trump in particular, have divided families and split churches. We need to find ways to heal divisions without giving up on what the theologian Thomas Merton described as cutting through "great tangled knots of lies." It's a difficult balance to achieve.

Fifth, all of us need to cultivate hope, rightly understood. The great Czech playwright (and later president of the Czech Republic) Vaclav Havel, in Disturbing the Peace, wrote that hope isn't detached from circumstances, but neither is it prisoner to circumstances. The kind of hope he had in mind is experienced "above all as a state of mind, not a state of the world." It is a dimension of soul, he said, "an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons."

Hope is not the conviction that something will turn out well, according to Havel; it is "the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out." Hope properly understood keeps us above water; it urges us to do good works, even in hard times.

In June 1966, Robert F. Kennedy undertook a five-day trip to South Africa during the worst years of apartheid. In the course of his trip, he delivered one of his most memorable speeches, at the University of Cape Town.

During his address, he spoke about the need to "recognize the full human equality of all of our people--before God, before the law, and in the councils of government." He acknowledged the "wide and tragic gaps" between great ideals and reality, including in America, with our ideals constantly recalling us to our duties. Speaking to young people in particular, he warned about "the danger of futility; the belief there is nothing one man or one woman can do against the enormous array of the world's ills--against misery, against ignorance, or injustice and violence." Kennedy urged people to have the moral courage to enter the conflict, to fight for their ideals. And using words that would later be engraved on his gravestone at Arlington National Cemetery, he said this:

Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.  


No figure of Kennedy's stature had ever visited South Africa to make the case against institutionalized racial segregation and discrimination. The trip had an electric effect, especially on Black South Africans, giving them hope that they were not alone, that the outside world knew and cared about their struggle for equality. "He made us feel, more than ever, that it was worthwhile, despite our great difficulties, for us to fight for the things we believed in," one Black journalist wrote of Kennedy; "that justice, freedom and equality for all men are things we should strive for so that our children should have a better life."

Pressure from both within and outside South Africa eventually resulted in the end of apartheid. In 1994, Nelson Mandela, who had been imprisoned at Robben Island during Kennedy's visit because of his anti-apartheid efforts, was elected the first Black president of South Africa.

There is a timelessness to what Kennedy said in Cape Town three generations ago. Striking out against injustice is always right; it always matters. That was true in South Africa in the 1960s. It is true in America today.
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Trump's 'Deep State' Revenge

The president-elect has long demonized intelligence officers and other federal employees. This is how he might come for them.

by Shane Harris




The panic set in just before midnight last Tuesday. "She's in trouble," one U.S. intelligence officer fretted as Kamala Harris's blue wall looked ready to crumble, all but ensuring that Donald Trump would head back to the White House. "This is a disaster," said another, who is retired but served during the first Trump administration and bears the scars.

Neither of these men who contacted me on Election Night is a partisan. Like most intelligence officers I know, they prefer to steer clear of politics. But based on their experiences during Trump's first four years in office, they dreaded what was coming.

"We will demolish the deep state," Trump repeatedly promised on the campaign trail this year, wielding his term of abuse for the career national-security workforce he thinks is secretly pulling the strings of American policy in service of sinister ends. Many federal-government employees have worked reliably for presidents they didn't vote for. But this is not enough for Trump, who demands personal loyalty and has sought to oust those who don't give it. He called government employees "crooked" and "dishonest" and pledged to hold them "accountable" during an interview with a right-wing YouTuber in August.

Read: Bye-bye, Jack Smith

"We will clean out all of the corrupt actors in our national-security and intelligence apparatus, and there are plenty of them," Trump promised in a video on his campaign website last year.

Trump has nursed this grudge against America's spies for a long time. Shortly before he first took office, in 2017, he accused intelligence-agency leaders of using "Nazi" tactics, insisting that they had leaked the so-called Steele dossier, with its unsubstantiated, salacious claims about his dealings with Russia.

Ten days later, on his first full day as president, he visited CIA headquarters, in Langley, Virginia. He stood in front of the Memorial Wall--a marble shrine engraved with stars representing officers who died in the line of duty--and boasted about the size of the crowd that had attended his inauguration. As he meandered through a version of his campaign stump speech, my phone blew up with messages from intelligence professionals, many of whom had known some of the people those stars commemorated. They were outraged and appalled, but none called for revenge or even hinted at it.

And yet, Trump took office convinced that malevolent bureaucrats had sabotaged his campaign and were bent on undermining his presidency. He still believes it. Rooting out these perceived resisters and replacing them with avowed loyalists ranks high on his agenda in the second term. How will he do it? I've been asking current and former intelligence officials that question for the past few months, and with new urgency over the past few days. Here are three scenarios they fear.

Trump attacks "targets."

Trump could go after a curated list of people whom he's identified as unreliable. Some of these targets have high profiles nationally: He has long railed against James Comey, the onetime FBI director he fired, as well as other senior intelligence officials from the Obama administration, including James Clapper, the former director of national intelligence, and John Brennan, the ex-CIA director. These men became voluble public critics of Trump's attacks on the intelligence community while he was in office. Their outspokenness was controversial in the intelligence community, and it underscored the extraordinary risk they felt that Trump posed to national security.

But when Trump demonizes bureaucrats, he's not talking just about these bold-faced names. He and his allies have also singled out many lesser-known officials and lower-level employees for their alleged sins against the once and future president.

Recently, The Washington Post reported that the American Accountability Foundation  had compiled a "DHS Bureaucrat Watch List" of officials who it said should be fired for failing to secure the U.S. border. The nonprofit group--funded by the conservative Heritage Foundation--says it "deploys aggressive research and investigations to advance conservative messaging, rapid response, and Congressional investigations." It has published the officials' names and faces online. Two currently serving officials who know people on that list told me they feared that their colleagues could be subjected to additional harassment from Trump or his political supporters.

Read: Trump's 'secretary of retribution'

Ivan Raiklin, a retired Green Beret and an associate of Michael Flynn, Trump's first national security adviser, has compiled his own "deep-state target list" and promotes it on right-wing podcasts and social media. Raiklin's list includes FBI officials who worked on the investigation into potential links between Trump's 2016 presidential campaign and Russia, as well as lawmakers and congressional staff who managed both Trump impeachments. It even names some of these people's family members.

Trump, once in office, may come after the people on these lists with the authority of the federal government. He could subject them to capricious tax audits, or harass them with investigations that force them to acquire expensive legal representation. He could also revoke the security clearance of any current or former official, making it difficult, if not impossible, for them to do their job as a government employee or contractor who requires access to classified information. There's a precedent for this method: In 2018, Trump said he had revoked the clearance still held by Brennan, the ex-CIA director, because of his criticism of the administration.

Trump fires employees en masse. 

Shortly before he left office, Trump issued an executive order that would let him fire, essentially at will, tens of thousands of federal employees who enjoy civil-service protections. The ostensible grounds for dismissal would be resistance to the administration's policies. Joe Biden canceled Trump's order with one of his own. But Trump has promised to reinstate the order on the first day of his administration, enabling him to fire large swaths of federal employees and replace them with allies who support his goals.

Emptying national-security agencies of thousands of experienced workers could jeopardize U.S. national security, according to Asha Rangappa, a former FBI agent, and Marc Polymeropoulos, a retired CIA officer. "The institution of a 'loyalty test' in any part of the civil service would drastically undermine the effectiveness of our agencies and erode the public's faith in their legitimacy," they wrote in an article for Just Security. "As a more specific concern, the politicization of the intelligence community would wreak havoc on our national security and be profoundly dangerous for America."

One obvious shortcoming of this strategy: If Trump jettisons layers of government employees and managers who run the national-security apparatus--the people who keep tabs on foreign terrorists, monitor Chinese espionage against the United States, and the like--who will replace them? Presuming Trump even has a long list, quickly installing thousands of possibly inexperienced personnel into vital national-security positions would be disruptive and distracting.

Officials leave under pressure. 

Employees of the national-security agencies who conclude that, on principle, they can't work for Trump could voluntarily resign in large numbers. Having witnessed the president-elect's serial attacks on alleged deep-state plotters, these officials may not wish to stick around to find out whether they'll be next.

Several current and former officials I spoke with in recent days said they either were contemplating retirement, some earlier than they had planned, or knew people who were. Some suspect that remaining in their job could put them at risk. In his first term, Trump sought to declassify information about the FBI's investigation of Russian interference and possible links to his campaign. Officials worried then, and still do, that this could jeopardize people who worked on the case, as well as human sources overseas.

A vindictive new attorney general could publish the names of those in the Justice Department and the FBI who investigated Trump's alleged removal of classified documents from the White House--for which he was charged with felonies. Intelligence officers who have worked undercover face the particularly unnerving possibility that public exposure could jeopardize their sources.

Officials might tough it out, but if they opt to resign before Inauguration Day, they will create vacancies at the upper echelons of the national-security establishment during what promises to be a tumultuous transition from Biden to Trump.

In our conversations, officials clung to one sliver of hope, and not unreasonably. Many of the national-security leaders Trump appointed in his first term were politically divisive and lacked experience, but they were not out to dismantle the organizations they led. John Ratcliffe, the director of national intelligence and Robert O'Brien, the national security adviser, have been on the proverbial shortlist to have top positions in the next administration. Yesterday, The Wall Street Journal reported that Trump has selected Mike Waltz, a Republican congressman from Florida, to serve as his national security adviser. Waltz is a retired Army colonel who argues that the United States should help end the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East so that it can focus on the strategic challenge that China poses.

Nicholas Florko: There really is a deep state

Career employees would probably feel relieved by these choices, if only in comparison with the more extreme candidates who have surfaced in recent months. But other signs suggest that Trump is heading in a less moderate direction. On Saturday, he announced that he would not ask Mike Pompeo, his former CIA director and secretary of state, to serve in the Cabinet. Pompeo, who was expected to be a top candidate for defense secretary, is a staunch advocate of assistance to Ukraine, arguably putting him on the wrong side of Trump's plans to end the war with Russia "24 hours" after taking office. Trump has also said that he will not ask former UN Ambassador Nikki Haley to join his administration.

Trump also insisted over the weekend that Senate Republicans agree to recess appointments, a signal that he intends to staff the executive branch with people who might not be able to win Senate confirmation if their nomination were put to a vote.

Senator Rick Scott of Florida, whom Trump allies support for majority leader, publicly embraced the idea. "I will do whatever it takes to get your nominations through as quickly as possible," Scott wrote on X.

Turning away from broadly palatable Republicans and trying to skirt confirmation battles raise the chances that Trump will turn to hard-core loyalists, such as Kash Patel, a former administration official who fantasizes about deep-state conspiracies; Richard Grenell, an online pugilist who alienated foreign allies as ambassador to Germany; and Flynn, Trump's onetime White House adviser who pleaded guilty to lying to the FBI about his contacts with Russia and was later pardoned. The appointment of those officials would signal that the revenge campaign is in full swing.

One sign that it could already be under way came yesterday. Trump tapped Stephen Miller to be his deputy chief of staff, where he would be well situated to oversee the implementation of the executive order removing civil-service protections. Miller is well known as an architect of Trump's earlier immigration policies. He would presumably work closely with Thomas Homan, whom Trump has announced as his new "border czar," on the president-elect's promised mass deportation of undocumented people in the United States. But during the first administration, Miller also oversaw the ouster of top officials at the Homeland Security Department whom he and Trump deemed insufficiently loyal and not committed to the president's agenda, particularly on border security. If Trump is looking for an aide to mount a campaign against ostensibly intransigent personnel, this time across the whole government, Miller is perfect for the job.
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The Two Donald Trumps

Donald Trump campaigned as the return-to-normal candidate--while promising policies that would unleash fresh chaos.

by Roge Karma




The central contradiction of Donald Trump's reelection is this: He owes his victory to the fact that millions of voters appear to have seen him as the stability candidate who would usher in a return to pre-COVID normalcy. But he has put forward a second-term agenda that would be far more radical and disruptive than anything he accomplished while in office.

To much of the country, the notion of Trump as the return-to-normal candidate is laughable. His first term involved two impeachments, intense national protests, a flailing pandemic response, and, as a capstone, a violent attempt to defy the results of the 2020 election. But many voters, perhaps most, see things differently in retrospect. In a New York Times poll conducted toward the end of Trump's first term, just 39 percent of voters said that the country had been better off since he took office; in a version of the poll conducted in April of this year, nearly 50 percent did. An NBC poll conducted weeks before last Tuesday's election similarly found that a plurality of voters believed that Trump's policies had helped their families and that Biden's had hurt them.

In 2016, Trump voters wanted change--disruptive, confrontational change--and believed that their man would deliver it. They described Trump as a "middle finger" to the establishment and "a wrecking ball" aimed at the status quo. Eight years later, voters once again overwhelmingly said they want change, but the kind of change was very different: a reversion to the perceived better times of the first Trump administration, before inflation and a border crisis took hold under Joe Biden. "In my assessment of the dynamics of this election, what I see and hear is an electorate that seems to be craving stability in the economy, in their finances, at the border, in their schools and in the world," the Republican pollster Kristen Soltis Anderson wrote last year, summarizing the findings of her frequent focus-group discussions. Trump seized on this dynamic, encouraging voters to remember how good they had it when he was in office.

Annie Lowrey: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

"Less than four years ago our border was secure, inflation was nowhere to be seen, the world was at peace, and America was strong and respected," he declared at a rally earlier this year.

Even as Trump promised a return to happier times, however, he campaigned on an agenda that seems bound to generate conflict and chaos. His promise to carry out the "largest deportation effort in American history" would involve law-enforcement raids at workplaces and homes across the country. His plan to purge the federal government of insufficiently loyal bureaucrats would leave agencies struggling to carry out their basic tasks. His proposal to impose heavy tariffs on all imports would raise consumer prices and could trigger a series of retaliatory trade wars. Some of his ideas, such as directing the Department of Justice to go after his political opponents and inviting the nation's most prominent vaccine skeptic to help set federal health policy, depart so flagrantly from established political norms that the consequences are impossible to predict. Given all that, how did Trump win over so many voters who just want things to go back to normal?

One answer is that even Trump's own voters don't think he'll act on many of his proposals. As my colleague David A. Graham wrote last month, "Trump exists in a strange zone where voters hear what he's saying and then largely discount it, perhaps as a result of his past dissembling, or perhaps because the ideas just seem too extreme to be real." In one poll taken right before the election, just two-thirds of his supporters said the former president was "serious" about mass deportations; only 38 percent and 21 percent, respectively, said the same about using the military against U.S. citizens and prosecuting his political opponents, both of which Trump has said he would do. When asked why they don't take Trump's proposals seriously, voters tend to give the same answer: The media made many similar warnings last time, heading into Trump's first term, and things never got all that bad. The economy kept humming; the Affordable Care Act never got repealed; the U.S. didn't get into any major wars.

It's true that the most dire predictions for the first Trump presidency never materialized. But there's a very specific reason for that: The institutions and people surrounding Trump prevented him from acting on his worst impulses. The courts struck down more than 70 of Trump's policies in his first three years alone. The ACA was narrowly saved by a handful of moderate Republicans, most prominently John McCain. Trump's own vice president refused to negate the 2020 election results. Trump's staffers repeatedly thwarted his more bizarre ideas and musings. "Everyone at this point ignores what the president says and just does their job," a senior national-security official told CNN's Jake Tapper in 2019.

Daniel Block: The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning

In this sense, the "deep state" that Trump blames for his problems deserves some of the credit for his reelection. The limited damage of Trump's first term reflected an entire apparatus of staffers, civil servants, and institutions that prevented him from doing everything he wanted to do.

Things will likely be different this time. The Supreme Court recently held that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything that qualifies as an "official act," which it hinted is a broad category. The Republican congressional caucus has mostly purged itself of anyone willing to defy Trump. And Trump's inner circle is focused on staffing the government with loyalists. The guardrails are largely gone.

"I will govern by a simple motto," Trump proclaimed in his victory speech last week: "Promises made, promises kept." Americans often fault politicians for not keeping their word. Swing voters who opted to give Trump a second chance might soon find themselves raising the opposite complaint.
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Trump Signals That He's Serious About Mass Deportation

These are not the staff picks of someone who doesn't mean what he says.

by David A. Graham




Was Donald Trump serious about his most draconian plans for a second term? That question shadowed his whole campaign, as commentators questioned whether he'd really attempt to deport millions of immigrants or impose tariffs above 60 percent.

If personnel is policy, as the Ronald Reagan-era maxim states, then the president-elect is deadly serious. Last night, he announced that Tom Homan, who was the acting head of Immigration and Customs Enforcement during the first Trump administration, will serve as a "border czar." And CNN reports that Stephen Miller, the leading immigration hawk in Trump's circle, will be appointed White House deputy chief of staff for policy.

These two moves, and the fact that they are among the first to emerge from the transition, are an indication of Trump's intent to pursue a very aggressive policy and assign it a high priority. Miller, who served as a Trump speechwriter and top adviser previously, has been a hard-liner on immigration for his entire career. He has spent the past four years building America First Legal, a nonprofit devoted to fighting for conservative causes, and was a contributor to Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation blueprint for a second Trump term.

From the September 2022 issue: The secret history of family separation

One year ago, in an interview with The New York Times, Miller laid out a set of plans for immigration. Among other things, he said, Trump would use the military to help enforce laws, using the Insurrection Act as license. Trump has also promised to use a 1798 law, the Alien Enemies Act, to facilitate deportation without due process under the law. Miller said ICE would focus on rounding up groups of people at job sites and other public places rather than seeking to arrest specific individuals. And he said the federal government would establish detention camps in Texas to hold people swept up in these raids.

"Any activists who doubt President Trump's resolve in the slightest are making a drastic error: Trump will unleash the vast arsenal of federal powers to implement the most spectacular migration crackdown," Miller told the Times. "The immigration legal activists won't know what's happening."

If Miller is the architect of mass deportation, Homan will be the builder. "There is nobody better at policing and controlling our Borders," Trump wrote on Truth Social last night. "Tom Homan will be in charge of all Deportation of Illegal Aliens back to their Country of Origin." (The idiosyncratic capitalization is, perhaps needless to say, his.)

Read: Stephen Miller is Trump's right-hand troll

Homan was a career law-enforcement and border official, but his profile changed under Trump as he became a prominent figure, praising Trump for "taking the shackles off" ICE officers. He became the acting director of ICE at the start of Trump's presidency and remained in that role for about a year and a half, including during the peak of Trump's policy of family separation at the border. But Homan retired around the time Trump was forced to end that policy, frustrated that the Senate would not confirm him. As border czar, he will likely not require confirmation--though the new Republican Senate majority is expected to be more accommodating to Trump.

During the presidential campaign, Trump vowed to remove not only undocumented immigrants but also some legal ones. Only 40 percent of respondents in NBC News's 2024 exit poll said they wanted deportation for most undocumented immigrants, but there was no reason to believe he was bluffing. During his first administration, Trump tried--persistently, though often ineffectively--to institute his priorities, especially on immigration. Trump was often stymied by courts. By the end of his first term, however, he had appointed three friendly justices to the Supreme Court--which has already granted him wide latitude with a decision on presidential immunity--and 231 judges to the lower courts, which should smooth his way now.

Read: The secret of Trump's economic message

How Trump will proceed on tariffs is less immediately clear, in part because he never spoke about them with nearly the same specificity, but many corporations have already begun taking action to try to insulate themselves from any effects.

Nearly as telling as whom Trump has appointed is whom he has ruled out. On Saturday, he posted that neither Nikki Haley, the former United Nations ambassador, nor Mike Pompeo, the former CIA director and secretary of state, would serve in his administration. Haley criticized Trump after the January 6 riot, while Pompeo reportedly discussed removing Trump from office via the Twenty-Fifth Amendment. Both ran for the Republican presidential nomination in 2024. Pompeo's campaign ended quickly; Haley ended up being Trump's final rival standing. Both later endorsed him.

Neither of them, especially Pompeo, is a moderate--they are genuine conservatives. But they are also veteran policy makers who were in politics before Trump, and who hold some allegiance to institutions and government processes. Their exclusion is a sign not only of Trump's long memory for a grudge but likely also of how he will seek to blast through the institutional structures and processes that have guided past presidents.

He wasn't just offering idle promises.
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The Democrats' Senate Nightmare Is Only Beginning

<span>If the party doesn't figure out how to compete in more states, perpetual GOP dominance is all but assured.</span>

by Daniel Block




Democrats in mourning over Donald Trump's victory can comfort themselves with the fact that, if the United States follows the pattern of other democracies that elect wannabe strongmen, their party should have a very good chance to win back the White House in 2028. The same cannot be said for the United States Senate.

With very few votes left to count in last week's election, the Republican Party appears to have flipped four Senate seats--in Pennsylvania, Ohio, West Virginia, and Montana--giving it a presumptive 53-47 majority. On the surface, that outcome may not seem dramatic, and in fact represents a fine performance for Democrats. The party had no realistic pickup opportunities this election cycle. Meanwhile, it had to defend three seats in red states and five seats in swing states. Democratic incumbents lost all the red-state races, but won four of the five purple-state contests: in Arizona, Nevada, Wisconsin, and Michigan--all states that voted for Trump.

The real problem for Democrats is that the 2024 map was only slightly harsher than usual. Going forward, every Senate election is going to be brutal. The institution is so skewed in favor of the current Republican coalition that Democrats need at least a few red-state seats to win consistent majorities. Now they have none.

The partisan divide of the 50 states is not an immutable fact of nature, but here's how things look for the foreseeable future: 24 states are solidly red; 17 are solidly blue. Over the past three presidential cycles, only six states have swung back and forth: Pennsylvania, Michigan, Wisconsin, Georgia, Arizona, and Nevada. Throw in New Hampshire, North Carolina, and Minnesota--where Trump or Kamala Harris won by about four points or less--and America has nine purple states in total, representing 18 Senate seats. To hold the chamber, Republicans need to win just two of those seats if they control the presidency, and three if they don't. Democrats need to sweep almost all of them. They must pitch perfect game after perfect game to have a shot at even the narrowest majorities.

And even a perfect game will not be enough in the 2026 midterms. That year's map features just two realistic pickup opportunities: Maine and North Carolina. Democrats, meanwhile, will need to defend seats in Georgia, Michigan, New Hampshire, and Minnesota. Unless they pull off a major upset, they can at most cut the GOP majority to 51. In that best-case scenario, they will then need to flip either North Carolina or Wisconsin in 2028 without losing seats in Georgia, Pennsylvania, Nevada, Arizona, or New Hampshire. Barring any unexpected deaths or retirements, Democrats can afford to lose only one swing-seat race over the next four years to have a shot at 50 senators.

Roge Karma: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

Anything short of that means that, even if a Democrat retakes the White House in 2028, that president will be immediately hamstrung. Even a narrow GOP majority will make it impossible for, say, President Josh Shapiro or Gretchen Whitmer to pass liberal legislation. They would instead, from the moment they're sworn in, have to contend with congressional investigations, government shutdowns, and debt-ceiling hostage negotiations.

Their troubles would hardly end there. A GOP Senate majority would slow-walk or even block a Democratic president's Cabinet nominations and personnel appointments. An administration without administrators would be unable to issue new regulations and rules. Whatever policies the administration did manage to make would then be tied up by an ever more hostile judiciary. Without control of the Senate, Democratic presidents will struggle to get nominees confirmed at even the district and circuit levels. They can forget about the Supreme Court.

Democrats have been aware of their Senate problem for years. That's why, during the first Trump term, many liberals urged the party to prioritize scrapping the filibuster and making Washington, D.C., and Puerto Rico states as soon as it had the opportunity. But the opportunity never truly arrived, because the Democrats' brief trifecta under Joe Biden depended on moderate senators, such as Joe Manchin and Kyrsten Sinema, who refused to entertain any such hardball tactics. Addressing the Democrats' Senate problem legislatively would appear to require a more substantial Democratic Senate majority, which is precisely the issue.

And so, if they are to expand their options in the Senate, Democrats will have to find some way to broaden their appeal in the states where voters seem to have irrevocably abandoned them. That is not a new idea, and it is not an idea that anyone has yet figured out how to implement. But it is the only option. If Democrats don't figure out how to compete in more states, Trump and his allies won't need to dismantle the free press, imprison their enemies, or overturn election results to ensure perpetual GOP dominance. The basic math of the Senate will do that for them.
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The Democrats Need an Honest Conversation on Gender Identity

The party went into an election with policies it couldn't defend--or even explain.

by Helen Lewis




One of the mysteries of this election is how the Democrats approached polling day with a set of policies on gender identity that they were neither proud to champion--nor prepared to disown.

Although most Americans agree that transgender people should not face discrimination in housing and employment, there is nowhere near the same level of support for allowing transgender women to compete in women's sports--which is why Donald Trump kept bringing up the issue. His campaign also barraged swing-state voters and sports fans with ads reminding them that Kamala Harris had previously supported taxpayer-funded gender-reassignment surgery for prisoners. The commercials were effective: The New York Times reported that Future Forward, a pro-Harris super PAC, found that one ad "shifted the race 2.7 percentage points in Mr. Trump's favor after viewers watched it." The Harris campaign mostly avoided the subject.

Since the election, reports of dissent from this strategy have begun to trickle out. Bill Clinton reportedly raised the alarm about letting the attacks go unanswered, but was ignored. After Harris's loss, Representative Seth Moulton of Massachusetts went on the record with his concerns. "I have two little girls, I don't want them getting run over on a playing field by a male or formerly male athlete, but as a Democrat I'm supposed to be afraid to say that," he told the Times. The recriminations go as far as the White House, where allies of Joe Biden told my colleague Franklin Foer that the current president would have countered Trump's ads more aggressively, and "clearly rejected the idea of trans women competing in women's sports."

One problem: Biden's administration has long pushed the new orthodoxy on gender, without ever really explaining to the American people why it matters--or, more crucially, what it actually involves. His officials have advocated for removing lower age limits for gender surgeries for minors, and in January 2022, his nominee for the Supreme Court, Ketanji Brown Jackson, refused to define the word woman, telling Senator Marsha Blackburn of Tennessee, "I'm not a biologist."

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

On sports--an issue seized on by the Trump campaign--Biden's White House has consistently prioritized gender identity over sex. Last year, the Department of Education proposed regulations establishing "that policies violate Title IX when they categorically ban transgender students from participating on sports teams consistent with their gender identity just because of who they are." Schools were, however, allowed to limit participation in specific situations. (In April, with the election looming, this part of the Title IX revision was put on hold.) Harris went into the campaign tied to the Biden administration's positions, and did not have the courage, or strategic sense, to reject them publicly. Nor did she defend them.

The fundamental issue is that athletes who have gone through male puberty are typically stronger and faster than biological females. Rather than contend with that fact, many on the left have retreated to a comfort zone of claiming that opposition to trans women in women's sports is driven principally by transphobia. But it isn't: When trans men or nonbinary people who were born female have competed in women's sports against other biological females, no one has objected. The same season that Lia Thomas, a trans woman, caused controversy by swimming in the women's division, a trans man named Iszac Henig did so without any protests. (He was not taking testosterone and so did not have an unfair advantage.) Yet even talking about this issue in language that regular Americans can understand is difficult: On CNN Friday, when the conservative political strategist Shermichael Singleton said that "there are a lot of families out there who don't believe that boys should play girls' sports," he was immediately shouted down by another panelist, Jay Michaelson, who said that the word boy was a "slur," and he "was not going to listen to transphobia at this table." The moderator, Abby Phillips, also rebuked Singleton, telling him to "talk about this in a way that is respectful."

A few Democrats, such as Colin Allred, a Senate candidate in Texas, attempted to counter Republicans' ads by forcefully supporting women's right to compete in single-sex sports--and not only lost their races anyway, but were attacked from the left for doing so. In states such as Texas and Missouri, the political right is surveilling and threatening to prosecute parents whose children seek medical treatments for gender dysphoria, or restricting transgender adults' access to Medicaid. In this climate, activists believe, the Democrats should not further jeopardize the rights of a vulnerable minority by legitimizing voters' concerns. "Please do not blame trans issues or trans people for why we lost," Sam Alleman, the Harris campaign's LBGTQ-engagement director, wrote on X. "Trans folks have been and are going to be a primary target of Project 2025 and need us to have their backs now more than ever."

During the race, many journalists wrote about the ubiquity--and the grimness--of the Trump ads on trans issues, notably Semafor's David Weigel. But at the time, I was surprised how dismissive many commentators were about their potential effect, given the enormous sums of money involved. My theory was that these ads tapped into a larger concern about Democrats: that they were elitists who ruled by fiat, declined to defend their unpopular positions, and treated skeptics as bigots. Gender might not have been high on voters' list of concerns, but immigration and the border were--and all the same criticisms of Democratic messaging apply to those subjects, too.

Not wishing to engage in a losing issue, Harris eventually noted blandly that the Democrats were following the law on providing medical care to inmates, as Trump had done during his own time in office. On the integrity of women's sports, she said nothing.

Read: Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost

How did we get here? At the end of Barack Obama's second term, gay marriage was extended to all 50 states, an achievement for which LGBTQ groups had spent decades campaigning. In 2020, the Supreme Court's decision in Bostock v. Clayton County found that, in the words of conservative Justice Neil Gorsuch, "an employer who fires an individual merely for being gay or transgender defies the law." Those advances meant that activist organizations, with large staffs and existing donor networks, had to go looking for the next big progressive cause. Since Trump came to power, they have stayed relevant and well funded by taking maximalist positions on gender--partly in reaction to divisive red-state laws, such as complete bans on gender medicine for minors. The ACLU, GLAAD, the Human Rights Campaign, and other similar groups have done so safe in the knowledge that they answer to their (mostly wealthy, well-educated) donors, rather than a more diverse and skeptical electorate. "The fundamental lesson I hope Dem politicians take from this election is that they should not adopt positions unless they can defend them, honestly, in a one-on-one conversation with the median American voter, who is a white, non-college 50-yr-old living in a small-city suburb," the author (and Atlantic contributing writer) James Surowiecki argued last week on X.

Even now, though, many Democrats are reluctant to discuss the party's positions on trans issues. The day after Moulton made his comments, his campaign manager resigned in protest, and the Massachusetts state-party chair weighed in to say that they "do not represent the broad view of our party." But Moulton did not back down, saying in a statement that although he had been accused of failing "the unspoken Democratic Party purity test," he was committed to defending the rights of all Americans. "We did not lose the 2024 election because of any trans person or issue. We lost, in part, because we shame and belittle too many opinions held by too many voters and that needs to stop."

Gilberto Hinojosa, the chair of the Texas Democrats, faced a similar backlash. He initially told reporters, "There's certain things that we just go too far on, that a big bulk of our population does not support," but he quickly walked back the comments. "I extend my sincerest apologies to those I hurt with my comments today," Hinojosa said. "In frustration over the GOP's lies to incite hate for trans communities, I failed to communicate my thoughts with care and clarity." (On Friday, he resigned, citing the party's "devastating" election results in the state.)

The tragedy of this subject is that compromise positions are available that would please most voters, and would stop a wider backlash against gender nonconformity that manifests as punitive laws in red states. America is a more open-minded country than its toughest critics believe--the latest research shows that about as many people believe that society has not gone far enough in accepting trans people as think that it has gone too far. Delaware has just elected the first transgender member of Congress, Sarah McBride. But most voters think that biological sex is real, and that it matters in law and policy. Instructing them to believe otherwise, and not to ask any questions, is a doomed strategy. By shedding their most extreme positions, the Democrats will be better placed to defend transgender Americans who want to live their lives in peace.
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Why America Still Doesn't Have a Female President

Every woman is the wrong woman.

by Olga Khazan




In 2016, Hillary Clinton was a former secretary of state and senator running against the politically inexperienced real-estate tycoon Donald Trump. She lost. People would vote for a woman, the thinking went, just not that woman.

In 2024, Kamala Harris was the vice president, a former senator, and a former attorney general also running against Trump, who was by then a convicted felon and sexual abuser. She also lost. People would vote for a woman, once again, just not that woman.

The events of the past eight years might prompt some to wonder: If Clinton wasn't good enough, and neither was Harris, will a woman ever be good enough to be president? What kind of a woman would it take? According to interviews I conducted with six researchers who study gender and politics, sexism was a small but significant factor that worked against Harris. And it's going to be a problem for any woman who runs for president. "American voters tend to believe in the abstract that they support the idea of a woman candidate, but when they get the real women in front of them, they find some other reason not to like the candidate," Karrin Vasby Anderson, a communications professor at Colorado State University, told me. In 2017, she wrote an article about the long odds faced by women running for president. The title? "Every Woman Is the Wrong Woman."

It's important not to overstate the role that sexism played in Harris's loss. She's the vice president of an unpopular incumbent. Although the U.S. economy writ large is objectively strong, many voters feel pinched by high inflation and interest rates. And after President Joe Biden dropped out of the race in July, Harris had less than four months to make her case to the American public. A very small number of people have ever run for president, and, well, someone has to lose.

Read: The shadow over Kamala Harris's campaign

But some people are biased against female presidential candidates. In 2017, a study found that about 13 percent of Americans were "angry or upset" about the idea of a woman serving as president. In an experiment that same year using hypothetical political candidates, Yoshikuni Ono and Barry Burden, political scientists at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, found that voters punish female candidates running for president by 2.4 percentage points. This means that a hypothetical female candidate would get, say, 47 percent of the vote, rather than 49.4 percent if she were a man. This bias against female presidential candidates, Ono and Burden found, was most pronounced among men and among politically unaffiliated voters--two demographics that Harris struggled with. (Because they don't feel strongly attached to a party, independents rely on other characteristics of the candidates to make up their mind.)

The obvious counterpoint is that, although they are still underrepresented, women have attained other types of high political offices. We've never had a female president, but women make up nearly a third of Congress. Twelve governors are women.

The presidency may be different from other elected positions, though. When researchers ask voters to list the traits that they want in a president, they rate masculine-coded traits, such as strength, as more important than feminine-coded ones, such as compassion. "The prestige and the height of the office contributes to the perception that women are just too big of a risk to take," Nichole Bauer, a political-communication professor at Louisiana State University, told me.

Masculinity is so important to the presidency that candidates often try to cast their male opponents as feminine: Think of George W. Bush painting John Kerry as effete in 2004, and Marco Rubio's opponents mocking him for his high-heeled boots in 2016. Female heads of state tend to emerge in countries--including Germany and the United Kingdom--that have parliamentary systems, in which leaders are chosen by political parties, not by voters.

But women who behave in masculine-seeming ways are also penalized for not being traditionally feminine. "For a woman to be seen as presidential, she would have to be hyper-masculine, but the moment she does that, she is condemned by a swath of the population for violating norms of femininity," Caroline Heldman, a gender-studies professor at Occidental College, told me. "Sarah Palin tried to straddle the masculine-feminine line really wide, ripping the guts out of a moose, and Hillary Clinton barely stepped on either side of the line with her pearls and her pants. It just doesn't matter. They all get beaten up in the same sexist ways."

From the November 2020 issue: Kamala Harris's ambition trap

Members of Congress, meanwhile, aren't held to this same macho standard. There are more of them, they individually have less power, and they are seen as servants of the people. They're middle managers to the president's big boss. And although governors are also chief executives, they don't command an entire nation's army. Their families aren't held up as an ideal American family, with the father in charge. As a female presidential candidate, "you're upsetting not just our idea of what presidents should be," Anderson said, "but you're upsetting a whole bunch of gender norms."

In their study, Ono and Burden found that the hypothetical female candidates weren't disadvantaged if they were described as running for Congress rather than for president. Burden told me he suspects this is because there has never been a female president, so voters strain to imagine what a female president would be like.

This creates a maddening situation in which a woman can't get elected president because there's never been a woman elected president. Several of the researchers I interviewed were nevertheless doubtful that one would win the presidency anytime soon. "It would be really great to see a woman in the White House in my lifetime, but I'm very pessimistic," Heldman said. Anderson told me that nominating another woman would be a "strategic risk" for either party.

Essentially, a female candidate would have to overcome her femaleness in order to win a presidential race. She would have to be running with significant tailwinds--as a "change" candidate during a terrible economy, say--so that voters wouldn't pay too much attention to her gender. This is similar to what happened in 2008: An unpopular Republican was president, the economy was a wreck, and the preternaturally charismatic Barack Obama stepped into the breach. He became the first Black president, and now no one questions whether there could be another. But we're still holding out for the female Obama. We might be waiting for a while.
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The 21st Century's Greatest, Ghastliest Showman

Donald Trump has made himself a spectacle--and inescapable.

by Megan Garber




In early 2017, just after Donald Trump took residency in the White House, the New York Times technology columnist Farhad Manjoo engaged in an experiment. He spent a week doing all he could to ignore the new president. He failed. Whether Manjoo was scrolling through social media or news sites, watching sitcoms or sports--even shopping on Amazon--Trump was there, somehow, in his vision. In those early days of his presidency, Trump had already become so ubiquitous that a studious effort to avoid him was doomed. "Coverage of Mr. Trump may eclipse that of any single human being ever," Manjoo observed. Trump was no longer a single story; he was "the ether through which all other stories flow."

This week, the former president made himself inescapable once more. He will have another four-year term in office, the Trump Show renewed for a second season. And his political power has been ratified, in part, by a dynamic that Manjoo observed at the start of Trump's first presidency: His celebrity changes the politics that surround him.

Trump is a showman above all, which has proved to be a major source of his omnipresence. He is image all the way down. He is also narrative shed of its connection to grounded truth. He has endeared himself to many Americans by denigrating the allegedly unchecked power of "the media"; the irony is that he is the media.

The book that best explains Trump's dominance may well have been published in 1962. In The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, the historian Daniel J. Boorstin described the image as a medium--a photograph, a movie, a representation of life, laid out on pulp or screen--that becomes, soon enough, a habit of mind. The image doesn't merely replicate reality; it also surpasses it. It normalizes spectacle so thoroughly--life, carefully framed and edited and rendered in Technicolor--that reality itself can seem boring by comparison. Images, in Boorstin's framework, are intimately connected to many of the other phenomena that shape so much of American culture: celebrity, fantasy, all that gives rise to the "thicket of unreality which stands between us and the facts of life."

Read: 'The Image' in the age of pseudo-reality

In describing imagery in action, Boorstin pointed to Phineas T. Barnum, the famous peddler of spectacular hoaxes and lustrous lies. Barnum was a 19th-century showman with a 21st-century sense of pageantry; he anticipated how reality could evolve from a truth to be accepted into a show to be produced. Barnum turned entertainment into an omen: He understood how much Americans would be willing to give up for the sake of a good show.

Trump is Barnum's obvious heir--the ultimate realization of Boorstin's warnings. The difference, of course, is that Barnum was restricted to brick-and-mortar illusions. The deceptions he created were limited to big tops and traveling shows. Trump's versions go viral. His humbugs scale, becoming the stuff of mass media in an instant. Trump lost the 2020 election, and his refusal to accept the defeat became known, in short order, as the Big Lie. His resentments become other people's anger, too. In the introduction to his 2004 book Trump: Think Like a Billionaire, the future president includes a quote from a book about the rich--a classic Trumpian boast doubling as an admission. "Almost all successful alpha personalities display a single-minded determination to impose their vision on the world," it reads, "an irrational belief in unreasonable goals, bordering at times on lunacy."

The assertion was borrowed from the writer Richard Conniff, who would later profess his shock that the line--he had intended it as an insult--had been used by Trump to bolster his own brand. Trump: Think Like a Billionaire was published not long after the premiere of The Apprentice, earlier in 2004; the show, as it reimagined reality as a genre, also transformed its host into a star. When Trump announced his first presidential candidacy, he staged the whole thing in the gilded atrium of the New York City tower emblazoned with his name, a building that was real-estate investment, brand extension, and TV set. Many, at the time, assumed that Trump was running, essentially, for the ratings--that he might try to channel his campaign into an expansion of his power as an entertainer.

In many ways, it turns out, Trump has done precisely that--despite, and because of, his ascendance to the presidency. Barnum, too, converted his fame as a showman into a second life as a politician. While serving in the Connecticut legislature, he crusaded against contraception and abortion, introducing a law that would become infamous for its repressions of both. Trump's neo-Barnumian status has not only allowed him to exercise similar power over people's lives; it has also enabled him to convince a large portion of the American electorate of the supreme rightness of his positions.

In 2015, during Trump's first presidential campaign, HuffPost announced that it would not report on him as part of its political coverage; instead, it would write about his antics in its Entertainment section. "Our reason is simple: Trump's campaign is a sideshow," the publication declared. "We won't take the bait."

That category confusion explains a lot about Trump's durability. He defies the old logic that tried to present politics and entertainment as separate phenomena. He is a traditional politician, and he isn't at all. He is a man--a person shaped by appetites and whim and spleen--and a singular one, at that. But he has also styled himself as an Everyman: an agent of other people's resentments, fear, and anger.

Read: We've lost the plot

It didn't matter that Trump lost the presidency in 2020. It didn't matter that he was impeached and impeached again, held liable for rape, convicted of fraud. In another time, with another figure, any one of those developments would have meant a culmination of the narrative, the disgraced politician slinking into obscurity. The end. But Trump has used his remarkable fame--its insulating power--to argue that he is not a politician, even as he has become an uber-politician. Each of his might-have-been endings, as a result, has served for him as a new beginning. Each has been an opportunity for him to reset and begin the narrative anew, to double down on his threats and hatreds. The effect of attempting to hold Trump accountable, whether in the courts or in the arena of public opinion, has been only to expand the reach of the spectacle--to make him ever more unavoidable, ever more inevitable.

"It's probably not a good idea for just about all of our news to be focused on a single subject for that long," Manjoo wrote in 2017. He was absolutely correct. But he could not foresee what Trump had in store. "Politics is downstream from culture," the old Breitbart saying goes. But Trump's reelection is one more piece of evidence that politics and culture mingle, now, in the same murky water. Both seethe in the same dark sea. Trump once again has carte blanche to impose his vision on the world. And his audience has little choice but to watch.
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The Cumulative Toll of Democrats' Delusions

One Democratic congressman wasn't surprised by Tuesday's election results.

by Michael Powell




Representative Ritchie Torres, a New York Democrat, cut me off before I even finished my question: Congressman, were you-- "Surprised? No, I was not surprised," Torres, who represents a poor and working-class district in the Bronx, told me. "Much of my side in politics, and much of the media, was in a state of self-deception. We confused analysis with wishful thinking."

Which is to say, too many in Torres's party assumed that they were heralds of virtue and endangered democratic values and that Americans would not, as a despairing New York Times columnist put it this week, vote for an "authoritarian grotesquerie."

This, Torres argued, was purest delusion. Inflation and steeply rising rates on credit cards, car loans, and mortgages may not have been President Joe Biden's fault, but they buffeted Americans. The immigration system was broken, and migrants swamped shelters in big cities. There's no need to assume--as some commentators have after Donald Trump's sweeping victory Tuesday--that the United States has a uniquely fallen electorate; across the globe, voters have tossed out governments on the left and right over the disruptions of the past five years. "A majority of Americans disapprove of Biden's performance and felt they were worse off," Torres said; Vice President Kamala Harris, the Democratic nominee, "was not responsible for the inflation, but objectively, that was a near-insurmountable disadvantage."

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

Torres pointed as well to the cumulative toll taken by progressives who for at least a decade have loudly championed cultural causes and chanted slogans that turned off rank-and-file Democrats across many demographics. "Donald Trump had no greater friend than the far left," Torres told me, "which alienated historic numbers of Latinos, Blacks, Asians, and Jews with absurdities like 'Defund the police' or 'From the river to the sea' or 'Latinx.'"

The result is the reality that Americans woke up to on Wednesday. The overwhelming majority of counties in the nation, even some of the bluest of blue, had shifted rightward. The Republicans had broken down the door to the Democrats' house and were sitting in the living room drinking its beer (or wine, as the case might be). On the day after the election, I clicked through a digital election-results map of New Jersey. Biden in 2020 took New Jersey, a Democratic Party bastion, by nearly 16 percentage points over Trump; Harris won the state by a more parsimonious five points. Everywhere, Republicans sanded down Democratic margins. In the state's northeast corner, across from New York City, Biden had taken prosperous Bergen County by 16 percentage points in 2020; Harris took the same county by three points. Far to the south, in Atlantic County, which includes the deteriorating casino capital of Atlantic City, Biden had won by seven points; Trump took it by four points.

Torres emphasized that in his view, Harris ran a vigorous and effective campaign, given the circumstances. He did not discern many missteps. Although she sometimes tossed up clouds of vagueness when asked about past positions, she was disciplined and avoided mouthing the buzzwords of the cultural left during her 2024 campaign. But she could not sidestep her previous concessions to liberal cultural fevers, as she discovered when the Trump campaign bludgeoned her with endless commercials highlighting her decision, during her bid for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination, to champion state-funded gender-transition surgery for prisoners.

In recent election cycles, Democrats have invested much hope that "people of color"--the widely varied and disparate peoples long imagined to be a monolith--would embrace an expansive list of progressive causes and rearrange American politics.

Politics, alas, is more complex than simply arranging virtuous ethnic and racial voting blocs, and Trump's gains this year among nonwhite voters are part of a longer trend. Four years ago, even as Biden triumphed, a majority of Asian and Latino voters in California rejected a ballot proposition that would have restored affirmative action in education and hiring.

For some anti-Trump and progressive commentators, the leakage of Latino, Black, and Asian voters from the Democratic column this year registered as a shock, even a betrayal. This week, the MSNBC anchor Joe Scarborough and his guest, the Reverend Al Sharpton, both upset with Trump's triumph, suggested that Harris's race and gender worked against her. "A lot of Hispanic voters have problems with Black candidates," Scarborough opined; Black men, Sharpton said, are among "the most sexist" people.

To accept such stereotypes requires ignoring piles of contrary evidence. In 2008 and again in 2012, to cite an example, Hispanic voters up and down the Rio Grande Valley in Texas delivered huge electoral margins to President Barack Obama, who is Black. Many millions of Black men, nearly 80 percent of those who cast a ballot, exit polls suggest, voted for Harris this past Tuesday.

Black and Latino voters are not the only demographics drawing blame for Trump's victory. Some commentators have pointed an accusatory finger at white women, suggesting they bear a group guilt for selling out women's rights. This fails as a matter of fact. Nearly half of white women voted for Harris. But more to the point, telling people how to think and not to think is toxic in politics. Yet many liberal commentators seem unable to help themselves.

A week before the election, Marcel Roman, a Harvard government professor, explained on X that he and a Georgetown colleague had discovered that Latino voters deeply dislike being labeled Latinx, a gender-neutral term now widespread in academia. This term also came into use by Democratic politicians eager to establish their bona fides with progressive activists. Alas, voters liked it not so much.

Josh Barro: Democrats deserved to lose

This problem seems easily remedied: Refer to voters by the term they prefer--Latino, say, or Hispanic. Roman drew a different conclusion, calling for "political education meant to root out queerphobia in Latino communities."

Professors might heed the words of Representative Ruben Gallego, a Latino Democrat who is currently wrapped in a tight race for a Senate seat in Arizona. Four years ago, I spoke with him about identity politics in his party. A progressive, Gallego is a favorite of Latino activists, who flock from California to work on his campaigns. He told me that he appreciated their help but warned them that if they used the word Latinx when talking to his Latino constituents, he would load them onto the next bus back to Los Angeles.

"It's just important that white liberals don't impose their thoughts and policies on us," he told me.

And nonwhite liberals too, he might have added.

Having lost twice to Trump in three election cycles, and this time watching Republicans reclaim control of the Senate, Democrats might do well to listen carefully and respectfully to the tens of millions of Americans whom they claim to want to represent. This need not entail a turn away from populist economics so much as remaining clear-eyed about self-righteous rhetoric and millennialist demands.

The party might pay some heed to Torres, the Bronx representative. A veteran of political wars, he is a progressive Democrat on economic issues and has taken much grief of late from left activists for his vigorous support of Israel. He noted in our conversation that he is strongly in favor of immigration, and his majority-Latino district has many hardworking undocumented residents who need his aid.

But he recognizes that the national electorate, not least many Latino and Black voters, now seeks to at least partially close the door and tighten restrictions. He accepts that reality. "You have to recognize that in a democracy, public opinion matters," he said. "We cannot just assume that we can reshape the world in a utopian way."

In an election year that fell decisively, disastrously short of utopian for Democrats, such advice registers as entirely practical.
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Why Did Latinos Vote for Trump?

The narrative of America as the land of the free has ceased to be many voters' top priority.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




Donald Trump called Latino migrants rapists, murderers, and drug dealers. After one of his final rallies, at which a comedian described Puerto Rico as "a floating island of garbage," many people, myself included, thought Latinos would decisively turn against him. We were wrong. Exit polls show that 46 percent of Latinos voted for him, and among Latino men, he won 55 percent of the votes--a huge increase from 36 percent in 2020.

Many Americans are baffled. How could Latinos--many of whose family members could be targeted by the mass deportations that the Trump team is promising--make this choice? But seeing the results--and hearing from Latino Trump voters--it made perfect sense to me. This was, simply, a vote for capitalism.

American values are especially powerful in groups with large immigrant populations; those values are what draw people here. Though many of America's earliest immigrants came here seeking relief from famine and poverty, our freedoms--to worship freely, to speak freely--are what we became famous for. The promise was mythologized on the Statue of Liberty: our welcome to the tired, poor, huddled masses, who yearned not to grow filthy rich, but to be free. In the 20th century, immigrants fled religious persecution and political oppression to find in America freedoms that they, and their descendants, cherished and took seriously. I was raised by my grandfather, a Puerto Rican veteran of World War II. We didn't have a lot of money, but I was taught that our political freedoms and our moral obligation to democracy mattered more.

At the same time, from the very beginning, the land of the free has also been about the freedom to make and spend money. America put God on our money, but for many Americans, money is God. This nation put profit over morality through centuries of slavery. Individual expediency in the name of capitalism is as American as the right to bear arms. Around the world, no idea has been marketed more effectively than the American dream. America: where even corporations can be people! And when we talk about someone living "the American dream," we aren't referring to their trips to the voting booth or the way they utilize their freedom of assembly. We are praising people who have achieved financial success and accumulated material things.

Read: Why Democrats are losing Hispanic voters

We deify and elevate these people in the media, in social settings, and online, and we rarely question the ethical price that may have been paid to get them there. Just look at Trump, the "self-made man" whose father's real-estate fortune launched his career. Until Trump became a political villain, he was an American success story. He was regularly on Oprah and sung about in hip-hop songs, and he had that cameo in Home Alone 2. And the truth is, for many Americans--Latinos included--he still is that man. He is living the dream; he has buildings with his name on them.

Latinos broke for Trump for many complicated reasons, including sexism, religious conservatism, racism (or a desire to assimilate into whiteness). But the simplest answer is often the best: To many, Trump represents prosperity. And the ability to financially prosper is what America is all about. People believe this, because America told them so.

In polls, Latinos consistently put economic issues at the top of their list of concerns. After the election, the media was full of voters reaffirming this. As one Pennsylvania voter of Puerto Rican descent told NBC News, he wasn't bothered by Trump's comments about the island: "For me, it's work. It's the economy. It's groceries."

Why, one might ask, was this narrative so much more persuasive to Latinos than to Black Americans? Perhaps because the American dream wasn't created with Black people in mind. The civil-rights movement was painstakingly built by exploiting America's political rights to assembly and free speech. When Black Americans in the North couldn't buy homes because of redlining, many could still--despite obstacles--vote. Perhaps Black voters understood better than many Latino voters an essential truth: Access to the American dream is elusive, but America's freedoms are indispensable.

One of the great takeaways of this election is that the narrative of America as the land of the free has ceased to be many voters' top priority. This election was a battle for the soul of the nation--but the fight wasn't between American ideals and un-American ones. It was between our best and worst selves.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/latinos-vote-trump/680596/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Strategist Who Predicted Trump's Multiracial Coalition

Donald Trump made his biggest gains in diverse areas that have supported Democrats for decades. Why?

by Roge Karma




"For all his apparent divisiveness," wrote the Republican pollster Patrick Ruffini, "Trump assembled the most diverse Republican presidential coalition in history and rode political trends that will prove significant for decades to come." That statement neatly describes Donald Trump's sweeping electoral victory this week. But Ruffini wrote it more than a year ago.

Even though Donald Trump lost the 2020 election, he dramatically improved his performance that year among Black and, especially, Latino voters compared with 2016. According to Ruffini's 2023 book, Party of the People, this was no fluke. American politics was undergoing a fundamental reordering in which the old dividing lines of race and wealth were being supplanted by new ones, namely education and trust in institutions. The ties that once bound low-income and nonwhite voters to the Democratic Party, he argued, were breaking. "If this trend continues," Ruffini wrote, "it would mean the birth of a new party system, replacing the old twentieth-century class divide between the parties."

Then came 2024. We don't yet have precise data on how different groups voted, but the geographic swings make certain conclusions unavoidable. Trump made gains everywhere on Tuesday, but the places where he improved the most compared with 2020 were heavily nonwhite counties that have overwhelmingly supported Democrats for decades. Miami-Dade County, which is majority-Hispanic, voted for the Republican candidate for the first time since 1988; Baldwin County, Georgia, which is 42 percent Black, went red too. In 2016, Hillary Clinton carried the 97 percent-Latino Starr County, Texas, by 60 points. In 2024, Trump won it by 16 points.

In Ruffini's view, the Democratic Party can no longer take the votes of nonwhite Americans for granted. "I think if they want to win back some of these voters," he told me, "Democrats need to stop presenting themselves solely as the defenders of American institutions and instead as a party committed to change."

This interview has been condensed and edited for clarity.



Roge Karma: On Election Day, you wrote on X that "the FDR coalition is being dismantled piece by piece and being reassembled in Donald Trump's GOP." That's a pretty provocative statement. So tell me what you were actually seeing in the data on Tuesday that made you think that was happening.

Patrick Ruffini: I often cringe a little bit when this is described primarily in terms of a "racial realignment." In many ways, it's a racial de-alignment, because the parties are realigning on educational lines.

If you look at a place like South Texas, which is very heavily Hispanic, Democrats were winning by 50, 60 points in 2012. And now we are at a point where it's not just trending red but objectively red. You look at a place like Miami-Dade County, Florida, obviously home to a lot of Hispanics--Trump won it by 11 points.

But I think the more interesting county to me was Osceola County, outside of Orlando, a heavily Puerto Rican community. There was obviously a lot of focus on Puerto Rican voters in the closing days of the campaign because of the joke told at Trump's Madison Square Garden rally. But Trump actually wins that county, which is unheard of. And if you believe the exit polls, then there's evidence that this is happening with Black voters and Asian voters as well.

So when I use the term FDR coalition, I'm referring to a lot of groups that have a lot of disparate interests. To me, that has been the character of the Democratic Party for decades. You have groups who are not necessarily ideologically aligned on everything but can all find a home in this big tent. And you're seeing that more and more in the Republican Party now. Since 2016, educated white voters have shifted left but every other group has shifted right. That was only enough for a near win for Trump in 2020, but this time it was enough for a popular majority in the country.

Karma: The data here are still preliminary, but let's say you're right and we are indeed experiencing this racial depolarization. I think the big question is why. One way of viewing it, as you do, is as a continuation of this broader educational realignment in our politics. But another way of looking at it is we're in the midst of a global anti-incumbent backlash. Ruling parties in countries all over the world are losing left and right, mostly driven by what you once described to me as a "post-COVID inflationary malaise."

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

Ruffini: I think you're completely right. Absolutely this was an election about the economy. Absolutely it was a change election. But underlying it is a divide in the electorate that has been building for a while now.

I'm not even sure I'd describe it as strictly educational sorting. What happened in 2020--and I think what we'll continue to see in 2024--is an ideological sorting. Lots of nonwhite voters identify ideologically as conservatives but historically have tended to vote for Democrats anyway. That started to change in 2020. You had data suggesting that Hispanic conservatives, Asian American conservatives, Black conservatives moved by about 35 to 40 points toward Trump. I think that tells us that politics is sorting on an ideological axis.

And I think the reason that's happening is because the forces that have long kept certain racial and racial-identity groups within the Democratic fold are no longer binding them to the Democratic Party. I think you have large numbers of folks in these groups who are temperamentally not on board with what they perceive to be the race-and-gender identity politics of the left. And that's very problematic, potentially, for Democrats.

Karma: This is one of the big themes of your book: Democrats have alienated working-class voters of color by moving far too far to the left on issues around race and gender identity. But it seems to me that Democrats really learned their lesson from 2020. Kamala Harris ran way to the right on immigration. She talked about the importance of having a strong military. She played up her background as a prosecutor. She hardly mentioned race. And yet we saw even bigger shifts than we did in 2020. How do you explain that?

Ruffini: Harris ran a very clinically competent campaign. Speaking as a Republican, I was pretty concerned that she was going to successfully erase the taint associated with the Biden policies. I think it was clear she was trying to pivot the party in a more moderate direction on these issues.

But as the campaign wore on, she was unable to articulate how she would be different from Biden. And Trump got more and more effective at painting her as an extremist. He ran ads saying things like "Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you," in the voice of a Black man. Sometimes campaigns are not just about what you say about yourself. Campaigns are about how the opposition is able to define you.

The big problem for Democrats is there's a powerful lingering perception that they are too progressive on some of these issues. And I don't think anything short of an act of full-on repudiation is going to change that. Some kind of decisive action to distance themselves from that agenda--a kind of modern Sister Souljah moment. And Harris didn't have any of those.

Karma: I'm interested in what you think that kind of moment would look or sound like. Because one critique I think you could make of her campaign is that you can take moderate positions all you want, but what really tells voters you are serious is when you pick fights with your own side. And she didn't really do that. She wasn't getting in fights with the immigration groups or the racial-justice groups. And in areas where she did get into fights, like the corporate-price-gouging proposal, she pretty quickly backed down.

Ruffini: I would put it almost exactly in those terms, because obviously conflict and controversy can be incredibly clarifying for voters. When the differences are subtle, voters are not necessarily going to get the message.

Karma: But there is an area where the difference between the parties isn't so subtle, and that's on economics. Nonwhite voters are much more likely to vote their material interests and prioritize economic issues. And when you look at where the two parties stand on those issues, Democrats have embraced a very progressive, redistributive economic agenda. That's included these huge investments in clean-energy and manufacturing jobs. Lowering prescription-drug prices. Expanding the child tax credit in a way that slashes child poverty. Meanwhile, Trump has sort of gone in the other direction: He's promising huge corporate-tax cuts and joking with Elon Musk about firing striking workers. Wouldn't you think that kind of difference would make working-class voters more likely to vote Democratic, not less?

Roge Karma: Trump isn't even pretending anymore

Ruffini: It's true that nonwhite working-class voters in general are much more materialist. I simply just don't think that those policies that you mentioned actually register in the same way as the underlying state of the economy. Maybe sometime down the road these things will bear fruit and Democrats will get credit for these programs. But the economic issue that matters most for voters right now is inflation. And that's poisonous for the Democratic Party.

Karma: We've really only seen this shift among nonwhite voters in the past two election cycles. How much of this is a product of just Donald Trump himself? And would these same shifts still hold in a future where a non-Trump figure was at the top of the Republican ticket?

Ruffini: That's the big question, because I think, in many ways, Trump ran the perfect campaign that was optimized to exactly this coalition.

Karma: Okay, I have to stop you there. Because, if anything, I think the liberal perspective is that Trump ran a way more unhinged campaign. A way more dark, xenophobic campaign. Alongside some super gimmicky things like serving french fries at McDonald's. So what about his campaign do you think was so good at breaking through?

Ruffini: In response to the McDonald's thing, you had some Democrats saying, "That's crazy. That looks weird. The garbage-truck thing backfired." But that's the opposite of how it played. Trump was masterful in this election at crafting these images and these contrasts between him and Kamala Harris, where she was very cautious and scripted. And you've got that versus somebody like Trump, who is able to go on Joe Rogan and mix it up and just shoot from the hip for hours.

Look, elections are not clinical exercises of people evaluating competing sets of policy proposals and making rational decisions. They are, in a sense, popularity contests and image-making contests. And something remarkable Trump did was, through the Musk endorsement and the podcast appearances and the UFC matches, he was able to bootstrap his own version of pop culture. And he was able to project that forward as something that voters in his target groups could gravitate toward.

I think that was fundamental. And I think that very few Republicans or Democrats understand how to do it well.

Karma: What advice would you give to Democrats who are dismayed by this election, by the fact that they're losing so many of their core voters, and want to reverse that trend?

Ruffini: I think the thing they can do to best respond to it is take a page out of Bill Clinton's playbook. On the one hand, he openly repudiated some of the toxic tendencies within the party. But I think fundamentally what he did was, he was able to address himself as a change agent. People outside the political system don't like Washington. And I think, unfortunately for the Democrats, their position right now, especially on these issues of democracy and upholding institutional norms, is just completely the opposite temperamentally of where most Americans are when it comes to institutions in Washington, D.C., and Beltway politics.

Karma: Say more on that. It seems pretty clear that at its core, the college-versus-noncollege divide is really a high-trust-versus-low-trust-in-institutions divide. Why are Democrats losing those low-trust voters, and can they do anything about it?

Ruffini: I understand why Democrats are so focused on the need to preserve democracy. Obviously, that's a message a lot of people can agree with. But think about somebody who is disaffected, angry, who dislikes everything about traditional politics. When they hear that, they immediately think that this is a pro-system party. That this is a party that doesn't share the dislike and distrust they have--maybe not of institutions generally but of Washington, D.C., in particular. And so I think it was a big mistake for Kamala, in the final days of her campaign, to pivot back to defending democracy with Liz Cheney at her rallies.

Barack Obama was a change candidate. Bill Clinton was a change candidate. I think if they want to win back some of these voters, Democrats need to stop presenting themselves solely as the defenders of American institutions and instead as a party committed to change.
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Don't Give Up on America

This country has always been a big, beautiful land of contradictions.

by Arash Azizi




Waking up to the election results on Wednesday, many Americans who opposed Donald Trump may have felt inclined to resent their neighbors. How could more than 70 million of them vote for a convicted felon who had hobnobbed with a fascist, showed little respect for the country's institutions or alliances, and couldn't even promise not to rule as a dictator? Some foreign observers on social media seemed to react similarly, seeing in Trump the worst traits of American caricatures: egomania, narcissism, chauvinism, carelessness.

But these prejudices were unfair on November 4, and they are still unfair on November 8. Yes, Trump is a true native son of this country, and some of its worst tendencies have allowed him to flourish. And yes, those who care about the future of the United States have every right to be worried about the trends he has unleashed or exploited--authoritarianism, misogyny, conspiracism.

And yet: This country has always been a big, beautiful land of contradictions. As an Iranian Canadian socialist who moved here from Europe in 2017, I hear my share of anti-American chatter from left-leaning Middle Easterners, Canadians, and Europeans. Many seize on simple stories about America as a land of hyper-capitalism, violence, racism, and imperialism--and such stories are not in short supply. The United States remains the world's only developed country not to have public health care. It is by far the world's biggest military power. And expressions of racial animus can be loud, deadly, and persistent.

Jennifer Senior: Focus on the things that matter

But to reduce America to these cliches is to miss much that is extraordinary. This same country of megalomaniac capitalism is home to public libraries and research universities that are the envy of many European social democracies--institutions tended by millions of Americans deeply committed to their survival. Those who imagine America as a country of racists perhaps haven't actually visited its small towns, where mosques, Hindu temples, and gurdwaras prosper next to churches and synagogues. In this supposedly immigrant-hating country, Trump banned entry by the residents of seven Muslim countries in 2017--only for thousands of Americans to show up at airports in protest. Thousands more Americans staff immigrant-rights groups. For a narcissistic country, the United States has a lot of excellent public museums that acknowledge historical injustice and encourage self-reflection.

This country got its start as a naively daring social experiment already riven with contradictions. A group of European slave owners on ethnically cleansed land pledged to establish a nation whose self-evident truth was the equality of all. And yet, what they founded was a breathtakingly dynamic republic whose tree of creativity has never ceased leafing. The hopes vested in the United States have been sometimes vindicated, sometimes dashed. Chattel slavery endured here long after it was eradicated in Britain. But in 1860, Americans did elect a president who brought about its abolition at the end of a bloody civil war. The postwar promise of Reconstruction gave way to Dixiecrat rule and Jim Crow, but the American civil-rights movement of the 1960s was to become the most inspiring example of civil disobedience of its era, encapsulated in the call of Martin Luther King Jr. for the United States to "live up to the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truth to be self-evident, that all men are created equal."

American actions abroad have also been contested and contradictory. In the Philippines, Cuba, and Puerto Rico, Washington played the role of imperial power. The same Washington helped establish the League of Nations in an effort to end all war--before the U.S. Senate refused to join it, undermining its efficacy. The United States first vowed to stay out of World War II, then joined the Allies to help defeat fascism on the beaches of Normandy and the plains of Manchuria. After the war, the United States helped establish democracies in Japan and West Germany--during the same era in which it took part in organizing an antidemocratic coup in Iran.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

The essence of America has always been the battle over its essence. No one election has ever determined its complete or permanent nature, and that is as true now as it was in 1860 and 1876. If today's America is the America of Donald Trump, it is also the America of those who would stand up to him.

Don't give up on this beautiful country. Its best traditions are now in danger, and no special genius of constitutional design will automatically keep them intact. In the hands of a president who may wish to model himself on Vladimir Putin, democratic institutions will be tested like never before. Americans will have to fight to safeguard them at every level of government. Daunting as this task may be, I have faith that Americans will rise to it. Trump may be the Founders' nightmare, but their dreams can still outlive him.
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The Case for Treating Trump Like a Normal President

Both the president-elect and his opposition should behave differently this time around.

by Conor Friedersdorf




After Donald Trump won the 2016 presidential election, Barack Obama dutifully carried out the peaceful transfer of power. But a large faction of Americans declined to treat Trump as a president with democratic legitimacy. In their telling, he lost the popular vote, urged foreign actors to interfere in the election, broke laws, and transgressed against the unwritten rules of liberal societies. So they fancied themselves members of the "resistance," or waged lawfare, or urged the invocation of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment. Immediately after Trump's inauguration, liberal groups started to push for his impeachment and removal from office.

Now Trump is returning to the White House. But history isn't quite repeating itself. This time, Trump's case for democratic legitimacy is far stronger. He won the Electoral College decisively, and he appears likely to win the popular vote. No one believes that a foreign nation was responsible for his victory. Although he still has legal problems stemming from his past actions, no one alleges illegality in this campaign. For all of those reasons and more, a 2016-style resistance to Trump is now untenable. He will begin his term as a normal president.

A small faction of Trump detractors may continue to say that he is illegitimate, because they believe that he should have been convicted during his impeachment, or because they see his attempts to overturn his election loss in 2020 as disqualifying, or because they believe he is a fascist.

Read: What can women do now?

But that approach will be less popular than ever, even among Trump opponents, because an opposition that purports to defend democracy cannot deny legitimacy to such a clear democratic winner; because the original resistance oversold enough of its allegations to diminish its ability to make new ones without proof; because some in the resistance are exhausted from years of obsessive, at times hysterical, focus on Trump; and because unaligned Americans who don't even like Trump are tired of being browbeaten for not hating him enough.

Maybe voters made a terrible mistake in 2024. But that's a risk of democracy, so we must live with it. I have strong doubts about Trump's character, his respect for the Constitution, and his judgment. I worry that his administration will engage in reckless spending and cruelty toward immigrants. Having opposed government overreach and civil-liberties abuses during every presidency I've covered, I anticipate having a lot of libertarian objections to Trump in coming years.

Yet a part of me is glad that, if Trump had to win, the results are clear enough to make Resistance 2.0 untenable, because that approach failed to stop Trump the first time around. It deranged many Americans who credulously believed all of the resistance's claims, and it foreclosed a posture toward Trump that strikes me as more likely to yield good civic results: normal political opposition.

The American system makes effecting radical or reckless change hard.

As a Never Trump voter who thought January 6 was disqualifying but who respects the results of this election, I urge this from fellow Trump skeptics: Stop indulging the fantasy that outrage, social stigma, language policing, a special counsel, the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, or impeachment will disappear him. And stop talking as if normal political opposition is capitulation.

Everyone should normalize Trump. If he does something good, praise him. Trump is remarkably susceptible to flattery. Don't hesitate to criticize him when he does something bad, but avoid overstatements. They are self-discrediting. And know that new House elections are just two years away. Focus on offering a better alternative to voters, not ousting the person they chose.

Meanwhile, oppose Trump's bad ideas by drawing on the normal tools Americans use to constrain all presidents. Our constitutional and civic checks on executive power are formidable, frustrating every administration. So be the John Boehner to his Obama. Even if ill intent exists in Trump's inscrutable mind, his coalition does not wish to end democracy. Some will turn on the president when he merely has trouble fulfilling basic promises.

And in America, power remains dispersed--the left never succeeded in shortsighted efforts to end the filibuster, or to destroy federalism and states' rights, or to strip the private sector of independence from the state, or to allow the executive branch to define and police alleged misinformation.

Until 2028, normal checks can constrain Trump. Then he will term out. Yes, he will almost certainly do some troubling things in the meantime: impose tariffs that will harm Americans with rising prices or carry out excessive deportations that needlessly harm families and communities. But he has a mandate for some lawful parts of his agenda, including parts that I personally hate.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

Amid the give-and-take of democratic politics, I hope that Trump will normalize himself too. Through what he says and does, he could reassure voters who regard him as a fascist with dictatorial aspirations, rather than deploying rhetoric--let alone taking actions--that elicit reasonable concern or fear. He may even try reassurance, if only because it would be in his own self-interest.

A Trump who reassures the nation that he will adhere to the law, the Constitution, and basic human decency--and then does so--will inspire a lot less opposition than a Trump who indulges the excesses of his first term and reminds Americans why they rejected his bid in 2020.

"We're going to help our country heal," Trump promised on Election Night. He has all the power he needs to make good on that promise, which will require restraining his worst impulses. If he succeeds, he will earn a historical legacy far better than the one he has today. I doubt that he has it in him. Typically, his word is not his bond. But I hope that he proves me wrong.
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Election Night Jubilation Outside Mar-a-Lago

For one night, at least, the anger and paranoia were gone. Only the joy remained.

by Rose Horowitch




On Tuesday, as Americans across the country headed to the polls, a few dozen members of the MAGA faithful flocked to the road outside Mar-a-Lago, where they spent the day tailgating, dancing, and praying for Donald Trump's restoration to the White House.

This was a pilgrimage for some of Trump's most loyal supporters. Many hailed from Florida, but others had traveled from as far as California to be there, Zack Wittman, who photographed the scene for The Atlantic, told me. They wore their enthusiasm for Trump proudly, and literally: Almost everyone sported some kind of MAGA apparel. Among the regalia on display were shirts featuring Trump's mug shot, a leather vest with a Trump Save America patch, and an FJB necklace (suffice it to say, the JB stands for Joe Biden).




As the polls began to close, the crowd gathered in front of the TV and said a prayer for Trump's electoral chances. They became more somber as they waited for the returns to trickle in. The swing states were initially too close to call, and some attendees groaned about electoral fraud, Wittman told me. They wanted a victory that was "too big to rig," they said. As the hours passed, their wish began to materialize. By the middle of the night, the preliminary results pointed clearly to a Trump victory. At the Palm Beach County Convention Center, where Trump would deliver his victory speech, people hoped to catch a glimpse of the motorcade or even the man himself. The surrounding area became a site for celebration. People hugged, cheered, and danced in the rain. They spoke of "taking the country back" and their glee at how unhappy Nancy Pelosi would be, Wittman said.







The movement surrounding Trump has always contained an element of ecstatic joy. The Atlantic's John Hendrickson recently noted the "carnival-type atmosphere" in the crowds at Trump's rallies, where attendees seemed to have a powerful sense that they were part of something bigger than themselves. Throughout the campaign, however, Trump supporters' happiness could not be total. If they took Trump's dark, angry rhetoric at face value, then the country was failing, under attack from within. The government was out to get them. Under those circumstances, they couldn't be too thrilled about the state of things.

Until Tuesday. For one night, at least, the anger and paranoia were gone. Only the joy remained.
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What Swayed Trump Voters Was Bidenomics

For millions of Americans, an unacceptable present weighed more heavily than an uncertain future.

by Ronald Brownstein




Donald Trump's decisive victory may proclaim an unpredictable new era for American government and society, but it also reaffirmed an enduring political truth: It is virtually impossible for the incumbent president's party to hold the White House when Americans are discontented with that president's performance.

Americans provided Trump with a sweeping victory after a campaign in which he had darkly promised "retribution" against a long list of enemies and offered an agenda centered on mass deportation of undocumented immigrants. Trump seems within reach of winning the popular vote, becoming the first Republican to do so since 2004. Republicans, exulting in winning at least three Senate seats as well as the White House, instantly called the magnitude of the victory "a mandate"--and Trump seems sure to treat it as a license to pursue his most aggressive ideas.

Vice President Kamala Harris and her team, recognizing the threat of widespread disillusionment with President Joe Biden, tried to transform the Democratic campaign from a retrospective referendum on the performance of the administration in which she served into a prospective choice about the agenda and style of leadership she and Trump would bring to the next four years. Ultimately, she could not overcome the widespread unhappiness over the country's current conditions. Biden's approval rating among voters never exceeded 43 percent in any of the major swing states, according to exit polls. At least 55 percent of voters in each of those states said that they disapproved of Biden's performance, and Trump typically won four-fifths or more of them.

Overall, despite any expectation to the contrary, the gender gap was not especially large. Harris's inability to amass a greater advantage among women likely reflected the fact that they were at least as dissatisfied with the economy and Biden's performance as men were, according to exit polls. Just 44 percent of women in exit polls said they approved of Biden's performance, and nearly seven in 10 described the economy in negative terms--a view even more emphatic than the one men expressed.

Disapproval of Biden's record and disaffection over the economy proved a headwind that Harris could not overcome. Exit polls showed that Americans remained concerned about the possible excesses of a second Trump presidency. But in their deep frustration over current conditions, they placed less weight on those worries.

Read: How Donald Trump won everywhere

As Doug Sosnik, the top White House political adviser to Bill Clinton, wrote in an email yesterday: "The 2024 election marks the biggest shift to the right in our country since Ronald Reagan's victory in 1980." The New York Times calculated that nine in 10 U.S. counties moved at least somewhat toward Trump in this cycle. A striking sign of that change was his dramatic improvement in big urban centers with large populations of Black and/or Latino voters, including the counties encompassing Philadelphia, Detroit, and Las Vegas. But Trump also improved (compared with 2020) in communities dominated by working-class white voters, such as Macomb in Michigan, Luzerne in Pennsylvania, and Kenosha and the small cities around Green Bay in Wisconsin.

Harris maintained the Democratic hold on the prosperous, well-educated inner suburbs around major cities. But in most of them, her party's margins declined relative to its 2020 results. She slipped just slightly in predominantly white-collar areas such as Montgomery and Delaware Counties outside Philadelphia, and Oakland outside Detroit, and failed to improve on Biden's deficit in Waukesha, around Milwaukee. The result was that in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, Harris's margins in these big suburbs were closer to Hillary Clinton's in 2016 than Biden's in 2020. That wasn't enough to withstand what I've called the "pincer" move of Trump's concurrent gains in the smaller, mostly white, blue-collar places and the much more diverse urban cores.

The geographic pattern of actual vote tallies for Trump captured the magnitude of the red shift more vividly than the two major surveys that try to measure voters' behavior for media organizations: the exit polls conducted by Edison Research and the VoteCast survey done by NORC. Neither found any increase from 2020 in the national level of support for Trump among white voters; nor did the exit polls show more than minimal improvement for him among white voters in the Rust Belt states. The exit polls recorded modest improvements for Trump among Black voters, with his gains coming entirely from men, and a big improvement among Latinos. (VoteCast found solid advances for Trump among both Black and Latino voters.) In each survey, Trump made his most dramatic gains with Latino men but scored notable improvements among Latina women as well. Young voters, in both data sets, moved notably toward Trump as well.

The exit polls showed Harris winning women (of all races) by eight percentage points and losing men by 13 points. The VoteCast study similarly showed Harris winning women by seven points and Trump winning men by 10 percentage points. At that level, Harris's lead with women was much smaller than Biden's in 2020, and even smaller than Clinton's advantage in 2016.

The story on the economy was similar. Two-thirds of voters in the national exit polls described the economy as only fair or poor; roughly that many expressed negative views in each of the three former "Blue Wall" states and Arizona, with discontent rising to about seven in 10 in North Carolina and Nevada, and beyond that in Georgia. Solid majorities of those economically discontented voters backed Trump in each state. So did a big majority of the roughly 45 percent of voters who said they were worse off than four years ago.

Harris did win handsomely among those who said they were better off, but they constituted just one in four voters. She also won the narrow backing of those who said their condition was unchanged. But none of that was enough to overcome Trump's preponderant advantage among those who thought their condition had deteriorated under Biden.

Working-class voters without a college degree--many of them living paycheck to paycheck--were especially down on the economy. More than three-fourths of white voters without a college degree nationwide described the economy in negative terms--as did seven in 10 Latino voters. (An even more telling eight in 10 Latinos did so in the Sun Belt swing state of Nevada.)

The issues that Harris and the Democrats had hoped would offset economic discontent simply did not have enough bite. Two-thirds of voters in the national exit polls said that abortion should be legal in all or most circumstances, but about three in 10 of those voters supported Trump anyway. More than a quarter of women nationwide who supported legal abortion backed Trump.

Read: Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost

The muting of the abortion issue was especially dramatic in the former Blue Wall states that ultimately settled Harris's fate. In 2022, the first election after the Supreme Court rescinded the constitutional right to abortion, Democratic gubernatorial candidates Gretchen Whitmer in Michigan and Josh Shapiro in Pennsylvania each won about four-fifths of voters who supported legal abortion, while Tony Evers in Wisconsin carried about three-fourths of them. But, in a crucial erosion of that pro-choice support, Harris won only about two-thirds of those voters in Michigan and Wisconsin and about seven in 10 in Pennsylvania. A much smaller share of voters in each state said abortion should be illegal most of the time, but Trump won about nine in 10 of those.

Harris did not entirely fail at raising alarms about Trump. In the national exit polls, 54 percent of voters agreed that Trump was "too extreme." But about one in nine voters who viewed Trump as too extreme voted for him anyway--a striking measure of their willingness to risk an uncertain future over an unacceptable present. Likewise, in the VoteCast survey, 55 percent of voters said they were very or somewhat concerned that Trump would steer the U.S. in a more authoritarian direction; yet nearly one in six of those voters supported him.

"I think that Trump has been helped by this sense that things are careening out of control at home and abroad, and it makes people more willing to contemplate the smack of authority," William Galston, a senior fellow at the center-left Brookings Institution, told me.

Jackie Payne, the founder and executive director of Galvanize Action, which studies moderate white women, told me that according to her research, many female voters who believed Trump would improve their economic situation simply brushed aside rhetoric and proposals from him that they found troubling. "They were choosing to believe a vision of him that was aligned with what they wanted to get out of him--a strong economy--and they were absolutely discounting anything that felt extreme as disinformation or hyperbole, even if he said he would do it," she said.

Voters around the world have reached similar judgments this year in the aftermath of the inflation that followed the coronavirus pandemic: As a Financial Times analyst pointed out this week, incumbent parties have lost ground, or lost power altogether, in all 10 major democracies that held elections in 2024. The priority voters gave to current economic conditions in their decision making followed a long U.S. tradition too. Incumbent presidents with low public-approval ratings almost never win reelection--as Jimmy Carter in 1980, George H. W. Bush in 1992, and Trump himself in 2020 demonstrated. The similar but less discussed scenario is the difficulty facing a party seeking to hold the White House even when its unpopular president isn't running. That applied when Harry Truman in 1952, Lyndon B. Johnson in 1968, and George W. Bush in 2008 were off the ballot; their party lost the race to replace them in each case. Biden now joins that dour procession.

But the most apt precedent for this election may be 1980. Laboring under widespread discontent, including over a raging bout of inflation, Carter tried to use his campaign to shift attention to the risks he said his right-wing rival, Ronald Reagan, represented, with some success: Doubts about Reagan did keep Carter close in the polls. But in the campaign's final days, voters decided that continuity with Carter represented a greater risk than change with Reagan--and flocked to the challenger in crushing numbers.

Read: How Trump neutralized his abortion problem

Voters were willing to take an even greater leap this time. Trump made almost no accommodation for voters uneasy about him. Instead, he intensified his false accusations, inflammatory racist rhetoric, and profane personal attacks. Trump has surrounded himself with extreme figures who promise a revolution in government and society.

His senior immigration advisers have promoted plans for a militarized mass-deportation operation, complete with internment camps, and the possible removal of U.S.-citizen children of undocumented adults. His party is likely to control both chambers of Congress--and in any case, the president has broad unilateral authority to set immigration policy, as well as to impose the large tariffs Trump has pledged. The Supreme Court's conservative majority has already rendered him virtually immune to criminal prosecution for any action he takes as president. Trump is returning to the White House unbound.

Reagan's victory in 1980 solidified a realignment in American politics that began under his Republican predecessor, Richard Nixon. Reagan cemented working-class white voters into the conservative movement's electoral coalition--both white southern evangelical Christians and northern industrial workers in places such as Michigan's Macomb County--who became lastingly known as "Reagan Democrats." Those voters remain a cornerstone GOP constituency: Even four-plus decades later, they were the two groups that supported Trump in the largest numbers on Tuesday.

Many Republicans believe that Trump now has the chance to secure an equally significant shift in the party allegiance of Black men and Latino voters of both genders, who voted for him in historic numbers this week. That opportunity surely exists. But realizing it in a lasting way will require Trump and the Republican Party to maintain the support of millions of voters of color and justify their faith in him on the economy over any concern about policies such as mass deportation and more aggressive law enforcement.

Now those communities, along with all of the other Americans disappointed in Biden over the past four years, will learn whether Trump can deliver the economic benefits he promised without plunging the country into deeper acrimony.
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What Can Women Do Now?

Trump's victory is a referendum on feminist progress.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




How should the women who didn't vote for Trump go about their lives, knowing that a majority of Americans voted not just against their immediate health and well-being, but for a candidate who actively sidelined and maligned people like them? After months and months of watching Donald Trump and his band of bros belittle Kamala Harris and all women generally--the childless, the childbearing, and the post-childbearing--55 percent of male voters supported him, according to CNN's exit polls. So did 45 percent of female voters. What are the other women--those who feel that they're living in a nation that is hostile to their very existence--to do?

The answer is something different from what they did the last time.

In 2016, when Hillary Clinton's loss sent thousands of women into the streets of Washington, D.C., with their signs and their pussy hats, many assumed that the sexism Clinton had experienced was a bug of the Trump era. That if women banded together, expanded their notion of feminism to include experiences across race and class, and fought back, they could change things.

Read: How Trump neutralized his abortion problem

And in some ways, they did. That collective strength laid the foundation for the #MeToo movement in 2017. More women ran for office, and won, in the 2018 midterms than ever before. But the ground has shifted in the intervening years.

Sexism, it turned out, was not a bug but a feature of the Trump years. Misogyny certainly appears to come naturally to Trump, but it was strategically amplified--through surrogates and messaging--to attract supporters, particularly younger men of all races. Elon Musk's political-action committee even put out an ad referring to Harris as "a big ole C-word"--and Communist was only one of its intended meanings. Trump has always been good at exploiting the ugliest aspects of America, and the growing isolation and rightward drift of young men was a perfect target.

American men are lonely--in 2021, 15 percent were likely to say they had no close friends, up from 3 percent in 1990. They are also more likely to not be in a relationship: In 2022, six in 10 men under 30 were single. In a 2023 survey of men ages 18 to 45, a majority agreed with the statement "No one really knows me." Many find solace online, where they consume their news on Reddit and X and soak up content from influencers such as Andrew Tate, Adin Ross, and Joe Rogan. The content, like its creators, is often blatantly misogynistic.

Many of these young men apparently see Trump--with his microphone-fellating pantomime and his crowds chanting the word bitch--as presidential. He spoke to young men, in a voice they recognized. More than half of men ages 18 to 29 voted for him.

But Trump didn't just pick up support from young men; he picked up support from almost every group. For many older white men, and the many, many Latino men who broke for Trump--well, the misogyny may have seemed macho. And what about his female supporters? Representative Shirley Chisholm, the first Black woman to run for president, wrote in 1970 that "women in America are much more brainwashed and content with their roles as second-class citizens than Blacks ever were." This remains true today. No matter the number of marches women hold or memes they post online about sisterhood, many women are unswayed: 53 percent of white women (and a growing percentage of Latinas) voted for Trump. Women can enforce patriarchy just as well as men, as the "trad wives" on the internet have demonstrated.

Many had hoped that as president, Harris would have reached across not just the political aisle, but the gender divide. In her concession speech yesterday, she listed women's rights as one cause among many, speaking of the need for women to "have the freedom to make decisions about their own body," for schools to be safe from gun violence, "for the rule of law, for equal justice."

No such repair will happen under a second Trump administration, for the obvious reason that division benefits him. Misogyny helps disempowered men feel empowered. After Trump's victory, the right-wing activist Nick Fuentes tweeted: "Your body, my choice. Forever." It really is a man's world now.

The situation isn't hopeless, but it may require new tactics. The time for thumping on our chests and railing against the patriarchy might be past. The protests that felt so powerful in 2016 may have backfired to some extent, by causing the people women most needed to listen to their message to tune them out instead. But women can't simply retreat, either--their lives and futures depend on it.

The answer is engagement: soft diplomacy in everyday life. "We will continue to wage this fight in the voting booth, in the courts, and in the public square," Harris said in her speech. But "we will also wage it in quieter ways."

Start easy: Thank the men in your life who supported Harris; thank them for trusting and respecting women and believing that they can lead. It seems small, but millions of men apparently don't feel that way, so let's encourage the ones who do.

Listen: Are we living in a different America?

For mothers and aunties of young men and boys: You may not be able to control what they are reading on the internet, but you can combat it, through conversation and counterprogramming.

And most important, women who voted against Trump should talk honestly with the men in their lives--their cousins and fathers and colleagues and friends--who voted the other way. Talk to them about women's lives and values. Better yet, enlist other men to help you. One reason fewer Black men  than Latino men drifted toward Trump is that, in the months leading up to the election, on social media and in private conversations and at church, many Black people talked honestly about the importance of valuing women. They addressed voters' hesitance about female leadership directly, by discussing the long history of excellent Black female leaders. Minds can be molded by the internet and its algorithms, yes, but minds can be changed by conversations as well. As Harris reminded everyone, "You have power."

Despite what many say, the modern woman doesn't need a man. But women's lives can certainly be improved by men not hating them.
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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 12:49 p.m.

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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        Putin Isn't Fighting for Land in Ukraine
        Anne Applebaum

        Russian drone and missile strikes on Ukrainian targets have increased in frequency in the week since the U.S. election, killing civilians and destroying another dam. Russian troops continued to make incremental gains toward the city of Pokrovsk. The Russian army is preparing a new offensive, this time using North Korean troops. Russian President Vladimir Putin congratulated Donald Trump on his election but implied that he would have discussions only if the U.S. initiates talks, drops its sanction...
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The German Society for Nature Photography recently announced its winning images from the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024, selected from nearly 18,000 entries from 38 countries in 11 categories. This year's overall winner was Jai...

      

      
        Helping Ukraine Is Europe's Job Now
        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        Europeans should pay Donald Trump the compliment of believing what he does and says, not what they desperately want to hear. He has clearly indicated that he wants the United States out of the Ukraine war as soon as possible. Both the president-elect and his most important supporter, Elon Musk, have reportedly been in frequent contact with Russian President Vladimir Putin. Vice President-elect J. D. Vance has outlined a "peace" deal with Ukraine that would serve Russian interests. American aid to...

      

      
        I've Watched America and Ukraine Switch Places
        Nataliya Gumenyuk

        "Ukrainians don't care who will be president of the United States," my boss, the editor in chief of one of the largest television stations in Ukraine, told me in 2012 as I headed overseas to cover the American election. I was at the Obama campaign's headquarters, in Chicago, when the president gave his victory speech that year--but back then, Ukrainian television didn't broadcast live at night, so my report didn't air until the next morning, local time.Covering the 2024 U.S. election for the Ukrai...

      

      
        The American Global Order Could End
        Michael Schuman

        Americans voted for change in this week's presidential election, and in foreign policy, they'll certainly get it. Donald Trump has shown disdain for the priorities and precedents that have traditionally guided Washington's approach to the world. He speaks more fondly of America's autocratic adversaries than of its democratic allies. He derides "globalism" as a liberal conspiracy against the American people. And he treats international agreements as little more than wastepaper.At stake is not only...

      

      
        Why Netanyahu Fired His Defense Minister
        Gershom Gorenberg

        On Tuesday evening, a political earthquake shook Israel: In the midst of war, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu dismissed his defense minister, Yoav Gallant.The quake was inevitable, even if the timing was not. The coalition that keeps Netanyahu in power is built astride a political fault line. On one side are the ultra-Orthodox parties that have served as reliable partners for Netanyahu's Likud party for decades. Their quid pro quo is government funding for their self-segregated community--and ex...
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Putin Isn't Fighting for Land in Ukraine

And Biden has mere weeks to give the Ukrainians the resources they need to fight.

by Anne Applebaum




Russian drone and missile strikes on Ukrainian targets have increased in frequency in the week since the U.S. election, killing civilians and destroying another dam. Russian troops continued to make incremental gains toward the city of Pokrovsk. The Russian army is preparing a new offensive, this time using North Korean troops. Russian President Vladimir Putin congratulated Donald Trump on his election but implied that he would have discussions only if the U.S. initiates talks, drops its sanctions, and refuses to offer any further support for Ukraine--accepting, in other words, a Russian victory. Meanwhile, Russian state television welcomed news of the election by gleefully showing nude photographs of Melania Trump on the country's most-watched channel.

How will the new U.S. administration respond? What should the outgoing administration do?

In one sense, nothing will change. For nearly three years, many, many people, from the right to the left, in Europe and in America, have called for negotiations to end the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The Biden administration repeatedly probed the possibility of negotiations. The German government endlessly proposed negotiations. Now a new team will arrive in Washington, and it will be demanding negotiations too.

Read: Helping Ukraine is Europe's job now

The new team will immediately run into the same dilemma that everyone else has encountered: "Land for peace" sounds nice, but the president of Russia isn't fighting for land. Putin is fighting not to conquer Pokrovsk but to destroy Ukraine as a nation. He wants to show his own people that Ukraine's democratic aspirations are hopeless. He wants to prove that a whole host of international laws and norms, including the United Nations Charter and the Geneva conventions, no longer matter. His goal is not to have peace but to build concentration camps, torture civilians, kidnap 20,000 Ukrainian children, and get away with it--which, so far, he has.

Putin also wants to show that America, NATO, and the West are weak and indecisive, regardless of who is president, and that his brutal regime represents some kind of new global standard. And now, of course, he also needs to show his country that nearly three years of fighting had some purpose, given that this costly, bloody, extended war, officially described as nothing more than a "special military operation," was supposed to end in a matter of days. Maybe Putin could be interested in stopping the fight for some period of time. Maybe he could be threatened into halting his advance, or bribed with an offer of sanctions relief. But any cease-fire treaty that does not put some obstacle--security guarantees, NATO troops in Ukraine, major rearmament--in the way of another invasion will fail sooner or later because it will simply give Russia an opportunity to rest, rearm, and resume pursuit of the same goals later on.

Putin will truly stop fighting only if he loses the war, loses power, or loses control of his economy. And there is plenty of evidence that he fears all three, despite his troops' slow movement forward. He would not have imported thousands of North Korean soldiers if he had an infinite number of Russians to replace the more than 600,000 soldiers whom he has lost to injury or death. He would not have paid American YouTubers to promote anti-Ukrainian propaganda if he wasn't worried by the American public's continued support for Ukraine. His economy is in trouble: Russian inflation is rising fast; Russian interest rates are now at 21 percent; Russian industries particularly vulnerable to sanctions, such as liquefied natural gas, are suffering. The Russian navy was humiliated in the Black Sea. The Russian military has still not recaptured territory lost in Russia's Kursk province, conquered by the Ukrainians last summer.

When the next U.S. president, secretary of defense, and secretary of state take office, they will discover that they face the same choices that the current administration did. They can increase Putin's agony using economic, political, and military tools and make sure he stops fighting. Or they can let him win, quickly or slowly. But a Russian victory will not make Europe safer or the U.S. stronger. Instead, the costs will grow higher: A massive refugee crisis, an arms race, and possibly a new round of nuclear proliferation could follow as European and Asian democracies assess the new level of danger from the autocratic world. An invasion of Taiwan becomes more likely. An invasion of a NATO state becomes thinkable.

Karl Marlantes and Elliot Ackerman: The abandonment of Ukraine

In the final two months of his presidency, Joe Biden, together with Ukraine's European allies, will have one last chance to push Russia hard, to respond to the extraordinary Russian-North Korean escalation, and to stabilize the Ukrainian front line. This is Biden's last chance to allow Ukraine to carry out long-range strikes against targets inside Russia. Although the Russians can strike any target, military or civilian, anywhere in Ukraine and at any time, the Ukrainians have been limited to their own drones. They have had some startling successes--their drone operations are now the world's most sophisticated--including hitting military factories all over Russia, and several targets in Moscow this week. But to stop attacks on their cities and to prevent the Russian military from moving troops and equipment toward their borders, they need to be able to use missiles to hit air bases and logistical hubs inside Russia too.

Even more important is the question of money. Biden must press upon the Europeans, as a matter of urgency, the need to transfer frozen Russian assets to Kyiv--not just the interest but the capital. This money--more than $300 billion--can be used to purchase weapons, rebuild the country, and keep the economy going for many months. Most of this money is in European institutions whose leaders have delayed making final decisions about it for fear that Russia will retaliate against European companies, especially French and German companies that still have assets in Russia. But now time is running short: Perhaps the Trump administration will preserve sanctions on Russia, but perhaps it will not.

Biden's team says it will expedite the delivery of the remaining weapons and resources that Congress has already designated for Ukraine. The goals should be to stabilize the front lines and prevent a collapse in Ukrainian morale; to provide long-term support, including spare parts so that repairs and maintenance of existing weapons systems can continue; and, most of all, to hit the North Korean troops in Kursk. It's very important that the North Korean leadership perceives this escapade as a catastrophic failure, and as quickly as possible, so that more troops aren't sent in the future.

After that? The choices, and the stakes, remain very similar to what they were in February 2022. Either we inflict enough economic pressure and military pain to convince Russia that the war can never be won, or we deal with the far more ominous, and far more expensive, consequences of Ukraine's loss. Biden has a few more weeks to make a difference. It will then be up to Trump to decide whether he will help Ukraine to succeed and to survive, or whether he will push Ukraine to fail, along with the broader democratic world.
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        Winners of the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 11, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography recently announced its winning images from the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024, selected from nearly 18,000 entries from 38 countries in 11 categories. This year's overall winner was Jaime Rojo, with a remarkable photograph of monarch butterflies clustered in trees in Mexico's El Rosario Monarch Butterfly Sanctuary. Competition organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A polar bear stands in a snowy landscape, battered by strong winds that blow the snow it has just shaken off.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shaking off the Snow. Runner-up, Mammals. "This picture was taken in Wapusk National Park on the coast of Hudson Bay, Canada, during a heavy snowstorm in November 2022. With a single vigorous movement, the polar bear (Ursus maritimus) shakes off the  powdery snow that has accumulated during the storm. A gust of wind picks up the snow and forms a decorative veil around the animal."
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                Daniel Valverde Fernandez / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight streams between tall tree trunks and branches that are covered with thousands of monarch butterflies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Forest of the Monarchs. Overall Winner. "Streaked with sunlight and crowded together for warmth in winter, monarch butterflies blanket fir trees in El Rosario Sanctuary. I requested special permits to work outside the sanctuary's operating hours and made this photograph shortly before sunset. Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve, Michoacan, Mexico."
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                Jaime Rojo / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A hyena cub snuggles up to its mother.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Affection. Highly Commended, Mammals. "Of all the animals that roam the savanna, spotted hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) get the most 'bad press.' They are often derided as one of the 'ugly five' and viewed as scavenging opportunists. For me, however, hyenas are extremely interesting creatures. Over the years, I have taken countless wonderful pictures capturing many different aspects of their behavior. In this photo, we see the gentle side of these often misunderstood, highly social animals: a hyena cub snuggles up lovingly to its disheveled and battered-looking mother."
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                Vanessa Beadling / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bison walks through a field on a misty day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King of the East. Highly Commended, Rewilding Europe Award. "This photograph shows one of the numerous European bison (Bison bonasus) reintroduced to Poland's Bialowieza National Park, near the border with Belarus. In 1927, the last free-living bison in the Caucasus was shot and the species was considered extinct in the wild in Europe. With the help of a small group of animals from zoological gardens and private owners, the European bison was saved from extinction. As of 2023, about 7,200 individuals exist in Europe. However, habitat fragmentation and low genetic diversity continue to pose challenges to the survival of this species."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Florian Smit / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A steep snow-covered mountaintop, seen through a break in clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Instant of Eternity. Highly Commended, Man and Nature. "The Aiguille du Plan, in the Mont Blanc massif, stands in the shadow of the Aiguille du Midi. The photograph was taken shortly after a thunderstorm, just as sunlight burst through the clouds, revealing the icy majesty of the mountain."
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                Thomas Crauwels / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight streaming through tree trunks highlights swirling mist and water droplets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water and Light.  Highly Commended, Nature's Studio. "Over thousands of years, the astonishing power of a steep mountain stream has carved deep furrows into the landscape. Copious meltwater from the last winter thunders down the valley. At a waterfall, the force of the falling water creates a strong wind that blows mist into the forest. The light of the setting sun breaks through the trees, casting beautiful rays. A slow shutter speed imparts a sense of movement to the still image."
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                Lukas Schafer / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of many dolphins swimming together]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Too Many Dolphins?. Highly Commended, Underwater World. "The encounter with this superpod of spinner dolphins (Stenella longirostris) was one of the most extraordinary experiences of my life. It was impossible to keep track of the number of individuals. There were dolphins everywhere; their vocalizations filled the ocean. Some of them stoically passed by, while others eyed me with curiosity."
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                Merche Llobera / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woodpecker, seen in silhouette, stretches out its wings as it comes in for a landing beside a tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Approach. Winner, Birds. "After observing a pair of nesting black woodpeckers (Dryocopus martius) for several days, I decided to set up a camouflage hide at a suitable distance. I installed the hide behind a fir tree so as not to disturb the birds and at the same time make my image visually more exciting by photographing through the branches. Once I had found a good angle, I just had to wait for the adult birds to appear. Here, you can see the male approaching with food for the hungry offspring in the brood cave."
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                Luca Melcarne / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An octopus moves underwater through darkness.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Night Crawler. Winner, Underwater World. "A common octopus (Octopus vulgaris) crawls across the seabed at night in search of prey. Thanks to a sophisticated combination of tactile abilities and nocturnal vision, octopuses are among the most effective nocturnal hunters in the sea."
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                Angel Fitor / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person in a safety vest holds traffic as a duck leads ducklings across a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                New World. Runner-up, Man and Nature. "For common mergansers (Mergus merganser) in Warsaw, the breeding season has become rather stressful. Ducklings hatch in a park about one kilometer away from the Vistula river. Each female duck has to relocate her ducklings to the river as quickly as possible because this is the only place in the park with food and shelter. To get to the river, the ducks must cross two canals and go through three underground passages created especially for this purpose. The final obstacle is a six-lane motorway. Every year, a group of volunteers helps the ducks cross this dangerous road by holding up traffic. This image shows a duck crossing a smaller road because it refused to use the nearby dark underground passage. The volunteer blocks traffic while the cameraman captures the scene."
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                Grzegorz Dlugosz / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small white bird flies in front of a wall of blue-tinted glacier ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Arctic Tern. Highly Commended, Birds. "Arctic terns (Sterna paradisaea) patrol along the front of a mighty glacier in search of food. Their hunt is particularly successful after the glacier has calved, dropping large chunks of ice into the sea and stirring up the marine plankton. The image was taken in July 2023 from a Zodiac in front of Monaco Glacier in Liefdefjord, northwestern Svalbard."
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                Arnfinn Johansen / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Lava flows among rough-surfaced volcanic rocks atop a volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blood of the Earth. Highly Commended, Landscapes. "A huge stream of lava flows from an eruptive fissure into the deserted Valle del Bove in the southeastern crater of Mount Etna, Italy. Sulfurous vapors color the surrounding rocks bright yellow. Positioned at a distance away from the intense heat, I extended my tripod with the camera already mounted, held it up as far as I could above the glowing lava lake, and then took this shot with a remote shutter release."
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                Salvo Orlando / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wasp flies close to the ground, carrying a bee it has captured.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bee Wolf. Highly Commended, Other Animals. "A female bee wolf (Philanthus triangulum), or digger wasp, returns to its burrow with a honey bee (Apis mellifera) that it has paralyzed and will place in the burrow as a food source for its emerging offspring. Bee wolves lay their eggs in burrows that they dig in sandy soil."
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                Kevin Sawford / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A long-exposure image of clouds flowing through distant treetops]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As Time Goes By. Highly Commended, Landscapes. "The Debagoiena Valley lies in the heart of the Basque Country. Although perhaps best known for its industry, the valley also offers some of the most beautiful scenery in the region. The sun had not yet risen when I arrived, and low-hanging clouds were slowly drifting by. Using a long focal length and an extended exposure time, I tried to capture the smooth movement of the clouds by focusing on the treetops."
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                Inaki Bolumburu / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A lynx scratches on a fallen tree trunk, seen backlit at night, in a gentle rain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Night of the Lynx. Highly Commended, Mammals. "I have been using camera traps and flashes to photograph lynx (Lynx lynx) in southern Sweden for more than six years. After many attempts with classic image composition, I tried to rethink my approach. My aim was to photograph a backlit lynx on a tree trunk at night as a silhouette with a 'golden edge.' A softened main flash, whose light was bundled through a narrow tube about 40 cm long, was intended to simply reflect the animal's eyes. The gentle rain that night was a welcome bonus."
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                Felix Heintzenberg / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The ice of a tall glacier stands above rocky ground covered in grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Alpine Contrasts. Highly Commended, Landscapes. "Lush green grass grows high up in the mountains flanked by the shimmering blue ice of the jagged Aletsch Glacier in the background. The glacier once covered this entire landscape, but year after year the ice retreats farther and farther. Unfortunately, it will not take long for the glacier tongue to melt back so far that this picture will no longer be possible. In 2022 alone, the Aletsch Glacier lost 6 percent of its total volume."
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                Tobias Buttel / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A shedding reindeer walks through a field, with many bits of fur blowing away in a gust of wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bad Hair Day. Highly Commended, Mammals. "During my visit to Svalbard, I was able to observe numerous Svalbard reindeer (Rangifer tarandus platyrhynchus), a small subspecies of the reindeer common in Northern Europe. During the summer months, these animals lose their thick winter coat. On a hike, I watched as a strong gust of wind blew off a large part of this reindeer's winter coat. Even the reindeer looks a little surprised."
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                Christian Biemans / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young sea lion swims in an underwater cave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At Peace. Highly Commended, Underwater World. "A playful young California sea lion (Zalophus californianus) strikes a peaceful pose in an underwater cave. This spot is particularly popular among juvenile seal lions, who dart through the water with enviable agility. As I was taking this photograph, there were other sea lions behind me, nibbling on my flippers, hair, and camera. Los Islotes, where this image was taken, is home to the southernmost breeding colony of California sea lions, and, despite the threat of climate change, it is the only colony in the Gulf of California with a growing population."
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                Henley Spiers / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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Helping Ukraine Is Europe's Job Now

Trump is closer to Putin than to any of the continent's democratic leaders.

by Phillips Payson O'Brien




Europeans should pay Donald Trump the compliment of believing what he does and says, not what they desperately want to hear. He has clearly indicated that he wants the United States out of the Ukraine war as soon as possible. Both the president-elect and his most important supporter, Elon Musk, have reportedly been in frequent contact with Russian President Vladimir Putin. Vice President-elect J. D. Vance has outlined a "peace" deal with Ukraine that would serve Russian interests. American aid to Ukraine, which has been vital to the beleaguered country's ability to resist Russia's ongoing invasion, could stop not long after Trump is inaugurated. European nations must accept this reality and make their own plans--not just to support Ukraine in its existential fight but also to protect their own security as America's global role shrinks.

Perhaps the best that Ukraine and its supporters can hope for is that Trump doesn't walk away from NATO and allows European states to purchase U.S. weapons for Ukraine. This minimal position might represent a victory of sorts for Europeans who believe in democracy and the transatlantic alliance--but it would still signal a historical break. The United States will likely stop leading the global opposition to Russian aggression, and perhaps stop caring about the results of the largest war in Europe since 1945. Indeed, the president of the United States will be closer personally to the head of Europe's largest dictatorship than to any of the continent's democratically elected leaders.

Anne Applebaum: The case against pessimism

Those leaders should have started preparing for another Trump presidency long ago. They had been warned. But for the past year many Europeans have been surviving on hope. Surely the American people won't vote for Trump, particularly after the January 6 insurrection. The prudent assumption now is that the U.S. will no longer guarantee Europe's security from Russia and other threats. Leaders should envisage a world where NATO no longer exists--or where the United States is no longer the leading force in the alliance.

In some ways, this is more scary psychologically than in practice. Europe--which is to say, the democratic countries enmeshed in institutions such as NATO and the European Union--has the economic and technological resources to underwrite a serious defense effort. It has a large and educated enough population to staff modern armed forces. It also has some strong and growing military capabilities. For instance, European states either have received or will receive in the coming years as many as 600 F-35 fighters--the most advanced and capable aircraft in the world. Such a force could dominate the skies against a clearly inferior Russian opponent.

Yet Europe also has many weaknesses. It has developed a shockingly large number of military-hardware systems but then only builds a small number of each. This boutique way of addressing military capability has been exacerbated by a weakness in investing in logistics and a limited ability to produce supplies and equipment quickly and reliably enough to sustain a war effort.

Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in early 2022 prompted a lot of dramatic talk. The continent had supposedly reached a turning point--a Zeitenwende, in the phrase of German Chancellor Olaf Scholz. But Europe has frittered away much of the past two and a half years, making the smallest and most incremental of changes even as a grotesque war raged to the east; even as Russian forces regularly attacked civilian targets; even as military technology, particularly relating to drone systems, raced forward. European defense spending has only crept up. Even now, a number of NATO states fail to meet the alliance's agreed-upon target of spending at least 2 percent of their GDP on defense. The United States, even after a significant decline in defense spending after the War on Terror, spends 3.5 percent. Two percent--a standard set in 2014, when European states felt far more secure than they currently do--won't cut it now.

Read: I've watched America and Ukraine switch places

Scaling up defense systems quickly will be difficult, but it is essential. In the meantime, the highest priority from the European perspective should be to keep Ukraine supplied and in the fight in case Trump pulls the plug on American military support for Kyiv. Europe can provide more ammunition and more ground-based air-defense equipment. It can give Ukraine long-range weapons, such as German-made Taurus cruise missiles.

Just as important, European democracies can work with Ukraine to upgrade and expand its drone capacity--and in doing so help establish that industry elsewhere in Europe. Europe and even the United States have much to learn from Ukraine about unmanned aerial vehicles. The innovation cycle in Ukraine is quick; major advances take mere months or even just weeks. In this dynamic environment, where homegrown Ukrainian technology looms so large, few Western systems are of much use if sent whole. What Ukraine needs is the ability to mass-produce the drone technology that its engineers develop, working with European partners. That will require specialized components and equipment--and Europe can help with that.

If the United States abandons Ukraine, European states can start taking steps that the Biden administration, in its excess of caution, did not allow. The four most powerful states in Europe today--the U.K., France, Germany, and Poland--could give Ukraine their blessing to attack any Russian military targets. After all, Russia is using its weapons--and those provided by its allies, such as Iran, to attack targets in Ukraine; the American refusal to let Ukraine use Western systems against military infrastructure in Russia itself makes no sense.

European countries could go still further, by openly deploying their forces at least to western Ukraine. They could take over air-defense responsibilities--shooting down Russian missiles and drones without directly killing Russian soldiers. European forces could also openly assist in training Ukrainian forces in Ukraine and assist with air defense and training. Moves like these will reassure the Ukrainian people that they are not alone if the U.S. withdraws--and that their future is in Europe.

To be sure, the continent suffers from a collective-action problem. French President Emmanuel Macron asked this week, "The question we, as Europeans, must ask ourselves, is: Are we ready to defend the interests of Europeans?" Detractors might ask why he was raising the issue only now. In Germany, Scholz's government appears on the verge of collapse. Even if it survives, it likely lacks the boldness to move decisively to help Ukraine.

And yet the greatest obstacle is a mental one. After decades of expecting the United States to act wisely and forcefully in defense of the broader democratic world, Europe needs to start thinking and acting on its own and in its own interests. Trump's return means that things previously inconceivable must be faced. And in Ukraine, a new Europe can be born.
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I've Watched America and Ukraine Switch Places

We know a thing or two about defending democracy. So do you.

by Nataliya Gumenyuk




"Ukrainians don't care who will be president of the United States," my boss, the editor in chief of one of the largest television stations in Ukraine, told me in 2012 as I headed overseas to cover the American election. I was at the Obama campaign's headquarters, in Chicago, when the president gave his victory speech that year--but back then, Ukrainian television didn't broadcast live at night, so my report didn't air until the next morning, local time.

Covering the 2024 U.S. election for the Ukrainian media was an entirely different experience. People in Ukraine were following every turn. Multiple Ukrainian radio stations called me for reports from the rallies I'd attended in Saginaw, Michigan, and State College, Pennsylvania. Ukraine is at war, and the United States is its biggest provider of military aid; the future of that relationship was at stake. The contest's eventual winner, Donald Trump, had promised to end the war in 24 hours--which Ukrainians understood to mean that he intended to sell our country out to Russia.

But for me, that was only one dimension of this election's significance. I've covered five American presidential contests for the Ukrainian press, starting in 2008, and in that time, I feel that I have witnessed an American transformation that resonates uncomfortably with the Ukrainian past.

After Ukraine became independent, in 1991, our political parties were for decades run from the pockets of oligarchs. A handful of unimaginably wealthy men, each with holdings in media and industry, controlled factions of political representatives who competed almost exclusively with one another. Political campaigns lacked substance and consisted mainly of personal attacks. In the United States in 2008 and 2012, by contrast, the candidates had real constituencies and actual debates about health care and the economy. Many Ukrainians envied the strength of American institutions, media, and civic engagement.

Read: 'They didn't understand anything, but just spoiled people's lives'

Sure, I was a bit stunned when, at a 2008 John McCain rally in Columbus, Ohio, California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger warned voters that socialism was on the rise and would destroy America the way it had his native Austria. I had just been to Youngstown, Ohio, where I'd interviewed laid-off workers who lacked basic health care; Austria, meanwhile, was a country I knew well, and it had one of the highest standards of living in the world. Why would an elected official peddle such nonsense to this enormous crowd? Still, American democracy seemed, to an outsider, like the picture of health.

The roles had all but reversed when I came back in 2016. Ukrainians had risen up in 2014 against the corrupt, Russia-backed government of then-President Viktor Yanukovych. Our transition wasn't perfect, but we elected a government that was at last serious about reform. The Kremlin responded by occupying Crimea and assaulting eastern Ukraine, where it backed separatists in the Donbas region. A low-level war would continue in the Donbas straight up until Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, in 2022. Even so, we were building up our democracy. Something was happening to America that seemed to point in a different direction.

That year, Americans were more divided than I'd ever seen them. And it wasn't easy to talk with Republicans. Some Trump supporters told me that a European reporter could never understand their views on guns. One shut the door in my face at a campaign headquarters in Asheville, North Carolina, explaining that he didn't trust the foreign media. I'd reported from the rallies of pro-Russian separatists in Crimea and the Donbas, who considered Kyiv-based journalists suspicious if not outright enemies, and I knew when to leave.

That feeling wasn't the only disconcertingly familiar one. The worldviews of many Americans I talked with that year diverged starkly from the visible facts of their lives. Democrats scoffed that nobody would vote for Trump--but the excitement at his rallies was plainly evident. A man at a Trump rally in Wilmington, Ohio, complained to me about unemployment. Neither he nor anybody in his family had lost a job--in fact, the mayor of Wilmington told me that the town had more than 300 job vacancies. A retired prosecutor told me that the only media outlet he trusted was WikiLeaks. I was reminded of Russia's coordinated disinformation campaign against Ukrainians: Since the start of the war, we'd been flooded with fabricated news. We had struggled to make the international press understand that high-profile politicians were simply inventing stories. Now something similar seemed to be happening in the United States.

As of this fall, Ukraine is two and a half years into an all-out war with Russia, and America is eight years into a style of politics that my American colleagues describe as substanceless. I listened for mentions of Ukraine at the rallies I attended, and heard none. The closest the candidates came was when Trump, in Pennsylvania, promised that his administration wouldn't get involved in the affairs of "countries you've never heard of," and Kamala Harris reminded a crowd in Ann Arbor, Michigan, that Trump had a strange fascination with Russia. Nonetheless, the Trump supporters I spoke with assured me that their candidate would bring an end to all wars, including the one in Ukraine. I heard this from Bill Bazzi, the mayor of Dearborn Heights, Michigan. And I heard it from rally-goers, including an elderly woman at a J. D. Vance event in Saginaw, who told me that she'd persuaded skeptical family members to overlook Trump's personality and focus on his leadership qualities and ability to bring peace to the world.

Harris didn't speak much about foreign policy at the event I attended in Ann Arbor, but she did warn her audience about the risk of fascism. That word surprised me. Since the full-scale invasion of our country, Ukrainians have frequently used it to describe the Kremlin of Vladimir Putin. The international media have been reluctant to pick up the term, perhaps because it is so heavily freighted with historical meaning. But now it has become part of the American political vernacular.

This American campaign season was rife with reminders of a politics that were once routine in Ukraine, and that we are now happy to be mostly rid of. We know very well, from our experience, what happens when billionaires own media platforms: They can withdraw endorsements written by their editorial boards and back political candidates in order to curry favor. In Warren, Michigan, I talked with a man who claimed that he'd earned $80,000 in one month for collecting signatures for Elon Musk's petition to support the Constitution. In another echo, the Trump camp threatened that it would challenge the election results if they didn't name him the winner: Ukraine has some experience with elections followed by months of litigation.

Some of the Americans I met on the campaign trail wanted to know if I found the situation in their country disturbing. Sure. But everything is relative. Americans are fortunate not to live through what we do in Ukraine. There were times in the past week when I'd be reporting in the Midwest and, because of the time difference, the air-raid-alert app on my phone would go off in the middle of the day, announcing another nighttime attack on my home city of Kyiv. In between interviews, I'd scroll through photos of the buildings hit, hoping not to see my family's home.

Trump has won the contest for the U.S. presidency. If he withholds military aid, Ukraine may suffer huge losses on the battlefield and enormous civilian casualties. But one way or another, Kyiv is going to have to work with his administration. My time reporting on the campaign has convinced me that this election was not an aberration so much as a reality to be accepted. For the foreseeable future, the United States will turn inward, becoming a country more and more focused on itself. Outsiders will simply have to take this into account.

Listen: Autocracy in America

As for the threat of encroaching authoritarianism, I remain an optimist. Take it from a member of the generation of Ukrainians who successfully defended democracy: To capture a state requires not just a strong leader but an apathetic society. Democracy survives when citizens actively defend their rights on every level.

I saw a lot of that in Nevada and Arizona, where I spent the last two days of the campaign following canvassers. I went door-to-door with members of the Culinary Union of Las Vegas--a guest-room attendant, a cocktail server, and a porter--and listened as they urged residents to pay attention to the Nevada Senate race. In Phoenix, I followed a group of volunteers from California who'd spent weeks trying to talk with people they disagreed with. They told me they had knocked on 500,000 doors in Arizona. Friends in New York and Washington told me that they or their relatives had done campaign work outside their cities--writing letters, phone-banking. Even those critical of both candidates and the system itself cared deeply about the country; some who were alienated from the national races focused their energies on local ones. I have never seen anything like this in Europe, where elections are all about going to the polls once every few years.

One thing we have learned in Ukraine, confronted with foreign invasion and war, is that life goes on. The same will be true for America after November 5. I'm reminded of the time a foreign journalist asked a Ukrainian general how Ukraine would survive the winter. He confidently replied that after the winter, there would be spring.
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The American Global Order Could End

U.S. voters wanted change. The world may pay the price.

by Michael Schuman




Americans voted for change in this week's presidential election, and in foreign policy, they'll certainly get it. Donald Trump has shown disdain for the priorities and precedents that have traditionally guided Washington's approach to the world. He speaks more fondly of America's autocratic adversaries than of its democratic allies. He derides "globalism" as a liberal conspiracy against the American people. And he treats international agreements as little more than wastepaper.

At stake is not only the survival of Ukraine and the fate of Gaza, but the entire international system that forms the foundation of American global power. That system is built upon American military might, but more than that, it is rooted in relationships and ideals--nations with shared values coming together under U.S. leadership to deter authoritarian aggression and uphold democracy. The resulting world order may be badly flawed and prone to error, but it has also generally preserved global stability since the end of World War II.

Despite its endurance, this system is fragile. It is sustained by an American promise to hold firm to its commitments and ensure collective defense. Trump threatens that promise. His plan to impose high tariffs on all imports could disrupt the liberal economic order on which many American factories and farmers (and Trump's billionaire buddies) rely. His apparent willingness to sacrifice Ukraine to Russian President Vladimir Putin in some misguided pursuit of peace will strain the Atlantic alliance and undermine security in Europe. By signaling that he won't defend Taiwan from a Chinese invasion, he could undercut confidence in the United States throughout Asia and make a regional war more likely.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

The American global order could end. This would not be a matter of "American decline." The U.S. economy will likely remain the world's largest and most important for the foreseeable future. But if Washington breaks its promises, or even if its allies and enemies believe it has or will--or if it fails to uphold democracy and rule of law at home--the pillars of the American international system will collapse, and the United States will suffer an immeasurable loss of global influence and prestige.

The risk that this will happen has been gathering for some time. George W. Bush's unilateralist War on Terror strained the international system. So did Trump's disputes with NATO and other close allies during his first term. But world leaders could write off Washington's wavering as temporary deviations from what has been a relatively consistent approach to foreign policy over decades. They understand the changeability of American politics. In four years, there will be another election and a new administration may restore Washington's usual priorities.

With Trump's reelection, however, the aberration has become the new normal. The American people have told the world that they no longer wish to support an American-led world order. They have chosen U.S. policy makers who promise to focus on the home front instead of on the troubles of ungrateful allies. Maybe they've concluded that the United States has expended too many lives and too much money on fruitless foreign adventures, such as those in Vietnam and Afghanistan. And maybe now America will reassess its priorities in light of new threats, most of all China, and the potential burden of meeting them.

The problem is that if the United States won't lead the world, some other country will, and a number are already applying for the job. One is Putin's Russia. Another is the China of Xi Jinping.

China began to assert its global leadership more aggressively during Trump's first term and has worked ever harder to undermine the American system since--strengthening China's ties with Russia and other authoritarian states, building a coalition to counterbalance the West, and promoting illiberal principles for a reformed world order. Trump seems to believe that he can keep China in check with his personal charm alone. When asked in a recent interview whether he would intervene militarily if Xi blockaded Taiwan, he responded, "I wouldn't have to, because he respects me."

That's narcissism, not deterrence. More likely, Putin and Xi will take advantage of Trump's disinterest. Once appeased in Ukraine, Putin may very well rebuild his army with the help of China, North Korea, and Iran, and then move on to his next victim--say, Georgia or Poland. Xi could be emboldened to invade Taiwan, or at least spark a crisis over the island to extract concessions from a U.S. president who has already suggested that he won't fight.

Read: The case for treating Trump like a normal president

The result will be not merely a multipolar world. That's inevitable, whatever Washington does. It will be a global order in which autocrats prey on smaller states that can no longer count on the support of the world's superpower, regional rivalries erupt into conflict, economic nationalism subverts global trade, and new nuclear threats emerge. This world will not be safe for American democracy or prosperity.

The fate of the world order and U.S. global power may seem of little consequence to Americans struggling to pay their bills. But a world hostile to U.S. interests will constrain American companies, roil international energy markets, and endanger jobs and economic growth. Americans could confront bigger wars that require greater sacrifices (as in 1941).

Perhaps Trump will surprise everyone by pondering his legacy and choosing not to pursue the course he has signaled. But that seems unlikely. His messaging on his foreign-policy priorities has been too consistent for too long. Over the next four years, Americans will have to decide whether they still want the United States to be a great power, and if so, what kind of great power they wish it to be. Americans wanted change. The world may pay the price.
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Why Netanyahu Fired His Defense Minister

The Israeli prime minister faces a dilemma that Yoav Gallant's departure won't solve.

by Gershom Gorenberg




On Tuesday evening, a political earthquake shook Israel: In the midst of war, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu dismissed his defense minister, Yoav Gallant.

The quake was inevitable, even if the timing was not. The coalition that keeps Netanyahu in power is built astride a political fault line. On one side are the ultra-Orthodox parties that have served as reliable partners for Netanyahu's Likud party for decades. Their quid pro quo is government funding for their self-segregated community--and exemption from the military draft, on the grounds that young ultra-Orthodox men devote themselves to religious studies. The exemption, in their eyes, is essential for maintaining their separation from mainstream Israeli society.

On the other side of the fault line are two extreme right-wing parties, and at least part of Likud itself. This wing of the coalition sees the war as an opportunity to resume Israeli rule of Gaza and even Israeli settlement there. Pressure from this direction is at least one reason the war continues, with no end in sight. The policy translates into longer army service for draftees, extended stints of reserve duty for large numbers of Israelis, and photos of fallen soldiers leading the national news on a daily basis.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

In June, Israel's supreme court ruled unanimously that with the expiration of a previous draft law, no legal basis existed for continuing to exempt ultra-Orthodox men. The ultra-Orthodox parties are demanding a new law that would largely preserve the exemption. Satisfying that demand while continuing the war has produced rising public fury. Ignoring the demand could, in theory, break up the coalition and cause the government to fall.

Gallant has been the most prominent coalition politician to oppose a new law in the form that the ultra-Orthodox seek. On Monday, he approved an army plan to send draft notices to thousands of ultra-Orthodox men. The next day, Netanyahu fired him.

The timing served Netanyahu for another reason: Last week, news broke that one of Netanyahu's spokespeople was under arrest on suspicion of leaking highly sensitive intelligence material to foreign media. Aspects of that material were further distorted in a manner that supported Netanyahu's scuttling of a deal with Hamas to free Israeli hostages. As of now, most details of the case remain under a court gag order. No claim has yet surfaced that the prime minister knew of or ordered the leak. But he certainly used media reports of the leak to justify his positions. Dismissing Gallant was controversial, but it also pushed the leak affair out of Israeli headlines, at least temporarily.

Netanyahu announced Gallant's dismissal without mentioning either the draft controversy or the leak scandal. Instead he attributed his decision to "substantial disagreements" with Gallant "on the management of the military campaign," which made working together impossible.

Read: 'The Iranian period is finished'

This was a piece of the truth that covered up the whole truth. The disagreements are real, and wider than Netanyahu admitted. In a Knesset hearing in August, Gallant reportedly dismissed Netanyahu's claim that Israel would achieve "absolute victory" against Hamas as "nonsense." He has publicly clashed with Netanyahu over the need for a plan for "the day after" the war and has pushed for civilian control to be turned over to a Palestinian administration "not hostile" to Israel. He reportedly proposed that a security force linked to the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank be deployed in Gaza--an idea that Netanyahu rejected. The prime minister appears to remain committed to his prewar stance of preventing unification of Gaza and the West Bank, lest this create momentum toward Palestinian statehood.

In Gallant's speech the night he was dismissed, he cited three points of dispute with Netanyahu. One was over a deal to free the hostages, which Gallant supports. "There is not, and cannot be, any atonement for abandoning the hostages," Gallant declared. A second was over establishing a state commission of inquiry into Israel's failure to prevent the Hamas attack of October 7. Gallant knows that such an inquiry would assign him a large share of blame as defense minister at the time. But it would likely assign even more responsibility for the catastrophe to the prime minister. Netanyahu is determined to avoid such an inquiry, in a bid to let the army take all the blame. Gallant, an ex-general, doesn't accept that evasion.

The third clash, Gallant said, was over conscription. He insisted that "everyone of draft age must be drafted." But if Netanyahu were to accept that position, his coalition would collapse.

Gallant is no dove. He shares the blame not only for the failures of October 7, but for the brutal way the war has been conducted since. Until now, he has also not been an effective politician. He has not managed to build a faction of Knesset members loyal to him within Likud. For this reason, Netanyahu is probably safe from a rebellion within his own party over the dismissal.

Read: The greatest opportunity that wasn't

In fact, this is the second time Netanyahu has fired Gallant. The first was in March 2023, when Netanyahu and Justice Minister Yariv Levin were pushing for rapid enactment of their "judicial reform," a plan to eviscerate constraints on the government's powers. Gallant warned that forcing through such changes without wide consensus was a threat to Israeli security. Netanyahu responded by announcing that he was dismissing the defense minister. Hundreds of thousands of Israelis poured into the streets, making the "Night of Gallant" the high point of the protests against the constitutional changes. That time, Netanyahu backed down, let Gallant remain as defense minister, and temporarily put a hold on the "reform."

This time around, protests again erupted, but not on as large a scale--perhaps because the dismissal seemed inevitable, or because many of the potential protesters are now on reserve duty, or because many months of protest have led to exhaustion.

So Gallant has left office. Yet the pressures on the government remain. Netanyahu needs a new draft law to satisfy one piece of his coalition. He needs to continue the war, without a hostage deal, to satisfy the other. Members of his own party know that both policies are unpopular. Another earthquake seems likely. Whether it will crack the government's foundation remains to be seen.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/11/israel-cabinet-coalition-change/680583/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Flaming Barrel, Scottish Surf, Pelican Icon

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 8, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Election Day in the United States of America, a volcanic eruption in Indonesia, roller-skating in Georgia, continued flood cleanup in Spain, a figure-skating competition in France, a penny-farthing race in Prague, autumn colors in China, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person rides a horse down the median of a busy street, carrying a sign that reads "Vote."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vancie Tuner and her horse Clementine rally people on Main St. to vote on Election Day, November 5, 2024, in Driggs, Idaho.
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                [image: A group of Trump supporters raise their arms and cheer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                After the Fox Network called the election in his favor, supporters of Republican presidential nominee and former U.S. President Donald Trump celebrate  at the site of his rally at the Palm Beach County Convention Center, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on November 6, 2024.
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                Republican presidential nominee and former U.S. President Donald Trump arrives to speak during an Election Night event at the Palm Beach Convention Center on November 6, 2024, in West Palm Beach, Florida.
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                [image: A group of Harris supporters looks downcast.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holds her head as supporters of U.S. Vice President and Democratic presidential candidate Kamala Harris attend an Election Night event at Howard University, in Washington, D.C., on November 5, 2024.
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                [image: Kamala Harris gestures to a crowd, holding her hand to her chest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vice President Kamala Harris gestures as she delivers a concession speech for the 2024 presidential election on November 6, 2024, at Howard University.
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                [image: A close view of the upraised fists of a group of Harris supporters]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters react as Vice President Kamala Harris concedes the election during a speech at Howard University on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A colorful picture is projected onto the exterior of a cathedral.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An exterior view of the Sarum Lights light-show projection "Time" by Luxmuralis at Salisbury Cathedral, on November 5, 2024, in Salisbury, England. The immersive event sees the interior and exterior of the historic cathedral transformed with lights, soundscapes, and projection installations on the theme of time.
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                [image: A person carries a large carved fish on their shoulder during a protest march.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Protesters attend a "March for Clean Water" in London, England, on November 3, 2024, calling for the government to "stop the poisoning of Britain's waters."
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                [image: Several people ride old-fashioned high-wheel bicycles in a park. One tows along a dog in a basket in a small trailer attachment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants wearing historical costumes ride their high-wheel bicycles during the annual penny-farthing race in Prague, Czech Republic, on November 2, 2024.
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                [image: People watch a stunt performer who hangs from the handlebars of an upside-down motorcycle in midair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders perform during a freestyle motocross show at the EICMA exhibition motorcycle fair in Rho, on the outskirts of Milan, Italy, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: Two motorcycle riders lean close to the ground in a turn during a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders Francesco Bagnaia (left) and Jorge Martin compete during the MotoGP Malaysian Grand Prix at the Sepang International Circuit in Sepang, Malaysia, on November 3, 2024.
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                [image: A figure-skating pair wear robotic costumes while performing on ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Italy's Charlene Guignard and Marco Fabbri perform during the Free Dance at the ISU Grand Prix of Figure Skating in Angers, France, on November 2, 2024.
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                Amon-Ra St. Brown of the Detroit Lions celebrates after scoring a touchdown during the first half of an NFL football game against the Green Bay Packers at Lambeau Field on November 3, 2024, in Green Bay, Wisconsin.
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                A soldier of Ukraine's 57th motorized brigade operates an FPV drone on the front line in the Kharkiv region, Ukraine, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past a large colorful mural of a face painted on a building's wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past a mural made by the Brazilian artist Kobra at the port zone of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 6, 2024.
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                Security cameras are seen on the street of Lujiazui in the Pudong district of Shanghai, China, on November 5, 2024.
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                [image: A group of visitors walk on a cantilevered, glass-floored observation deck above a cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit the glass viewing platform of Shiniu Mountain Scenic Area in the city of Quanzhou, in China's Fujian province, on November 6, 2024.
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                Runners cross over the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge as they compete during the 2024 TCS New York City Marathon on November 3, 2024, in New York City.
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                This aerial photograph shows a cemetery illuminated with candles during All Saints' Day, a holiday to remember deceased loved ones, in Kielce, Poland, on November 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of trees standing in a lake, topped with varying shades of autumn leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Colorful trees stand in the Hongze Lake wetland scenic spot in Suqian, in China's Jiangsu province, on November 3, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of cutout silhouettes of WWII-era soldiers stand in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ahead of this year's Remembrance Day commemorations, a view of "For Your Tomorrow," at Stowe Gardens, in Stowe, England, on November 7, 2024. The art installation features 1,475 silhouettes of World War II military personnel as a memorial to the soldiers killed in the 1944 D-Day landings 80 years ago.
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                [image: People enjoy themselves in a dimly lit indoor roller-skating rink.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People skate at Cascade Family Skating, an indoor roller-skating rink in Atlanta, Georgia, on November 3, 2024.
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                The return capsule of the Shenzhou-18 manned spaceship (left) streaks across the sky after separating from the propulsion capsule and orbiting capsule on November 4, 2024, above Bayingolin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of China. The Shenzhou-18 crew, consisting of three Chinese astronauts, returned safely to Earth after more than six months aboard the Tiangong space station.
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                [image: A crowd watches as a person runs past carrying a flaming barrel on their shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People react as a participant carries a flaming tar barrel through the street in Ottery St. Mary, England, on Guy Fawkes night, November 5, 2024.
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                [image: Firefighters push a vintage car away from a burning home during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters and sheriff's deputies push a vintage car away from a burning home as the Mountain Fire burns in Camarillo, California, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A rescue worker climbs on part of a huge pile of damaged cars and flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the fire brigade who are part of a search-and-rescue unit climb atop cars and debris blocking a tunnel on the border of the Benetusser and Alfafar municipalities after recent flash flooding, on November 1, 2024, in Valencia, Spain. Spanish authorities confirmed that at least 200 people had died, mostly in the Valencia region, amid the flooding that swept eastern and southern parts of the country starting on Tuesday.
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                [image: A young surfer holds up peace signs at the camera while surfing a crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfer Kia Cruickshanks tests out Lost Shore Surf Resort, Scotland's first inland surf destination, on November 5, 2024, in Newbridge. The wave pool, located on the outskirts of Edinburgh, is set in a 60-acre country park, and will generate up to 1,000 waves an hour.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jeff J Mitchell / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People stand outside a building, looking up toward a distant ash cloud rising from an erupting volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki, as seen from Lewolaga village in East Flores, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on November 7, 2024
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                [image: A person stands beside a lake, looking toward distant steep mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A landscape view of the Basongcuo Scenic Area in autumn, seen on November 1, 2024, in Nyingchi, in the Tibet Autonomous Region of China.
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                [image: Two people in red coats walk in a park on a snowy day, past trees with snow-covered trunks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk in a park on a snowy day in Moscow, Russia, on November 4, 2024.
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                [image: Cows and buffalo wade into a polluted river, through clumps of foam.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cows and buffalo wade into the polluted Yamuna River on a smoggy morning in New Delhi, India, on November 5, 2024.
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                [image: Workers position floating booms while harvesting cranberries in a bog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers position floating booms while harvesting cranberries at Rocky Meadow Bog, in Middleborough, Massachusetts, on November 1, 2024.
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                [image: A bird with bright-blue feathers and red beak walks through grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A western swamphen emerges from reeds to feed in the early hours of the day, in the meadows of the Kizilirmak Delta, which is home to 300 different bird species, in Samsun, Turkey, on November 4, 2024.
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                [image: A pelican walks in a street near a group of people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pelican named Ndagabar (which means "pelican" in the local Wolof language) has become a local icon in Saint-Louis, Senegal, seen here on November 2, 2024. Ndagabar has been cared for by retired fisherman Madiop Gueye for the past five years. The pelican spends its days roaming the neighborhood, playing with sheep, sneaking fish from local market stalls, chasing passing cars, and playfully pecking at passers-by.
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                [image: A macaque lies on its back as it's groomed by another on a table in a forest reserve.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Balinese long-tailed macaques roam free in the forest in Padangtegal, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia on September 28, 2024, in the Sacred Monkey Forest Sanctuary. Photo released on November 6, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Genetic Discrimination Is Coming for Us All

Insurers are refusing to cover Americans whose DNA reveals health risks. It's perfectly legal.

by Kristen V. Brown




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


The news came four years ago, at the end of a casual phone call. Bill's family had always thought it was a freak coincidence that his father and grandfather both had ALS. But at the end of a catch-up, Bill's brother revealed that he had a diagnosis too. The familial trend, it turned out, was linked to a genetic mutation. That meant Bill might also be at risk for the disease.

An ALS specialist ordered Bill a DNA test. While he waited for results, he applied for long-term-care insurance. If he ever developed ALS, Bill told me, he wanted to ensure that the care he would need as his nerve cells died and muscles atrophied wouldn't strain the family finances. When Bill found out he had the mutation, he shared the news with his insurance agent, who dealt him another blow: "I don't expect you to be approved," he remembers her saying.

Bill doesn't have ALS. He's a healthy 60-year-old man who spends his weekends building his dream home by hand. A recent study of mutations like his suggests that his genetics increase his chances of developing ALS by about 25 percent, on average. Most ALS cases aren't genetic at all. And yet, Bill felt like he was being treated as if he was already sick. (Bill asked to be identified by his first name only, because he hasn't disclosed his situation to his employer and worried about facing blowback at work too.)

What happened to Bill, and to dozens of other people whose experiences have been documented by disease advocates and on social media, is perfectly legal. Gaps in the United States' genetic-nondiscrimination law mean that life, long-term-care, and disability insurers can obligate their customers to disclose genetic risk factors for disease and deny them coverage (or hike prices) based on the resulting information. It doesn't matter whether those customers found out about their mutations from a doctor-ordered test or a 23andMe kit.

For decades, researchers have feared that people might be targeted over their DNA, but they weren't sure how often it was happening. Now at least a handful of Americans are experiencing what they argue is a form of discrimination. And as more people get their genomes sequenced--and researchers learn to glean even more information from the results--a growing number of people may find themselves similarly targeted.

When scientists were mapping the immense complexity of the human genome around the turn of the 21st century, many thought that most diseases would eventually be traced to individual genes. Consequently, researchers worried that people might, for example, get fired because of their genetics; around the same time, a federal research lab was sued by its employees for conducting genetic tests for sickle-cell disease on prospective hires without their explicit consent. In 2008, the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA) was signed into law, ensuring that employers couldn't decide to hire or fire you, and health insurers couldn't decide whether to issue a policy, based on DNA. But lawmakers carved out a host of exceptions. Insurers offering life, long-term-care, or disability insurance could take DNA into account. Too many high-risk people in an insurance pool, they argued, could raise prices for everyone. Those exceptions are why an insurer was able to deny Bill a long-term-care policy.

Read: The loopholes in the law prohibiting genetic discrimination

Cases like Bill's are exactly what critics of the consumer-genetic-testing industry feared when millions of people began spitting into test tubes. These cases have never been tallied up or well documented. But I found plenty of examples by canvassing disease-advocacy organizations and social-media communities for ALS, breast cancer, and Huntington's disease. Lisa Schlager, the vice president of public policy at the hereditary-cancer advocacy group FORCE, told me she is collecting accounts of discrimination in life, long-term-care, and disability insurance to assess the extent of the problem; so far, she has about 40. A man Schlager connected me with, whose genetic condition, Lynch syndrome, increases the risk for several cancers, had his life-insurance premium increased and coverage decreased; several other providers denied him a policy altogether. Kelly Kashmer, a 42-year-old South Carolina resident, told me she was denied life insurance in 2013 after learning that she had a harmful version of the BRCA2 gene. One woman I found via Reddit told me she had never tested her own DNA, but showed me documents that demonstrate she was still denied policies--because, she said, her mom had a concerning gene. (Some of the people I spoke with, like Bill, requested not to be identified in order to protect their medical privacy.)

Studies have shown that people seek out additional insurance when they have increased genetic odds of becoming ill or dying. "Life insurers carefully evaluate each applicant's health, determining premiums and coverage based on life expectancy," Jan Graeber, a senior health actuary for the American Council of Life Insurers, said in a statement. "This process ensures fairness for both current and future policyholders while supporting the company's long-term financial stability." But it also means people might avoid seeking out potentially lifesaving health information. Research has consistently found that concerns about discrimination are one of the most cited reasons that people avoid taking DNA tests.

For some genetically linked diseases, such as ALS and Huntington's disease, knowing you have a harmful mutation does not enable you to prevent the potential onset of disease. Sometimes, though, knowing about a mutation can decrease odds of severe illness or death. BRCA mutations, for example, give someone as much as an 85 percent chance of developing breast cancer, but evidence shows that testing women for the mutations has helped reduce the rate of cancer deaths by encouraging screenings and prophylactic surgeries that could catch or prevent disease. Kashmer told me that her first screening after she discovered her BRCA2 mutation revealed that she already had breast cancer; had she not sought a genetic test, she may have gotten a policy, but would have been a much worse bet for the insurer. She's now been cancer-free for 11 years, but she said she hasn't bothered to apply for a policy again.

Read: Remember that DNA you gave 23andMe?

Even employers, which must adhere to GINA, might soon be able to hire or fire based on certain genetic risk factors. Laura Hercher, a genetic counselor and director of research at the Sarah Lawrence College Human Genetics Program, told me that some researchers are now arguing that having two copies of the APOE4 mutation, which gives people about a 60 percent chance of developing Alzheimer's, is equivalent to a Stage Zero of the disease. If having a gene is considered equivalent to a diagnosis, do GINA's protections still apply? The Affordable Care Act prevents health insurers from discriminating based on preexisting conditions, but not employers and other types of insurers. (The ACA may change dramatically under the coming Trump presidency anyway.) And the Americans With Disabilities Act might not apply to the gray area between what might be viewed as an early manifestation of a disease and the stage when it's considered a disability. FORCE and other advocacy groups--including the ALS Association and the Michael J. Fox Foundation--as well as members of the National Society of Genetic Counselors, are working in a few states to pass laws that close gaps left by GINA, as Florida did in 2020, but so far they have been mostly unsuccessful.

Genetic testing has only just become common enough in the U.S. that insurers might bother asking about it, Hercher said. Recently, groups like Schlager's have been hearing more and more anecdotes. "People are so worried about genetic discrimination that they are failing to sign up for research studies or declining medically recommended care because of the concerns of what could happen to their insurance," Anya Prince, a professor at the University of Iowa College of Law, told me. Carolyn Applegate, a genetic counselor in Maryland, told me that when patients come to her worried about a hereditary disease, she typically advises them to line up all the extra coverage they might need first--then hand over their DNA to a lab.

So far, these unintended consequences of genetic testing seem to be manifesting for people with risk for rare diseases linked to single genes, which, combined, affect about 6 percent of the global population, according to one estimate. But the leading killers--heart disease, diabetes, and the like--are influenced by a yet unknown number of genes, along with lifestyle and environmental factors, such as diet, stress, and air quality. Researchers have tried to make sense of this complex interplay of genes through polygenic risk scores, which use statistical modeling to predict that someone has, say, a slightly elevated chance of developing Alzeheimer's. Many experts think these scores have limited predictive power, but "in the future, genetic tests will be even more predictive and even more helpful and even more out there," Prince said. Already, if you look deep enough, almost everyone's genome registers some risk.

Read: What happens when you're convinced you have bad genes

In aggregate, such information can be valuable to companies, Nicholas Papageorge, a professor of economics at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Insurers want to sell policies at as high a price as possible while also reducing their exposure; knowing even a little bit more about someone's odds of one day developing a debilitating or deadly disease might help one company win out over the competition. As long as the predictions embedded in polygenic risk scores come true at least a small percentage of the time, they could help insurers make more targeted decisions about who to cover and what to charge them. As we learn more about what genes mean for everyone's health, insurance companies could use that information to dictate coverage for ever more people.

Bill still doesn't know whether he will ever develop ALS. The average age of onset is 40 to 60, but many people don't show symptoms until well into their 70s. Without long-term-care insurance, Bill might not be able to afford full-time nursing care if he someday needs it. People who do develop ALS become unable to walk or talk or chew as the disease progresses. "Moving people to the bathroom, changing the sheets, changing the bedpans," Bill said--"I dread the thought of burdening my wife with all of those things."

Cases like Bill's could soon become more common. Because scientists' understanding of the human genome is still evolving, no one can predict all of the potential consequences of decoding it. As more information is mined from the genome, interest in its secrets is sure to grow beyond risk-averse insurers. If consumer-facing DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe change their long-standing privacy policies, go bankrupt, or are sold to unscrupulous buyers, more companies could have access to individuals' genetic risk profiles too. (23andMe told me that it does not share customer data with insurance companies and its CEO has said she is not currently open to third-party acquisition offers.) Papageorge told me he could imagine, say, scammers targeting people at risk for Alzheimer's, just as they often target older people who may fall for a ploy out of confusion. All of us have glitches somewhere in our genome--the question is who will take advantage of that information.
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The Great Conspiracy-Theorist Flip-Flop

Elon Musk didn't "steal" the election.

by Matteo Wong




Democrats will spend the next four years debating why the party suffered a sweeping defeat last week. Maybe it was inflation, or the culture wars, or Joe Biden's hubris, or podcasts, that drove voters in every swing state to the Republican presidential nominee. At least one theory, however, can already be put to rest: Elon Musk did not "steal" the election for Donald Trump.



In the weeks and months leading up to the election, Republican officials and operatives architected a second "Stop the Steal" campaign, ready to deploy should their presidential candidate lose. Musk laid much of this groundwork himself, for instance by aggressively promoting the false narrative that the Democrats had brought foreigners into the United States to vote illegally, among other falsehoods. Yet following Trump's election, it was the left sowing doubts: "#donotconcedekamala" and "Trump cheated" both trended on X. One post on Threads read, "20 million Democratic votes don't disappear on their own," and pointed to Musk, Peter Thiel, and Vladimir Putin as likely culprits. "If anyone could fund a massive election fraud scheme it's Elon musk. He also has motive," Dean Obeidallah, a progressive radio host, posted to Threads and X on Friday. Such posts have been viewed tens of millions of times.

Read: Why Democrats are losing the culture war

There is no evidence to support these claims--but they're still fundamentally different from the original "Stop the Steal" movement. Democratic leadership, for example, is not repeating these conspiracy theories, nor is there a coordinated attempt to amplify, validate, or act on them. (Obeidallah himself eventually clarified his position, writing on his Substack yesterday that although skepticism is healthy, "there is currently no credible, objective evidence of fraud or any other criminal conduct" suggesting that the outcome was illegitimate.) In fact, the 2024 election was by all accounts extremely secure. There is no evidence that foreign interference affected the results, nor did any domestic conspiracy materially hurt election administration. "Our election infrastructure has never been more secure," Jen Easterly, the director of the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, said in a statement on November 6. "We have no evidence of any malicious activity that had a material impact on the security or integrity of our election infrastructure." Top officials in Pennsylvania, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, and Wisconsin, all key battlegrounds, have said the election was safe, free, and fair.



That hasn't stopped some Democrats from implying otherwise. Musk, as one of Trump's most vocal supporters and an extremely online enemy of the extremely online left, has become an obvious target. Maybe the world's richest man hacked the election with his Starlink satellite network; maybe Democratic ballots were systematically not counted; even if the mechanism is unclear, the math isn't mathing. Even if such suspicions are raised in good faith, they are counterproductive. Musk--who is now close enough to Trump to have joined him on a recent call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--is dangerous. His willingness to amplify brazen lies in order to help advance the outcome he wanted was on display for months leading up to the election. But the misinformation about him or any major Republican figure stealing the election obscures and diminishes the actual threat at hand: The authoritarian bent in American media, business, and politics that Musk represents has profoundly warped many Americans' political discourse, trust in one another, and grip on reality, all without needing to mess with any ballots.



Believing that Musk rigged this November's outcome has become, at least for some, easier than accepting the truth: Trump, an openly racist and misogynistic candidate who tried to overthrow the government and has said he wants generals like those of the Third Reich, just won the Electoral College and is poised to claim the popular vote in the United States. Yet fantasies about election fraud are dangerous this time around, not because they will actively undermine or mount a physical threat to democracy, but because they blunt, and even willfully ignore, reality. This is Trump's party now, everyone knows it, pundits should know that everyone knows it, and the GOP still won back control of the Senate and will likely claim a narrow majority in the House of Representatives. As of Friday, Trump had improved his vote margin in more than nine out of every 10 counties with near-complete results, including many progressive strongholds. Fixating on fraud disregards the material factors that brought the nation and its citizens to this choice, and detracts from the daunting work that must be done to recover.

Read: Voters just didn't believe in Biden's economy

And Elon Musk, "hacking" aside, played a substantial role in Trump's reelection campaign by spreading and normalizing a wide range of hateful rhetoric and conspiracy theories. He has been the spearhead of a growing segment of the ultra-wealthy technocratic class that rapidly coalesced around Trump this year. The far-right rhetoric about voter fraud that Musk has amplified helped trigger a wave of death threats against election officials. He is trying to single-handedly replace objective sources of information and reporting with his white-supremacist social network, degrading America's information environment to the point that it has become unclear how, exactly, to change anyone's mind about anything.



It is not surprising that suspicion about the election has cropped up. Conspiracy theories frequently emerge around election time, and they have for decades. These Democrats are not being uniquely, or even especially, whiny or hypocritical. Before Trump decried a "steal" in 2020, Democrats blamed Russian trolls and Facebook in 2016. (In that case, to be clear, U.S. intelligence officials did find evidence of Russian interference--but not evidence that it was what decisively swung the outcome in Trump's favor.) Four years prior, Trump called Barack Obama's victory a "total sham," and in 2008 John McCain's campaign was reportedly collecting reports of "Election Day irregularities" before his overwhelming defeat. Both times, a poll found that roughly half of Republicans thought the election was stolen. In 2004, some Democrats blamed shenanigans in Ohio for John Kerry's exit-poll-defying loss, and in 2000 the culprit was then-Florida Governor Jeb Bush and the state's infamous "hanging chads."



Yet Trump's political foes should be striving to prove that cognitive flexibility, grounded in reality, is possible. Anyone who believes in democracy, registered Democrat or not, should accept the results--and, instead of retroactively fixating on polling and data, focus all their energy on the economic, social, political, and other aspects of people's lives that caused this outcome, and on how to make those people's lives better.
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The Only Thing Worse Than Talking to Joe Rogan

Not talking to him.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




If this wasn't the Podcast Election, it was certainly a podcast-y election. Millions of people watched the results come in on a handful of livestreams hosted by popular podcasters, including one hosted by Tucker Carlson from Mar-a-Lago, on which Donald Trump's sons Donald Trump Jr. and Eric Trump appeared as guests.



Trump also enjoyed a late-breaking endorsement from Joe Rogan, host of the world's most popular podcast. For the past several months, much was made about the Trump campaign's podcast strategy, reportedly masterminded by Trump's son Barron, which included interviews with the tech-world whisperers Lex Fridman and the All-In Podcast. Trump took advantage of every opportunity to be interviewed at length and in casual conversation for huge audiences of young men; Harris did not, and immediately after her loss, this stood out to many people as a big problem. As New York Times editor Willy Staley put it in a wry (or grim) post on X, there is now palpable "soul-searching among Democrats about the podcast situation."



I spent Election Night watching a livestream hosted by The Free Press, the media company founded by the former New York Times writer Bari Weiss. The guest list was a strange assemblage of iconoclasts and establishment castoffs, and it was obvious from the comments that many viewers were just there to watch It Girls Dasha Nekrasova and Anna Khachiyan, hosts of the cultish podcast Red Scare, smirk and sip teensy glasses of champagne while barely saying anything. (One of Nekrasova's longer sentences of the night was "He's winning like crazy, right?")

Read: Bad news

A little after 8 p.m., the former presidential candidate Andrew Yang called in from a parking lot in Philadelphia. "I gotta say, the vibe's kind of Trumpy," he told Weiss. He had voted for Kamala Harris, he told her, though he hadn't been excited about it. He offered his critique of the campaign run by Harris and Tim Walz, which he felt was overly risk-averse and uncharismatic. Specifically, he called out the missed opportunity to appear on The Joe Rogan Experience, as both Trump and J. D. Vance had done. (Harris purportedly could have appeared on the show if she followed the host's terms; in late October, Rogan wrote on X that, contrary to the campaign's desires, he would not accept a one-hour time limit on the interview and that he wanted to record in his studio in Austin.) "It pisses me off," Yang said.



"That was a gimme," he went on. "The Rogan interview would have been almost entirely upside. It's low-propensity male voters, people that are not inclined to vote for you, so you have nothing to lose." On Carlson's Election Night livestream, Elon Musk made a similar argument, alluding to the parasocial, possibly persuasive power of podcasts: "To a reasonable-minded, smart person who's not hardcore one way or the other, they just listen to someone talk for a few hours, and that's how they decide whether you're a good person, whether they like you."



As I watched, I felt annoyed. Rogan's anti-vaccine rhetoric and anti-trans shtick--among many other bizarre statements, such as his claim that intelligence agencies provoked January 6--should make him radioactive for any politician, let alone a Democrat in 2024. And anyway, "more podcasts" sounds like a pretty desperate response to such a monumental loss. But these are stupid times.



According to exit polls, Harris did do poorly with young men. Yang was clearly correct that she had nothing to lose. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote on Thursday, Harris may have avoided Rogan's three-plus-hour, formless interview format for fear of messing up, "but given who ended up winning the election, this ... seems like an antiquated concern." Was this the difference? Definitely not. But it was a difference. Next time, I would guess, Rogan and his ilk will not be snubbed; the oddball internet is mainstream enough to seriously court.



Obviously, political campaigns always prioritize making their candidates appear accessible, relatable, authentic, and so on. For a useful historical parallel, I looked to 1976--another election in which a key issue was inflation, a key concern was turning out disaffected young voters and restoring faith in American institutions, and a key problem with the Democratic presidential campaign was that many people said they had no idea what it was about.



Jimmy Carter, after seeing what an interview in Playboy had done for California Governor Jerry Brown's polling numbers during the primaries, agreed to sit for his own. The interviewer, Robert Scheer, wrote in the introduction: "For me, the purpose of the questioning was not to get people to vote for or against the man but to push Carter on some of the vagueness he's wrapped himself in." But in September 1976, when the magazine published the 12,000-word Q&A, it was regarded almost immediately as a disaster. Carter infuriated Christians and gave satirists plenty to lampoon with his description of feeling "lust" and "adultery" in his heart at times. (Many also read parts of the interview as obliquely referring to his Democratic predecessor, Lyndon B. Johnson, as a liar.)



Scheer later said that the idea was to use the length and intimacy of the interview to answer the questions of young voters who "wondered if he was this Southern square." He also thought that the interview had done exactly what the campaign wanted it to, even if it had made them nervous in the process.



Voter turnout in 1976 was abysmal, as expected in the aftermath of Watergate. But, although the interview was regarded by the national media as a major gaffe, apparently many voters didn't think about it that way. Some were asked about it in polling conducted the same week it was published--of 1,168 respondents, 289 said they hadn't heard about the interview, while 790 said they had but it hadn't changed their minds. Carter did lose some small number of voters, at least in the moment--28 respondents said that the interview had caused them to change their vote from Carter to Gerald Ford, while only four said it had caused them to change their vote from Ford to Carter.

Read: Why Democrats are losing the culture war

In the end, Carter won with a narrow margin in the popular vote and outperformed Ford with voters ages 22 to 44, while falling short with voters 45 or older as well as with those 18 to 21. Voters recorded their feelings about the Playboy interview again in exit polls. They were asked whether there was anything they disliked about Carter and given eight choices of response, "I didn't like his Playboy interview" among them. Again, the respondents said that they cared little about it. (They cared more that he was too pro-union.)



If you read all the critiques of the Harris campaign being written right now, you could come to the conclusion that she was both too online and not online enough. She misunderstood her youth support by looking too much at the wrong parts of TikTok; she went on Call Her Daddy, a massively popular podcast that began as part of the Barstool Sports extended universe but was, I guess, the wrong part. She won the endorsement of the two most popular musicians in the world, whose fans wield a ton of online "power," however you define it. The default political and cultural stance on the Girl Internet is liberal to leftist and was pro-Harris, so maybe she spent too much time there and not enough in unfriendly corners.



There's a more compelling case this time around that online misogyny had something to do with the results than there was after Trump's first victory, in 2016, when reporters were so quick to explain how young men were radicalized in spaces like 4chan--a website that was always fairly niche, even if it did influence broader internet culture in certain ways. Today, discontented men are among the most popular influencers on major platforms.



The next Democratic candidate will surely sit for Rogan wherever he asks them to sit. They won't have a choice. They'll have to take the risk and act like they have nothing to lose--right now, that's certainly the truth.
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Bad News

Legacy media must compete against a choose-your-own-adventure reality.

by Charlie Warzel




"You are the media now." That's the message that began to cohere among right-wing influencers shortly after Donald Trump won the election this week. Elon Musk first posted the phrase, and others followed. "The legacy media is dead. Hollywood is done. Truth telling is in. No more complaining about the media," the right-wing activist James O'Keefe posted shortly after. "You are the media."



It's a particularly effective message for Musk, who spent $44 billion to purchase a communications platform that he has harnessed to undermine existing media institutions and directly support Trump's campaign. QAnon devotees also know the phrase as a rallying cry, an invitation to participate in a particular kind of citizen "journalism" that involves just asking questions and making stuff up altogether.



"You are the media now" is also a good message because, well, it might be true.



A defining quality of this election cycle has been that few people seem to be able to agree on who constitutes "the media," what their role ought to be, or even how much influence they have in 2024. Based on Trump's and Kamala Harris's appearances on various shows--and especially Trump's and J. D. Vance's late-race interviews with Joe Rogan, which culminated in the popular host's endorsement--some have argued that this was the "podcast election." But there's broad confusion over what actually moves the needle. Is the press the bulwark against fascism, or is it ignored by a meaningful percentage of the country? It is certainly beleaguered by a conservative effort to undermine media institutions, with Trump as its champion and the fracturing caused by algorithmic social media. It can feel existential at times competing for attention and reckoning with the truth that many Americans don't read, trust, or really care all that much about what papers, magazines, or cable news have to say.



All of this contributes to a well-documented, slow-moving crisis of legacy media--a cocktail whose ingredients also include declining trust, bad economics, political pressure, vulture capitalists, the rise of the internet, and no shortage of coverage decisions from mainstream institutions that have alienated or infuriated some portion of their audiences. Each and every one of these things affected how Americans experienced this election, though it is impossible to say what the impact is in aggregate. If "you are the media," then there is no longer a consensus reality informed by what audiences see and hear: Everyone chooses their own adventure.

Read: The great social-media news collapse

The confusion felt most palpable in the days following Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance in June. I noticed conflicting complaints from liberals online: Some argued that until that point, the media had failed to cover Biden's age out of fear of crossing some editorial redline, while others said the media were now recklessly engaged in a coordinated effort to oust the president, shamefully crusading against his age. Then, Biden's administration leveled its own critique: "I want you to ask yourself, what have these people been right about lately?" it wrote in an email. "Seriously. Think about it." Everyone seemed frustrated for understandable reasons. But there was no coherence to be found in this moment: The media were either powerful and incompetent or naive and irrelevant ... or somehow both.



The vibe felt similar around The Washington Post's decision not to endorse Harris in the final weeks of the race after the paper's owner, Jeff Bezos, intervened and shut the effort down. Readers were outraged by the notion that one of the world's richest men was capitulating to Trump: The paper reportedly lost at least 250,000 subscribers, or 10 percent of its digital base, in just a handful of days following the decision.



But even that signal was fuzzy. The endorsement was never going to change the election's outcome. As many people, including Bezos himself, argued, newspaper endorsements don't matter. The writer Max Read noted that Bezos's intervention was its own indicator of the Post's waning relevance. "As a journalist, you don't actually want your publication to be used as a political weapon for a billionaire," Read wrote. "But it would be nice for your publication to be so powerful and unavoidable that a billionaire might try." This tension was everywhere throughout campaign season: Media institutions were somehow failing to meet the moment, but it was also unclear if they still had any meaningful power to shape outcomes at all.



I've watched for the past year with grim fascination as both the media industry and its audience have sparred and tried to come to some shared understanding of what the hell is going on. The internet destroyed monoculture years ago, but as I wrote last December, it's recently felt harder to know what anyone else is doing, seeing, or hearing online anymore.



News sites everywhere have seen traffic plummet in the past two years. That's partly the fault of technology companies and their algorithmic changes, which have made people less likely to see or click on articles when using products like Google Search or Facebook. But research suggests that isn't the entire story: Audiences are breaking up with news, too. An influencer economy has emerged on social-media platforms. It's not an ecosystem that produces tons of original reporting, but it feels authentic to its audience.



Traditional journalism operates with a different playbook, typically centered on strong ethical norms and a spirit of objectivity; the facts are meant to anchor the story, even where commentary is concerned. This has presented challenges in the Trump era, which has produced genuine debates about whether traditional objectivity is possible or useful. Some audiences crave obvious resistance against the Republican regime. Outlets such as the The New York Times have tried to forge a middle path--to be, in executive editor Joe Kahn's words, a "nonpartisan source of information" that occupies a "neutral middle ground" without devolving into "both-sides journalism." This has had the unfortunate effect of downplaying the asymmetries between candidates and putting detached, clinical language onto politics that feel primal and urgent. When it comes to covering Trump, critics of the Times see double standards and a "sanewashing" of his alarming behavior.



Independent online creators aren't encumbered by any of this hand-wringing over objectivity or standards: They are concerned with publishing as much as they can, in order to cultivate audiences and build relationships with them. For them, posting is a volume game. It's also about working ideas out in public. Creators post and figure it out later; if they make mistakes, they post through it. Eventually people forget. When I covered the rise of the less professionalized pro-Trump media in 2016, what felt notable to me was its allergy to editing. These people livestreamed and published unpolished three-hour podcasts. It's easier to build a relationship with people when you're in their ears 15 hours a week: Letting it all hang out can feel more authentic, like you have nothing to hide.



Critics can debate whether this kind of content is capital-J Journalism until the heat death of the universe, but the undeniable truth is that people, glued to their devices, like to consume information when it's informally presented via parasocial relationships with influencers. They enjoy frenetic, algorithmically curated short-form video, streaming and long-form audio, and the feeling that only a slight gap separates creator and consumer. Major media outlets are trying to respond to this shift: The Times' online front page, for example, has started to feature reporters in what amounts to prestige TikToks.



Yet the influencer model is also deeply exploitable. One of the most aggressive attempts to interfere in this election didn't come directly from operators in Russia, but rather from a legion of useful idiots in the United States. Russia simply used far-right influencers to do their bidding with the large audiences they'd already acquired.

Read: YouTubers are almost too easy to dupe

Watching this from inside the media, I've experienced two contradicting feelings. First is a kind of powerlessness from working in an industry with waning influence amid shifting consumption patterns. The second is the notion that the craft, rigor, and mission of traditional journalism matter more than ever. Recently I was struck by a line from the Times' Ezra Klein. "The media doesn't actually set the agenda the way people sometimes pretend that it does," he said late last month. "The audience knows what it believes. If you are describing something they don't really feel is true, they read it, and they move on. Or they don't read it at all." Audiences vote with their attention, and that attention is the most important currency for media businesses, which, after all, need people to care enough to scroll past ads and pony up for subscriptions.



It is terribly difficult to make people care about things they don't already have an interest in--especially if you haven't nurtured the trust necessary to lead your audience. As a result, news organizations frequently take cues from what they perceive people will be interested in. This often means covering people who already attract a lot of attention, under the guise of newsworthiness. (Trump and Musk are great examples of people who have sufficiently hijacked this system.) This is why there can be a herding effect in coverage.



Numerous media critics and theorists on Threads and Bluesky, themselves subject to the incentives of the attention economy, balked at Klein's perspective, citing historical social-science research that media organizations absolutely influence political metanarratives. They're right, too. When the press coheres around a narrative that also manages to capture the public's attention, it can have great influence. But these people weren't just disagreeing with Klein: They were angry with him. "Another one of those 'we're just a smol bean national paper of record' excuses when part of the issue was how they made Biden's age the top story day after day after day," one historian posted.



These arguments over media influence--specifically the Times'--occurred frequently on social media throughout the election cycle, and occasionally, a reporter would offer a rebuttal. "To think The Times has influence with Trump voters or even swing voters is to fundamentally misunderstand the electorate," the Times political reporter Jonathan Weisman posted in October. "And don't say The Times influences other outlets that do reach those voters. It's not true." The argument is meant to suggest that newspaper coverage alone cannot stop a popular authoritarian movement. At the same time, these defenses inevitably led critics to argue: Do you think what you do matters or not?



In a very real sense, these are all problems that the media created for itself. As Semafor's Ben Smith argued last month, discussing the period following Trump's 2016 win, "a whole generation of non-profit and for-profit newsrooms held out their hands to an audience that wanted to support a cause, not just to purchase a service." These companies sold democracy itself and a vision of holding Trump's power to account. "The thing with marketing, though," Smith continued, "is that you eventually have to deliver what you sold." Trump's win this week may very well be the proof that critics and beleaguered citizens need to stop writing those checks.



A subscription falloff would also highlight the confusing logic of this era for the media. It would mean that the traditional media industry--fractured, poorly funded, constantly under attack, and in competition with attention gatherers who don't have to play by the same rules--is simultaneously viewed as having had enough power to stop Trump, but also past its prime, having lost its sway and relevance. Competition is coming from a durable alternative-media ecosystem, the sole purpose of which is to ensconce citizens in their chosen reality, regardless of whether it's true. And it is coming from Musk's X, which the centibillionaire quickly rebuilt into a powerful communication tool that largely serves the MAGA coalition.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

Spaces like X offer an environment for toxic ideas paired with a sense of empowerment for disaffected audiences. This is part of what Kate Starbird, a professor at the University of Washington, calls the right's "powerful, partisan, & participatory media environment to support its messaging, which offers a compelling 'deep story' for its participants." By contrast, the left's media ecosystem, she argues, relies "upon rigid, self-preserving institutional media and its 'story' is little more than a defense of imperfect institutions." The right's media ecosystem might be chaotic, conspiracist, and poisonous, but it offers its consumers a world to get absorbed in--plus, the promise that they can shape it themselves.



Would it have been possible for things to go differently if Harris had attempted to tap into this alternative ecosystem? I'm not so sure. Following Harris's entrance into the race, each passing week felt more consequential, but more rigidly locked in place. Memes, rallies, and marathon podcast appearances from Trump offered data points, but there was no real way to interpret them. Some Zoomers and Millennials were ironically coconut-pilled; people were leaving Trump rallies early; everyone was arguing about who was actually garbage. Even when something seemed to matter, it was hard to tell whom it mattered to, or what might happen because of it. When it's unclear what information everyone is consuming or which filter bubble they're trapped in, everyone tends to shadowbox their conception of an imagined audience. Will the Rogan bros vote? Did a stand-up comedian's insult activate a groundswell of Puerto-Rican American support? We didn't really know anything for certain until we did.



"You are the media now" is powerful because it capitalizes on the reality that it is difficult to know where genuine influence comes from these days. The phrase sounds empowering. Musk's acolytes see it as the end of traditional-media gatekeeping. But what he's really selling is the notion that people are on their own--that facts are malleable, and that what feels true ought to be true.



A world governed by the phrase do your own research is also a world where the Trumps and Musks can operate with impunity. Is it the news media's job to counter this movement--its lies, its hate? Is it also their job to appeal to some of the types of people who listen to Joe Rogan? I'd argue that it is. But there's little evidence right now that it stands much of a chance.



Something has to change. Perhaps it's possible to appropriate "You are the media now" and use it as a mission statement to build an industry more capable of meeting whatever's coming. Perhaps in the absence of a shared reality, fighting against an opposing information ecosystem isn't as effective as giving more people a reason to get excited about, and pay attention to, yours.
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The Death of Search

AI is transforming how billions navigate the web. A lot will be lost in the process.

by Matteo Wong




For nearly two years, the world's biggest tech companies have said that AI will transform the web, your life, and the world. But first, they are remaking the humble search engine.



Chatbots and search, in theory, are a perfect match. A standard Google search interprets a query and pulls up relevant results; tech companies have spent tens or hundreds of millions of dollars engineering chatbots that interpret human inputs, synthesize information, and provide fluent, useful responses. No more keyword refining or scouring Wikipedia--ChatGPT will do it all. Search is an appealing target, too: Shaping how people navigate the internet is tantamount to shaping the internet itself.



Months of prophesying about generative AI have now culminated, almost all at once, in what may be the clearest glimpse yet into the internet's future. After a series of limited releases and product demos, mired with various setbacks and embarrassing errors, tech companies are debuting AI-powered search engines as fully realized, all-inclusive products. Last Monday, Google announced that it would launch its AI Overviews in more than 100 new countries; that feature will now reach more than 1 billion users a month. Days later, OpenAI announced a new search function in ChatGPT, available to paid users for now and soon opening to the public. The same afternoon, the AI-search start-up Perplexity shared instructions for making its "answer engine" the default search tool in your web browser.

Read: The AI search war has begun

For the past week, I have been using these products in a variety of ways: to research articles, follow the election, and run everyday search queries. In turn I have scried, as best I can, into the future of how billions of people will access, relate to, and synthesize information. What I've learned is that these products are at once unexpectedly convenient, frustrating, and weird. These tools' current iterations surprised and, at times, impressed me, yet even when they work perfectly, I'm not convinced that AI search is a wise endeavor.



For decades, the search bar has been a known entity. People around the world are accustomed to it; several generations implicitly regard Google as the first and best way to learn about basically anything. Enter a query, sift through a list of links, type a follow-up query, get more links, and so on until your question is answered or inquiry satisfied. That indirectness and wide aperture--all that clicking and scrolling--are in some ways the defining qualities of a traditional Google search, allowing (even forcing) you to traverse the depth and breadth of connections that justify the term world-wide web. The hyperlink, in this sense, is the building block of the modern internet.



That sprawl is lovely when you are going down a rabbit hole about Lucrezia de Medici, as I did when traveling in Florence last year, or when diving deep into a scientific dilemma. It is perfect for stumbling across delightful video clips and magazine features and social-media posts. And it is infuriating when you just need a simple biographical answer, or a brunch recommendation without the backstory of three different chefs, or a quick gloss of a complex research area without having to wade through obscure papers.



In recent years, more and more Google Search users have noted that the frustrations outweigh the delight--describing a growing number of paid advertisements, speciously relevant links engineered to top the search algorithm, and erroneous results. Generative AI promises to address those moments of frustration by providing a very different experience. Asking ChatGPT to search the web for the reasons Kamala Harris lost the presidential election yielded a short list with four factors: "economic concerns," "demographic shifts," "swing state dynamics," and "campaign strategies." It was an easy and digestible response, but not a particularly insightful one; in response to a follow-up question about voter demographics, ChatGPT provided a stream of statistics without context or analysis. A similar Google search, meanwhile, pulls up a wide range of news analyses that you have to read through. If you do follow Google's links, you will develop a much deeper understanding of the American economy and politics.



Another example: Recently, I've been reading about a controversial proposed infrastructure project in Maryland. Google searches sent me through a labyrinth of public documents, corporate pitches, and hours-long recordings of city-council meetings, which took ages to review but sparked curiosity and left me deeply informed. ChatGPT, when asked, whipped up an accurate summary and timeline of events, and cited its sources--which was an extremely useful way to organize the reading I'd already done, but on its own might have been the end of my explorations.



I have long been a critic of AI-powered search. The technology has repeatedly fabricated information and struggled to accurately attribute its sources. Its creators have been accused of plagiarizing and violating the intellectual-property rights of major news organizations. None of these concerns has been fully allayed: The new ChatGPT search function, in my own use and other reports, has made some errors, mixing up dates, misreporting sports scores, and telling me that Brooklyn's Prospect Park is bigger than Manhattan's (much larger) Central Park. The links offered by traditional search engines are filled with errors too--but searchbots implicitly ask for your trust without verification. The citations don't particularly invite you to click on them. And while OpenAI and Perplexity have entered into partnerships with any number of media organizations, including The Atlantic--perhaps competing for the high-quality, human-made content that their searchbots depend on--exactly how websites that once relied on ad revenue and subscriptions will fare on an AI-filtered web eludes me. (The editorial division of The Atlantic operates independently from the business division, which announced its corporate partnership with OpenAI in May.)

Read: AI search is turning into the problem everyone worried about

Although ChatGPT and Perplexity and Google AI Overviews cite their sources with (small) footnotes or bars to click on, not clicking on those links is the entire point. OpenAI, in its announcement of its new search feature, wrote that "getting useful answers on the web can take a lot of effort. It often requires multiple searches and digging through links to find quality sources and the right information for you. Now, chat can get you to a better answer." Google's pitch is that its AI "will do the Googling for you." Perplexity's chief business officer told me this summer that "people don't come to Perplexity to consume journalism," and that the AI tool will provide less traffic than traditional search. For curious users, Perplexity suggests follow-up questions so that, instead of opening a footnote, you keep reading in Perplexity.



The change will be the equivalent of going from navigating a library with the Dewey decimal system, and thus encountering related books on adjacent shelves, to requesting books for pickup through a digital catalog. It could completely reorient our relationship to knowledge, prioritizing rapid, detailed, abridged answers over a deep understanding and the consideration of varied sources and viewpoints. Much of what's beautiful about searching the internet is jumping into ridiculous Reddit debates and developing unforeseen obsessions on the way to mastering a topic you'd first heard of six hours ago, via a different search; falling into clutter and treasure, all the time, without ever intending to. AI search may close off these avenues to not only discovery but its impetus, curiosity.



The issues with factuality and attribution may well be resolved--but even if they aren't, tech companies show no signs of relenting. Controlling search means controlling how most people access every other digital thing--it's an incredible platform to gain trust and visibility, advertise, or influence public opinion.



The internet is changing, and nobody outside these corporations has any say in it. And the biggest, most useful, and most frightening change may come from AI search engines working flawlessly. With AI, the goal is to keep you in one tech company's ecosystem--to keep you using the AI interface, and getting the information that the AI deems relevant and necessary. The best searches are goal-oriented; the best responses are brief. Which perhaps shouldn't be surprising coming from Silicon Valley behemoths that care, above all, about optimizing their businesses, products, and users' lives.



A little, or even a lot, of inefficiency in search has long been the norm; AI will snuff it out. Our lives will be more convenient and streamlined, but perhaps a bit less wonderful and wonder-filled, a bit less illuminated. A process once geared toward exploration will shift to extraction. Less meandering, more hunting. No more unknown unknowns. If these companies really have their way, no more hyperlinks--and thus, no actual web.
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The 'Stop the Steal' Movement Isn't Letting Up

In 2024, false claims of voter fraud were about more than election denialism.

by Ali Breland




So much for "Stop the Steal." For the past several months, Donald Trump and his most prominent followers had been seeding unfounded claims of a rigged election. Democrats "are working overtime trying to sign people, illegally, to vote in the election," Trump said on Newsmax in September. He would repeat versions of this through Election Day. "A lot of talk about massive CHEATING in Philadelphia," Trump posted on Tuesday afternoon. "Law Enforcement coming!!!" Not even 12 hours later, he was onstage declaring victory.



All of the people who voiced concerns about "election integrity" and voter fraud are suddenly no longer worrying about it. "Can't stop smiling," Laura Loomer, the right-wing troll and Trump ally, posted on Wednesday morning, after confidently claiming last month that "the Democrats are rigging the 2024 election just like they did in 2020." On Election Day, War Room, Steve Bannon's internet show, spread the claim that Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers in Arizona and Pennsylvania were told not to wear uniforms or badges to the polls, "as it could scare illegals from voting." Once Trump seemed poised to win Arizona, War Room was thanking the state.



Since the rise of the "Stop the Steal" movement in 2020, in which widespread election denialism culminated in the insurrection at the Capitol, the right has put considerable time and money into building an army of poll watchers and rewriting election laws. Now "Stop the Steal," or the Big Lie as it's sometimes called, has been discarded to the bin of past right-wing obsessions, such as MS-13 and Sharia law. It seems like a collective waste of time; Trump won outright and didn't ever need to sow doubt. But "Stop the Steal" 2.0 was hardly a bust. It was never just about election denialism.



As in 2020, Trump and other election deniers this year relied on a range of claims, including rigged voting machines and mail-in-ballot fraud. But this time around, they went especially heavy on alleging that Democrats were mobilizing noncitizens to unlawfully vote and swing the election in their favor. "Our elections are bad, and a lot of these illegal immigrants coming in, they're trying to get them to vote," Trump said during the presidential debate in September, reiterating a Truth Social post he'd made earlier that day about how "THE DEMOCRATS ARE TRYING TO 'STUFF' VOTER REGISTRATIONS WITH ILLEGAL ALIENS."



Trump and his loyalists framed these voter-fraud allegations as yet another way in which immigrants are making your life worse--stoking the animus that defined his campaign. The energy fueling the conspiracies has had real-world consequences. As the NBC News reporter Brandy Zadrozny has written, allegations of noncitizens casting ballots has resulted in GOP attempts to purge the voter rolls, disenfranchising some citizens in the process. The allegations have also led to Latino voting activists being targets of anti-voter-fraud raids.



Even before the results came in, claims about noncitizens affecting the election were an obvious ruse. An analysis by the Brennan Center for Justice described noncitizen voting as "vanishingly rare," and state investigations have uncovered almost no instances of it. The Trump campaign gave up the real game when asked by NBC News about his comments regarding noncitizen voting. Instead of telling the news outlet that Trump was just concerned about election integrity, a spokesperson said, "President Trump will secure the border and secure our elections so that every American vote is protected."

The full effect of unfounded claims about noncitizen voters may only materialize once Trump returns to the White House. He campaigned on securing the border and mass deportations, and "Stop the Steal" has given him a new talking point to justify the antagonization of immigrants. It's not a redundant one either. It's generally difficult to disparage immigration without sounding racist: These people are okay, but those people aren't. Trump and other conservatives have tried to focus on crime committed by immigrants as a way to sidestep this, but that is less of a dog whistle than a bullhorn. The supposed threat of noncitizen voters offers a work-around. It is an attempt to "justify any mass-deportation agenda," Caleb Kieffer, a senior analyst at the Southern Poverty Law Center, told me. Now draconian anti-immigrant policies don't have to be about racism, bigotry, or white nationalism. They are about election integrity.



The election has ended without any evidence of widespread rigging, but the energy animating this new version of "Stop the Steal" is still going. In the aftermath of Trump's victory, some of his fans online started cheering for the impending mass deportations. To this day, many of his followers believe that the 2020 election was stolen from them. "People need to go to jail," the Blaze Media host Auron MacIntyre wrote on X yesterday morning about what he claimed were voting irregularities in the 2020 election, barely more than a day after the Associated Press had declared Trump the 2024 winner. The so-called election-security concerns about 2024 aren't going to let up either. There will always be more elections, and thus ever more reason to kick out immigrants.
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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 representative 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.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/11/x-white-supremacist-site/680538/?utm_source=feed
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            More than 125 years ago, Erwin Barbour, a geology professor at the University of Nebraska, took an interest in what he described as an "agricultural movement"--the proliferation of creative and inexpensive homemade windmills on farms across Nebraska. In 1897, Barbour documented this phenomenon, traveling the state, photographing the mills, interviewing their inventors and owners, and estimating the costs and benefits. He found that both wealthy and poor farmers built a wide variety of mills, many of them of novel or experimental design, made largely out of spare parts and scrap wood. These mills were used to pump water for irrigation and livestock, and to power farm machinery--often giving the owners a huge advantage in a time of drought. During a recent visit to the U.S. National Archives, I found and converted these images from an 1898 photo album that had not previously been digitized. Many of the woodcuts used in Barbour's 1899 report were based on these photographs.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man stands in a pasture next to a homemade windmill beside a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A four-blade mock turbine windmill, belonging to Friederich Ernstmeyer, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska, used to pump water for livestock. The eight-foot-diameter rotor is attached to the frame of an old mower that was mounted atop a tower of four cottonwood logs with the bark still on. Because the project used mostly found and unused parts, its total cost was 32 cents, which was the price of a long plank used for the rotor blades.
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                [image: The hand-lettered title page of a photo album for "The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska" for the Hydrographic Survey of Nebraska]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The hand-lettered title page of the photo album
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                [image: A man stands beside a large wooden structure in a farm field, with a sort of paddle-wheel style of a windmill inside the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical example of a jumbo, or "go-devil" mill, belonging to the Travis Brothers, market gardeners in Lincoln, Nebraska, used to irrigate five acres. The wind-driven sails, made from old coffee sacks, rotate and spin a pump handle, seen at center. The panels at either end of the box were designed to be raised or lowered to regulate the wind. Total cost for materials: $8.
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                [image: A many-bladed windmill sitting atop a wooden structure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 20-foot-diameter turbine windmill invented and built by J. W. Warner, seen near Overton, Nebraska. The mill powers two irrigation pumps, a feed grinder, and other farm machinery. The low positioning of the large rotor and the wide supporting structure were designed to help with stability during high winds. Total cost for materials: $80.
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                [image: A wood-and-steel windmill structure stands in a field. It is roughly built like a spindly merry-go-round, but with six flat panels instead of horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An experimental "merry-go-round" mill, designed and built by S. S. Videtto of Lincoln, Nebraska. The mill runs on a circular steel track, about 40 feet in diameter, and each sail panel is about 12 feet tall.
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                [image: Two men look at a paddle-wheel type of windmill built inside a large wooden box.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "baby jumbo" windmill, designed and built by J. L. Brown, proprietor of Midway Nurseries in Kearney, Nebraska, at a cost of $1.50. The planks for the structure and blades mostly came from old wooden grocery boxes, some with the labels still painted on. The mill pumps water to irrigate a garden, a strawberry patch, and other small crops.
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                [image: A farm shed with a circular wooden windmill mounted on its roof]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (1 of 2) A two-fan "battle axe" mill, designed and built by Elmer Jasperson, near Ashland, Nebraska. The small mill is mounted on the roof of a shed, and transmits power through chains and sprockets to a feed grinder below.
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                [image: A circular wooden windmill mounted on a roof, the circle split down the middle, with each half rotated slightly, to catch a passing breeze]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (2 of 2) A closer view of Elmer Jasperson's mill, showing the rotated panels opened to catch any passing breeze, and drive the chain (at left) to power machinery below
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                [image: Two people and several cows stand beside a tall wooden structure supporting a four-bladed windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical "battle axe" windmill, belonging to Jacob Geiss, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska. The four-blade mill is used to pump water for 125 head of cattle.
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                [image: A tall windmill stands beside a blacksmith shop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This steel turbine windmill was designed and built by the Janak Brothers of Sarpy Mills, Nebraska. The mill's head could pivot to catch winds from any direction, but had to be adjusted manually. It was used to power the pump and all of the tools in the brothers' blacksmith shop.
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                [image: A horse and carriage stand behind a six-blade wooden windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A six-blade turbine built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island
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                [image: A person stands beside a large wooden paddle-wheel style windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A powerful "large jumbo" mill, designed by E. H. Cushman, stands at the Cushman Park Gardens, near Lincoln. Its 19-foot-wide sails drive two irrigation pumps. Total materials cost: $6.
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                [image: A small wooden windmill stands above a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A second six-blade turbine mill designed and built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island. The nine-foot-diameter rotor pumps water for 50 head of cattle. Cost of materials: $1 to $5.
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                [image: Two children stand on the lower platform of a large windmill that has been built atop a barn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two children stand on the lower platform of the 36-foot-diameter Dutch-style mill built by August Prinz, near Chalco. The mill drives a feed grinder below with an estimated 8 horsepower, producing 200 to 300 bushels of ground feed a day.
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                [image: Two tall wooden windmills stand near an orchard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twin 20-foot-tall "battle axe" windmills stand on the farm of J. S. Peckham, near Gothenburg. Costing $25 each, the two mills irrigate a 15-acre orchard, pumping an average of 1,000 gallons an hour in a 15 mile-per-hour wind.
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                [image: A person stands beside a wooden windmill with small paddles for blades.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                P. Hargen's four-blade "battle-axe" mill, in Grand Island
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                [image: A farmhouse and a shed, each with a different style windmill mounted on top]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The home of August Prinz, near Chalco, showing two windmills: a homemade one built atop a shed (seen in photo 14 above), and a shopmade "Gem" steel mill atop the farmhouse.
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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 New Republican Coalition

How a broad, diverse alignment of voters propelled Donald Trump's win

by The Editors




This election marked, among other things, the birth of a new Republican-led multiracial working-class coalition and the beginning of an upheaval in the Democratic Party. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the voters who propelled Donald Trump's win, Democrats' reactions, and expectations for Trump's second term.

Much of Trump's win can be understood by looking at the seven key battleground states in this election. In many of these areas, Trump was able to turn out significantly more votes than he had in either the 2016 or 2020 election, especially among low-propensity voters, Tim Alberta explained last night.

"We're not just talking about persuading erstwhile Democrats to flip and go Republican, we're talking about turning out voters who had never been registered to vote before," Alberta said. "Whether or not they will remain a durable piece of the Republican coalition remains to be seen, but in this election that proved to be the difference."

Meanwhile, panelists discussed how, for some of these voters, especially a base of young men, their consumption of news related to Trump came primarily from online media spaces such as podcasts, as Helen Lewis explained last night. "For those younger people who are used to listening to TikTok, Instagram ... they're used to people talking to them face-to-face and being very open about their political views and trying to sell them things," she said. As opposed to the mainstream media's coverage of the election, these young voters were drawn to "people who just go, 'Yeah, I'm for Trump.'"

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Tim Alberta, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent for NPR and a political contributor for ABC News; and Helen Lewis, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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        Genetic Discrimination Is Coming for Us All
        Kristen V. Brown

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The news came four years ago, at the end of a casual phone call. Bill's family had always thought it was a freak coincidence that his father and grandfather both had ALS. But at the end of a catch-up, Bill's brother revealed that he had a diagnosis too. The familial trend, it turned out, was linked to a genetic mutation. That meant Bill might also be at risk for the disease.An ALS specialist ordered Bill a DN...

      

      
        There Really Is a Deep State
        Nicholas Florko

        The reelection of Donald Trump might seem like doomsday for America's public-health agencies. The president-elect has vowed to dismantle the federal bureaucracy. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., potentially his next health czar, wants to go even further. As part of his effort to "Make America healthy again," Kennedy has recently promised to tear up the FDA and its regulations, including those governing vaccines and raw milk. But that effort is going to run into a major roadblock: the "deep state."The phras...

      

      
        'Make America Healthy Again' Sounds Good Until You Start Asking Questions
        Yasmin Tayag

        Americans don't typically have a reason to think about the fluoride in their water, but this is not a typical week. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the former independent presidential candidate whom Donald Trump is eyeing as his health czar, has vowed to remove the mineral from drinking water if he is appointed to the next administration. Kennedy has said that the chemical lowers children's IQ, even though studies overwhelmingly show that it is safe. Trump apparently agrees, and in his victory speech on W...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        A 'Crazy' Idea for Treating Autoimmune Diseases Might Actually Work
        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 ...

      

      
        The Horseshoe Theory of Psychedelics
        Shayla Love

        Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on November 4, 2024If 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 S...

      

      
        Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula
        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. Bu...

      

      
        Election Anxiety Is Telling You Something
        Shayla Love

        Americans are anxious about the election. The American Psychological Association's annual Stress in America survey found that, as of August, politics was the leading cause of stress for seven out of 10 adults across party lines. In a poll from a mental-health-care company the same month, 79 percent of respondents reported that the presidential election made them feel anxious this year, and more than half thought about the election every day. Now that the election is imminent, one can only assume ...

      

      
        The Dilemma at the Center of McDonald's <em>E. Coli</em> Outbreak
        Yasmin Tayag

        The promise of the American food supply is that you can eat anything and not get sick. You can usually assume that whatever you buy from a grocery store or fast-food joint won't land you in a hospital.But lately, foodborne-illness outbreaks seem to be distressingly regular. On Tuesday, the CDC reported 49 cases and one death linked to McDonald's Quarter Pounders tainted with E. coli. In the past week, hundreds of waffle and pancake products were voluntarily recalled due to potential Listeria cont...

      

      
        Tripping on Nothing
        Shayla Love

        Ibogaine, a psychedelic compound found in plants native to central Africa, is notorious for the intensity of the trips it induces. Those who consume it are plunged into vivid hallucinations, often preceded by a loud buzzing noise, that last between 24 and 48 hours. In one case report, a 29-year-old woman from Gabon met her dead relatives, and later looked into a mirror and saw a woman crying and holding a baby. A middle-aged American man experienced himself from the perspective of a "Mexican litt...

      

      
        Abortion Pills Have Changed the Post-<em>Roe </em>Calculus
        Sarah Zhang

        For all the upheaval that followed the overturn of Roe v. Wade, it did not dramatically change the most basic fact about abortions in America: the number. Since 2022, abortions in the United States have held steady--even increased slightly, based on the best of limited data. One major reason? The rise of abortion pills, which are now used in the majority of abortions in America. Every month, thousands of women in states where abortion is banned have been able to discreetly order the pills by mail ...

      

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

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

      

      
        The Wellness Industry Is Manifesting a Quantum World
        Shayla Love

        As a being whose body contains billions of billions of atoms, I am subject to certain rules. To walk through my front door, I first have to open it. If I throw my jacket onto a chair, it will move in the direction and at the speed with which I tossed it, and stay on the chair until I pick it up again. I can't affect the movement of a tennis ball in China by bouncing one in New York.In the quantum world, where physicists study the behaviors of individual atoms and their even smaller parts, these l...

      

      
        Another Reason to Hate Ticks
        Sarah Zhang

        When Clark Giles first heard about ticks making people allergic to meat, he found the notion so unbelievable, he considered it "hogwash." Then, in 2022, it happened to him. Following a spate of tick bites, he ate a hamburger and went into sudden anaphylaxis. His lips became numb, his face swollen, and his skin a "red carpet from my knees to my shoulders," he says. Eventually, Giles--who raises sheep on a homestead in Oklahoma--had to give up eating not just beef but pork, and, yes, even lamb.From t...

      

      
        Eat Your Vegetables Like an Adult
        Yasmin Tayag

        Recently, in a few cities across the country, Starbucks quietly unveiled a pair of drinks, one resembling a pistachio milkshake, the other a mossy sludge. Unlike with green beverages already on the Starbucks menu, their hue does not come from matcha, mint, or grapes. They are green because they contain actual greens--or, at least, a dried and powdered form of them sold by the supplement company AG1. Now getting a hefty dose of vegetables--including, but not limited to, broccoli, spinach, and, uh, "...

      

      
        Death Has Two Timelines
        Sunita Puri

        
The first person who taught me something about death and defiance was the mother of a family friend, an older woman who had moved from Punjab to the United States to be closer to her son. I remember her as delicate and draped always in pastel salwar kameezes. After she was diagnosed with breast cancer, which moved quickly to claim her bones and her brain, her desire to return to Punjab intensified. When my parents told me about the end of her life, it was with a mixture of disbelief and convicti...

      

      
        The Truth About Lithium Might Never Come Out
        Shayla Love

        Of the first three elements to appear after the Big Bang, only one is available to buy as a bath soak. The Sads Smashing Anti-Stress Bath Treatment, which comes in shiny silver packaging, lists lithium as an ingredient and promises to take users "from weighed down to mellowed out." It's one of dozens of over-the-counter lithium supplements that claim to support a healthy mood. The metal is also an ingredient in Novos Core, a supplement marketed to "target the 12 root causes of aging," plus in Lif...
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Genetic Discrimination Is Coming for Us All

Insurers are refusing to cover Americans whose DNA reveals health risks. It's perfectly legal.

by Kristen V. Brown




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


The news came four years ago, at the end of a casual phone call. Bill's family had always thought it was a freak coincidence that his father and grandfather both had ALS. But at the end of a catch-up, Bill's brother revealed that he had a diagnosis too. The familial trend, it turned out, was linked to a genetic mutation. That meant Bill might also be at risk for the disease.

An ALS specialist ordered Bill a DNA test. While he waited for results, he applied for long-term-care insurance. If he ever developed ALS, Bill told me, he wanted to ensure that the care he would need as his nerve cells died and muscles atrophied wouldn't strain the family finances. When Bill found out he had the mutation, he shared the news with his insurance agent, who dealt him another blow: "I don't expect you to be approved," he remembers her saying.

Bill doesn't have ALS. He's a healthy 60-year-old man who spends his weekends building his dream home by hand. A recent study of mutations like his suggests that his genetics increase his chances of developing ALS by about 25 percent, on average. Most ALS cases aren't genetic at all. And yet, Bill felt like he was being treated as if he was already sick. (Bill asked to be identified by his first name only, because he hasn't disclosed his situation to his employer and worried about facing blowback at work too.)

What happened to Bill, and to dozens of other people whose experiences have been documented by disease advocates and on social media, is perfectly legal. Gaps in the United States' genetic-nondiscrimination law mean that life, long-term-care, and disability insurers can obligate their customers to disclose genetic risk factors for disease and deny them coverage (or hike prices) based on the resulting information. It doesn't matter whether those customers found out about their mutations from a doctor-ordered test or a 23andMe kit.

For decades, researchers have feared that people might be targeted over their DNA, but they weren't sure how often it was happening. Now at least a handful of Americans are experiencing what they argue is a form of discrimination. And as more people get their genomes sequenced--and researchers learn to glean even more information from the results--a growing number of people may find themselves similarly targeted.

When scientists were mapping the immense complexity of the human genome around the turn of the 21st century, many thought that most diseases would eventually be traced to individual genes. Consequently, researchers worried that people might, for example, get fired because of their genetics; around the same time, a federal research lab was sued by its employees for conducting genetic tests for sickle-cell disease on prospective hires without their explicit consent. In 2008, the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA) was signed into law, ensuring that employers couldn't decide to hire or fire you, and health insurers couldn't decide whether to issue a policy, based on DNA. But lawmakers carved out a host of exceptions. Insurers offering life, long-term-care, or disability insurance could take DNA into account. Too many high-risk people in an insurance pool, they argued, could raise prices for everyone. Those exceptions are why an insurer was able to deny Bill a long-term-care policy.

Read: The loopholes in the law prohibiting genetic discrimination

Cases like Bill's are exactly what critics of the consumer-genetic-testing industry feared when millions of people began spitting into test tubes. These cases have never been tallied up or well documented. But I found plenty of examples by canvassing disease-advocacy organizations and social-media communities for ALS, breast cancer, and Huntington's disease. Lisa Schlager, the vice president of public policy at the hereditary-cancer advocacy group FORCE, told me she is collecting accounts of discrimination in life, long-term-care, and disability insurance to assess the extent of the problem; so far, she has about 40. A man Schlager connected me with, whose genetic condition, Lynch syndrome, increases the risk for several cancers, had his life-insurance premium increased and coverage decreased; several other providers denied him a policy altogether. Kelly Kashmer, a 42-year-old South Carolina resident, told me she was denied life insurance in 2013 after learning that she had a harmful version of the BRCA2 gene. One woman I found via Reddit told me she had never tested her own DNA, but showed me documents that demonstrate she was still denied policies--because, she said, her mom had a concerning gene. (Some of the people I spoke with, like Bill, requested not to be identified in order to protect their medical privacy.)

Studies have shown that people seek out additional insurance when they have increased genetic odds of becoming ill or dying. "Life insurers carefully evaluate each applicant's health, determining premiums and coverage based on life expectancy," Jan Graeber, a senior health actuary for the American Council of Life Insurers, said in a statement. "This process ensures fairness for both current and future policyholders while supporting the company's long-term financial stability." But it also means people might avoid seeking out potentially lifesaving health information. Research has consistently found that concerns about discrimination are one of the most cited reasons that people avoid taking DNA tests.

For some genetically linked diseases, such as ALS and Huntington's disease, knowing you have a harmful mutation does not enable you to prevent the potential onset of disease. Sometimes, though, knowing about a mutation can decrease odds of severe illness or death. BRCA mutations, for example, give someone as much as an 85 percent chance of developing breast cancer, but evidence shows that testing women for the mutations has helped reduce the rate of cancer deaths by encouraging screenings and prophylactic surgeries that could catch or prevent disease. Kashmer told me that her first screening after she discovered her BRCA2 mutation revealed that she already had breast cancer; had she not sought a genetic test, she may have gotten a policy, but would have been a much worse bet for the insurer. She's now been cancer-free for 11 years, but she said she hasn't bothered to apply for a policy again.

Read: Remember that DNA you gave 23andMe?

Even employers, which must adhere to GINA, might soon be able to hire or fire based on certain genetic risk factors. Laura Hercher, a genetic counselor and director of research at the Sarah Lawrence College Human Genetics Program, told me that some researchers are now arguing that having two copies of the APOE4 mutation, which gives people about a 60 percent chance of developing Alzheimer's, is equivalent to a Stage Zero of the disease. If having a gene is considered equivalent to a diagnosis, do GINA's protections still apply? The Affordable Care Act prevents health insurers from discriminating based on preexisting conditions, but not employers and other types of insurers. (The ACA may change dramatically under the coming Trump presidency anyway.) And the Americans With Disabilities Act might not apply to the gray area between what might be viewed as an early manifestation of a disease and the stage when it's considered a disability. FORCE and other advocacy groups--including the ALS Association and the Michael J. Fox Foundation--as well as members of the National Society of Genetic Counselors, are working in a few states to pass laws that close gaps left by GINA, as Florida did in 2020, but so far they have been mostly unsuccessful.

Genetic testing has only just become common enough in the U.S. that insurers might bother asking about it, Hercher said. Recently, groups like Schlager's have been hearing more and more anecdotes. "People are so worried about genetic discrimination that they are failing to sign up for research studies or declining medically recommended care because of the concerns of what could happen to their insurance," Anya Prince, a professor at the University of Iowa College of Law, told me. Carolyn Applegate, a genetic counselor in Maryland, told me that when patients come to her worried about a hereditary disease, she typically advises them to line up all the extra coverage they might need first--then hand over their DNA to a lab.

So far, these unintended consequences of genetic testing seem to be manifesting for people with risk for rare diseases linked to single genes, which, combined, affect about 6 percent of the global population, according to one estimate. But the leading killers--heart disease, diabetes, and the like--are influenced by a yet unknown number of genes, along with lifestyle and environmental factors, such as diet, stress, and air quality. Researchers have tried to make sense of this complex interplay of genes through polygenic risk scores, which use statistical modeling to predict that someone has, say, a slightly elevated chance of developing Alzeheimer's. Many experts think these scores have limited predictive power, but "in the future, genetic tests will be even more predictive and even more helpful and even more out there," Prince said. Already, if you look deep enough, almost everyone's genome registers some risk.

Read: What happens when you're convinced you have bad genes

In aggregate, such information can be valuable to companies, Nicholas Papageorge, a professor of economics at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Insurers want to sell policies at as high a price as possible while also reducing their exposure; knowing even a little bit more about someone's odds of one day developing a debilitating or deadly disease might help one company win out over the competition. As long as the predictions embedded in polygenic risk scores come true at least a small percentage of the time, they could help insurers make more targeted decisions about who to cover and what to charge them. As we learn more about what genes mean for everyone's health, insurance companies could use that information to dictate coverage for ever more people.

Bill still doesn't know whether he will ever develop ALS. The average age of onset is 40 to 60, but many people don't show symptoms until well into their 70s. Without long-term-care insurance, Bill might not be able to afford full-time nursing care if he someday needs it. People who do develop ALS become unable to walk or talk or chew as the disease progresses. "Moving people to the bathroom, changing the sheets, changing the bedpans," Bill said--"I dread the thought of burdening my wife with all of those things."

Cases like Bill's could soon become more common. Because scientists' understanding of the human genome is still evolving, no one can predict all of the potential consequences of decoding it. As more information is mined from the genome, interest in its secrets is sure to grow beyond risk-averse insurers. If consumer-facing DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe change their long-standing privacy policies, go bankrupt, or are sold to unscrupulous buyers, more companies could have access to individuals' genetic risk profiles too. (23andMe told me that it does not share customer data with insurance companies and its CEO has said she is not currently open to third-party acquisition offers.) Papageorge told me he could imagine, say, scammers targeting people at risk for Alzheimer's, just as they often target older people who may fall for a ploy out of confusion. All of us have glitches somewhere in our genome--the question is who will take advantage of that information.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/11/dna-genetic-discrimination-insurance-privacy/680626/?utm_source=feed
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There Really Is a Deep State

It's nothing like what Donald Trump says it is.

by Nicholas Florko




The reelection of Donald Trump might seem like doomsday for America's public-health agencies. The president-elect has vowed to dismantle the federal bureaucracy. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., potentially his next health czar, wants to go even further. As part of his effort to "Make America healthy again," Kennedy has recently promised to tear up the FDA and its regulations, including those governing vaccines and raw milk. But that effort is going to run into a major roadblock: the "deep state."



The phrase deep state might trigger images of tinfoil hats. After all, Trump has spent much of the past eight years falsely claiming that Democratic bureaucrats are unfairly persecuting him. But operating within the federal health agencies is an actual deep state, albeit a much more benign and rational one than what Trump has talked about. And he might not be able to easily tear it down.



Whether you know it or not, you've likely seen this deep state in action. It was the reason Trump's preferred treatment for COVID during the early phases of the pandemic, hydroxychloroquine, was not flooding pharmacies. And it was why COVID vaccines were not rushed out before the 2020 presidential election. Both of those efforts were stopped by civil servants, despite overt pressure from Trump and officials in his administration.



Public-health officials didn't buck Trump to sabotage him. They did so because both measures were scientifically unsolid. Vaccines weren't authorized before the election because FDA officials knew that they had to wait at least two months after the clinical trials were completed to make sure the vaccines didn't cause dangerous side effects. And the FDA blocked use of hydroxychloroquine for treating COVID because of the drug's unproven efficacy and spotty safety record.



If they really wanted to, health officials could have caved to Trump's requests. But in general, they don't easily renounce their empirically grounded views on science--regardless of who is president. The FDA's top vaccine regulator vowed to resign in 2020 if the agency relented to Trump's pressure to approve vaccines early. Two other vaccine regulators resigned in the first year of the Biden administration after the FDA announced the rollout of COVID boosters. Following their resignations, the ex-officials publicly argued that "the data simply does not show that every healthy adult should get a booster," and that public-health efforts should have been entirely focused on "vaccinating the unvaccinated, wherever they live."



Many scientists, lawyers, and doctors are involved in each and every decision that federal-health agencies make, because the decisions must be evidence-based. Arbitrary decisions based on conspiracy theories or political whims can, and will, be challenged in court. "A new administration absolutely can come in and set new policies," Lowell Schiller, who led the FDA's office of policy during part of Trump's first term, told me. But, he added, "there is a lot of law that they need to follow, and things have to be done through proper process."



Some changes that may seem relatively insignificant require reams of paperwork. When the FDA wanted to revoke the standardized federal definition of frozen cherry pie (yes, one existed until earlier this year), it had to go through a formal procedure that forced the agency to defend its legal authority to make the move as well as the costs and benefits of a more laissez-faire cherry-pie policy. The process took more than three years. Few things are harder than approving or revoking approval for a drug: In 2020, the FDA tried to pull an unproven drug meant to prevent preterm births. Despite lots of evidence that the drug was ineffective, the process took nearly three years. Now imagine how things would go if RFK Jr. pressured the FDA to pull a vaccine off the market because he is convinced, incorrectly, that it causes autism.



A Trump administration could do a few things more easily. It could, for example, direct the FDA to stop enforcing the agency's restrictions on some of the products that Kennedy touts, such as raw milk and certain vitamins. The FDA often declines to go after various products in the name of "enforcement discretion." A downturn in enforcement actions might anger some within the agency, but Trump could bring that about with little red tape.



Kennedy has promised mass firings at the FDA, presumably to install loyalists who would enact the agenda. That threat should be taken seriously. The president has sweeping power to hinder officials who muck up his agenda. The Trump administration allegedly demoted one top federal official who pushed back against authorizing hydroxychloroquine.



But there are major checks, too, on what a president can do to turn the screws on civil servants. Unlike many workers, federal employees can be fired only for cause or misconduct, and civil servants are entitled to appeals in both cases. "It's a tangled process that makes it hard to be able to get rid of people," Donald Kettl, an emeritus public-policy professor at the University of Maryland, told me. Trump was famous for firing people during his first term, but the people who got the axe were political appointees who did not have the same protections as civil servants. In short, few federal employees last just one Scaramucci.



However, one major threat still looms over federal workers. In his first term, Trump pursued an effort to reclassify federal workers in a way that would strip many of them of their protections, and he has said that in his second term he will "immediately" pursue that action. Trump would have to go through an arduous process to make good on that threat, and it would likely be challenged in court. But if implemented, the policy could give Trump massive leverage to fire workers.



Still, Trump takes those actions at the peril of his own agenda. The reality is that the same members of the so-called deep state that Trump and Kennedy are threatening to fire are also essential to making anything the administration wants to do happen. Seminal parts of the "Make America healthy again" agenda would have to run through this deep state. If Kennedy, a champion of psychedelics, wants the FDA to approve a new psilocybin-based treatment, the medicine must be reviewed by the scientists and doctors who review other drugs for safety and efficacy. If he wants a national ban on fluoride in water, that must go through the EPA. There is no way around this: Even if Trump appointed Kennedy as the unilateral king of every single federal health agency, Kennedy cannot make these decisions on his own.



A central tenet of the "Make America healthy again" agenda is removing potentially dangerous chemicals from food. Although the FDA has been slow to ban certain chemical additives, the agency seems to have recently seen the light. Earlier this year it set up a new initiative for reassessing the safety of these substances. But if Kennedy guts the FDA, no one might be there to do that review.



The Trump administration could hypothetically hold a massive job fair to get cronies into all of those roles--especially if the president-elect makes good on his promise to make hiring and firing bureaucrats easier--but few people can successfully perform these highly technical jobs, not to mention that hiring in the federal government typically takes forever. (The average hiring time in 2023 was 101 days.)



Still, Trump's second term will be one of the biggest challenges facing our federal health system. No president in modern history has been so intent on bending health agencies to his will, and he seems even more emboldened to do so now than in his first go-around. Trump will likely have some successes--some people may be fired, and some important policies may be scrapped. America is about to find out just how resilient the deep state really is.
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'Make America Healthy Again' Sounds Good Until You Start Asking Questions

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s health agenda is politically slippery.

by Yasmin Tayag




Americans don't typically have a reason to think about the fluoride in their water, but this is not a typical week. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the former independent presidential candidate whom Donald Trump is eyeing as his health czar, has vowed to remove the mineral from drinking water if he is appointed to the next administration. Kennedy has said that the chemical lowers children's IQ, even though studies overwhelmingly show that it is safe. Trump apparently agrees, and in his victory speech on Wednesday, he told Kennedy to "go have a good time" working on public health.



The prospect of giving Kennedy any semblance of power over the nation's health is alarming, and not only because of his preoccupation with fluoride. (And to be fair, many scientists have made serious and nuanced inquiries about fluoride.) Kennedy, an environmental lawyer with no background in health, is best known for his skepticism, if not outright antagonism, toward vaccines. He also has a long track record of championing other pseudoscientific and conspiratorial views, such as the baseless belief that antidepressants are responsible for mass shootings.



When I looked up his full "Make America Healthy Again" platform, I expected to see wacky conspiracies. Instead, its goals could have been pulled from any liberal public-health campaign. MAHA's key ambitions include addressing the root causes of chronic disease, improving the food supply through regenerative agriculture, preserving natural habitats, eliminating corporate influence from government health agencies, and removing toxins from the environment. The campaign acknowledges the need for systemic interventions such as increasing access to nutritious food and prioritizing preventative health care, initiatives touted by Democrats such as Michelle Obama.



MAHA represents a mix of concerns from across the political spectrum. "The issues he's bringing up when it comes to health and food are more recognizably left," Rachel Meade, a political scientist at Boston University who has studied Kennedy's politics, told me. Blaming our health problems on corporations is also a move from the left's playbook, Meade said. Indeed, Bernie Sanders has spent the past year railing against Ozempic's manufacturer for making the drug so expensive. Assessed only by its goals and not its remedies, MAHA makes a lot of sense. That's also what makes it dangerous.



Everyone can agree that "removing toxins from the environment," one of MAHA's stated goals, is a good idea. But not everyone agrees on what a toxin is. Fluoride is one, from Kennedy's perspective. MAHA rightly points out that America's "poor diet" must be addressed. But what counts as a good diet? To Kennedy, it might include raw milk, which poses serious health risks. Addressing "inadequate healthcare" is crucial, of course--but to Kennedy, that could entail treating COVID with ivermectin and hydroxychloroquine, alternative remedies that have been proven not to work.



RFK Jr.'s goals aren't the only part of his platform that may appeal to more than conspiracy-addled Trump supporters. His overarching diagnosis of the nation's health problems is that Americans are being misled by bad science and the institutions that support it. "Once Americans are getting good science and allowed to make their own choices, they're going to get a lot healthier," he said in an interview with NBC on Wednesday. This notion--that people should do their own research and take their health into their own hands--resonates widely. The belief that scientific institutions aren't working spans the political spectrum, bringing together subcultures including anti-vaxxers, seed-oil truthers, carnivore-diet enthusiasts, and wellness influencers.



Kennedy himself is politically slippery. He was a Democrat until 2023, when he campaigned for president as an independent before dropping out and endorsing Trump. His anti-vaccine beliefs are historically associated with crunchy liberals, and his environmental views align with the left. But he fits in easily among Republicans, too. Many on the right adopted anti-vaccine views during COVID. More pertinently, his anti-establishment attitude toward health fits neatly in Trump's us-versus-them narrative. Kennedy, like Trump, thinks of himself as a populist; he frames public-health issues in terms of corrupt institutions duping everyday people, regardless of their party. The bipartisan alliance formed around opposition to mainstream public health has created a strange new faction that counts Kennedy among its figureheads. One way to think of it, as my colleague Elaine Godfrey has written, is "woo-woo meets MAGA."



MAHA appeals to this group--and could perhaps expand it. "Anti-establishment populism that has aspects of both left and right is a prominent narrative in alternative media spaces," Meade said. Kennedy's skepticism about health resonates among followers of influencers such as Russell Brand and Joe Rogan, who frequently entertain health-related conspiracies; Kennedy himself has been on their podcasts. Like Kennedy, many of them are disaffected former Democrats whose politics can be hard to pin down: Although Rogan endorsed Trump, he has called himself a "bleeding-heart liberal."



It's still possible that Kennedy might not get a prominent job in the Trump administration. His wariness of corporations doesn't jibe with Trump's embrace of them, and Trump has already made clear that environmental concerns won't be a priority: "Bobby, stay away from the liquid gold," he said in his victory speech, referring to oil. Kennedy's history of bizarre behavior--including dumping a bear corpse in Central Park--may give some in Trump's inner circle pause.



Even if Kennedy never joins the Trump administration, his ideas will continue to have broad appeal. America has seen what happens when people lose trust in public-health institutions. Pandemics drag on because people are afraid to get vaccinated. Measles outbreaks return to schools. People drink bleach. And maybe soon, Americans will no longer be drinking fluoridated water.
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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 of 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.
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Election Anxiety Is Telling You Something

A big event should prompt big feelings.

by Shayla Love




Americans are anxious about the election. The American Psychological Association's annual Stress in America survey found that, as of August, politics was the leading cause of stress for seven out of 10 adults across party lines. In a poll from a mental-health-care company the same month, 79 percent of respondents reported that the presidential election made them feel anxious this year, and more than half thought about the election every day. Now that the election is imminent, one can only assume that Americans' anxiety is even higher.

Many U.S. media outlets have responded by offering their readers advice on how to calm down. Type election anxiety into Google, and you'll find dozens of articles instructing you to focus on aspects of life outside of politics, to spend less time watching the news, or to use relaxation techniques such as breathing exercises to subdue the negative feelings.

But there's another way to think about election stress: A big event should prompt big feelings. The stakes of this election go far beyond anyone's preferred party winning or losing. "Voters on both sides of the aisle are being given a message that if the other side wins, this will be the end of American democracy as they know it," Andrew Civettini, a political scientist at Knox College, told me. Why wouldn't you feel anxious?

In Western philosophy and psychology, emotions have long been cast as the opposite of reason. In Stoicism, emotions are considered "non-reasoning movements," wild inner beasts that a person has to keep in check in order to live well. During the Enlightenment, reason was widely considered a better guiding force than the senses or the emotions. This notion occasionally rears its head in cognitive-behavioral therapy, which teaches patients that feelings aren't facts, so that they can act despite their anxiety or insecurity. This week, Arianna Huffington argued in Time magazine that Americans shouldn't be stressed out by polls. "The way to best affect outcomes is to find the eye of the hurricane, and act from that place of inner strength and wisdom," she wrote.

But political emotions motivate action all the time. "When we experience anxiety about politics, it causes us to pay more attention, and that could have positive learning effects," Civettini said. Steven Webster, a political scientist at Indiana University, has found that political anger can push people to vote and donate to campaigns. People can, Webster told me, get too emotional about politics: Too much anger, anxiety, or fear might motivate people to support political violence, or isolate themselves from any person or news source that doesn't confirm their beliefs. But overall, he said, "it's not obvious to me that we should want to reduce political emotions."

Although emotions, with their heat and urgency, can overtake and weaken people, the philosopher Martha Nussbaum has argued that they reflect inner judgments and evaluations--in other words, that they are reasonable and intelligent responses to real-world events. For example, to have fear, as Nussbaum wrote in her book Upheavals of Thought, "I must believe that bad events are impending; that they are not trivially, but seriously bad; and that I am not entirely in control of warding them off." In this way, Nussbaum noted, emotions--not some mythic, unemotional source of rationality--reveal what we require to live well and flourish.

Throughout history, major political shifts have been met with equally big feelings, says Kerstin Maria Pahl, a historian of political emotion at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development and a co-editor of the 2022 book Feeling Political. Apathy, a longstanding Christian concept, became part of Western political language at the end of the 18th century. "Not being affected by something made you a bad person, because you didn't take any interest in the common good of mankind, or welfare of humanity," Pahl told me.

Allowing so much emotional interest to go unchecked might sound counterintuitive in 21st-century America, where cultural forces and psychological experts teach that emotions must be regulated for optimal well-being. But election anxiety highlights what emotions are for: to reveal what we care about, and what our moral values are. Thomas Szanto, a political philosopher at the University of Flensburg, in Germany, told me that many Americans' political emotions are fitting responses to the election cycle. "There is something at stake for people," Szanto said. Earlier this year, Szanto and his colleague Ruth Rebecca Tietjen argued in a paper that a political emotion is appropriate if it is functional--for example, if it pushes people to vote or seek out information about candidates--and if it has a moral component that mirrors a person's concerns about their world, and their sense of right and wrong. Anxiety is an appropriate response from a voter who believes that Donald Trump is a threat to reproductive rights, which would violate their moral belief in bodily autonomy. Similarly, a voter who believes that abortion is murder would have a fitting emotional reaction to the idea that a Kamala Harris presidency would lead to more access to abortions.

In Philip K. Dick's 1968 dystopian novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, people can conjure any emotion they want through the use of a machine called the "mood organ." When Iran Deckard, the wife of bounty hunter Rick Deckard, programs for herself a six-hour "self-accusatory depression," Rick asks why she would subject herself to that when she could feel anything else. She replies that it feels wrong to not respond emotionally to the ongoing calamities in their world. "That used to be considered a sign of mental illness; they called it 'absence of appropriate affect,'" she tells Rick.

Americans in 2024 don't need a mood organ to feel any variety of negative emotion in response to this election. They are feeling anxiety, sadness, and dread, all on their own. Surviving the remaining days until November 5 requires not simply turning off those emotions, but paying attention to what they are telling us.
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The Dilemma at the Center of McDonald's <em>E. Coli</em> Outbreak

Prepared food is convenient, but it's also susceptible to contamination.

by Yasmin Tayag




The promise of the American food supply is that you can eat anything and not get sick. You can usually assume that whatever you buy from a grocery store or fast-food joint won't land you in a hospital.



But lately, foodborne-illness outbreaks seem to be distressingly regular. On Tuesday, the CDC reported 49 cases and one death linked to McDonald's Quarter Pounders tainted with E. coli. In the past week, hundreds of waffle and pancake products were voluntarily recalled due to potential Listeria contamination. Listeria, in particular,  has been a problem of late: Earlier in October, more than 11 million pounds of ready-to-eat meat and poultry products were recalled. And an especially bad Listeria outbreak involving Boar's Head deli-meat products has led to 59 hospitalizations across 10 states and 10 deaths.



Many of this year's outbreaks have occurred in foods that are pre-prepared--those that can be eaten as-is, without further cooking. Foods such as Quarter Pounders and waffles, yes, but also cold cuts, prepackaged salads, and jarred salsa are popular because they are convenient. That convenience comes at a cost. A rule of thumb in food safety is that "the more a food is handled prior to consumption, the higher the chances it can be contaminated," Lawrence Goodridge, the director of the Canadian Research Institute for Food Safety, told me. Americans are left with a difficult choice: save time or risk getting sick.



Many bacteria that cause foodborne illness live among us. Listeria can be found in soil and water, and E. coli and Salmonella are normally found in human and animal digestive tracts. They become a problem when they get into food. Pre-prepared foods are particularly prone to contamination because they are usually processed in large, sometimes even multiple, facilities where microbes have lots of opportunities to spread. "Somebody, somewhere, or a company, has produced the food so that we don't have to do it at home," Goodridge said. A factory worker with mud on his shoe, or an employee who didn't wash her hands after using the bathroom, can be all it takes to start an outbreak. Food-safety practices--such as regular cleaning, temperature control, and strict hygiene standards--are supposed to keep these factories pristine. But occasionally, they fail.



Refrigerated facilities keep most bacteria at bay--microbes grow more slowly at lower temperatures--but not Listeria, which thrives in cool conditions. Given enough time to grow, a Listeria colony forms a protective gel over itself, called a biofilm, which makes it especially difficult to get rid of. Meanwhile, E. coli typically gets into produce through water soiled with feces. Usually, contamination occurs at the farm level, but microbes can spread as fresh foods are processed into products such as precut fruit, bags of chopped lettuce, and even prewashed whole greens. When clean produce is washed together with a contaminated batch or sliced with the same equipment, bacteria can spread. Many foods are produced in a central location and then shipped cross-country, which is how a contamination event at a single farm can lead to illnesses nationwide.



This may be the reason for the ongoing Quarter Pounder debacle. According to McDonald's, the E. coli outbreak may be linked to slivered onions, which were sourced from a single supplier that served certain McDonald's locations in 10 states, as well as some Taco Bell, KFC, and Pizza Hut stores. Centralizing the slivering of onions no doubt increases efficiency at fast-food chains. But it also raises the risk of contamination.



In food safety, cooking is known as a "kill step," because high heat kills most dangerous pathogens. Precut salads and fruit are usually eaten raw. Nobody cooks cold cuts, even though the CDC recommends heating them until they are steaming (who knew?). Even convenience products that are meant to be heated, such as frozen waffles and vegetables, aren't always prepared properly at home. A toaster may not get a waffle hot enough--Listeria is killed at an internal temperature of 165 degrees Fahrenheit--and thawed frozen vegetables may be eaten without being boiled first, Barbara Kowalcyk, a food-safety expert at George Washington University, told me.



To be clear, there's no need for Listeria hysteria. "On the surface, it looks like there are many more outbreaks," but there are no data to prove that yet, Goodridge said. Still, some recent outbreaks demonstrate that precautions are working as they should. Listeria was identified in a regular sweep of the waffle factory and products were voluntarily recalled; no cases of illness have been reported. Tools for detecting outbreaks are becoming more sophisticated, Darin Detwiler, a food-safety expert at Northeastern University, told me. A technique called whole-genome sequencing can identify instances in which people have been sickened by the same bacteria, pinpointing the source of an outbreak. Earlier this year, it was used to investigate a Listeria outbreak in Canada that killed three people and hospitalized 15.



No food is totally safe from contamination. Practically everything sold in stores or restaurants is handled in some way. Milk is pooled from any number of cows, then pasteurized and packaged. Hamburger patties are usually made with meat from many butchered cows that is then ground, seasoned, and formed. People get lulled into the idea that "the U.S. has the safest food supply in the world," Kowalcyk said, "but that doesn't mean that it's safe." People can reduce their risk of contracting a foodborne illness by buying whole foods and cooking from scratch when possible, Goodbridge said; it's probably safer to clean and chop your own head of lettuce. Yet even that is not a guarantee. Foodborne illness also spreads in home kitchens, where cross-contamination of raw meat with other foods, unsafe storage, and food spoilage often occurs. The risks are lower for healthy people, who can usually get through foodborne illness without excessive discomfort. But for vulnerable groups--very young, very old, and pregnant people--foodborne illness can lead to hospitalization, and even death.



The recent spate of outbreaks highlights the dilemma plaguing the state of American eating. People are simply too busy and exhausted to cook from scratch. In the daily scramble to get dinner on the table, ready-to-eat food is a lifeline. But with every additional stage of preparation comes an extra helping of risk.
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Tripping on Nothing

New, non-hallucinogenic versions of psychedelics are blurring the boundaries of the drug trip.

by Shayla Love




Ibogaine, a psychedelic compound found in plants native to central Africa, is notorious for the intensity of the trips it induces. Those who consume it are plunged into vivid hallucinations, often preceded by a loud buzzing noise, that last between 24 and 48 hours. In one case report, a 29-year-old woman from Gabon met her dead relatives, and later looked into a mirror and saw a woman crying and holding a baby. A middle-aged American man experienced himself from the perspective of a "Mexican little boy and I'm praying on the side of a road." When he opened his eyes, one of the people in the room appeared to resemble "a big praying mantis."

Late last year, Arthur Juliani, a 32-year-old research scientist at the Institute for Advanced Consciousness Studies, was decidedly not taking ibogaine, but was ingesting something similar. He had obtained tabernanthalog, a research molecule designed to mimic ibogaine's chemical structure and potential effects on neuroplasticity, but not cause any hallucinations. About 45 minutes after he swallowed his dose, Juliani started to feel a kind of "spacious attention," he told me. On a walk outside, he found that anywhere he looked appeared like a "perfectly framed photograph, distinct and standing on its own." When he went home for lunch, he ate a bell pepper "in the slowest and most intentional manner I had ever eaten a vegetable in my life."

Tabernanthalog is part of a wave of drug development that draws inspiration from psychedelics while attempting to remove or refine their trips. Many of the compounds involved are targeted toward some medical purpose; tabernanthalog, for example, is being researched as a treatment for substance-use disorder. Such work has led to debates among psychedelic therapists and researchers about how important a drug experience is for mental-health outcomes. But Juliani's encounter with tabernanthalog provokes a more complex question: If novel psychedelics and "pseudo-delics" tickle brain receptors in a way that changes people's subjective experience--perhaps in a manner less intense than traditional psychedelics, and more on par with prescription or over-the-counter drugs--can one confidently say that the people who take them aren't tripping? As the pursuit of non-hallucinogenic psychedelics advances, the definition of a trip as something induced by a discrete set of substances is set to evolve alongside them.

These days, the hottest new psychedelic drugs might be the ones that feel as close to nothing as possible. In 2022, scientists made a trip-free analogue of LSD to research as an antidepressant. Another is being investigated as a treatment for cluster headaches. This month, the biotech company Bright Minds Biosciences announced that its new compound, which interacts with the same serotonin receptors as psilocybin and LSD but doesn't cause hallucinations, had a "similar efficacy" to morphine at reducing pain. The federal Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency is developing novel compounds for chronic depression and post-traumatic stress that are not hallucinogenic but are inspired by psychedelic compounds.

These compounds are mostly being tested in research labs and administered in clinical trials, but curious psychonauts have said online that they've purchased their own samples to see just how non-hallucinogenic they are. Josh Hardman, the founder of the publication Psychedelic Alpha, collected online reports from a dozen people who claimed to have tried tabernanthalog. Many of the resulting experiences sound trip-like or trip-adjacent. One person said it was "basically the body high of psychedelics without the visuals." Another said, "Everything had a deeper layer of thinking, almost like I had unlocked a childish part of my mind that I had long forgotten." (David E. Olson, a biochemist at UC Davis and the co-founder of Delix Therapeutics, the company developing tabernanthalog, said that he considers it dangerous to order drugs made by "clandestine chemists" on the internet because "there is no way to guarantee the identity, purity, or dose of the drug," and that anecdotal reports can be untrustworthy.)

Defining a psychedelic experience was difficult even before the introduction of these novel compounds. The word comes from the psychiatrist Humphry Osmond, who argued in a 1957 letter to Aldous Huxley that similar effects could arise from drug use, epilepsy, schizophrenia, starvation, vitamin deficiency, yoga practices, and dervish dancing. "It is all one to me," Osmond wrote. Aidan Lyon, a philosopher at Leiden University in the Netherlands and the author of Psychedelic Experience: Revealing the Mind, has argued that breath work, meditation, and even engaging with a piece of art could count as psychedelic experiences. (In "museum dosing," people do both: look at art while tripping.)

Peter Sjostedt-Hughes, a philosopher of mind and metaphysics at the University of Exeter, in the U.K., agrees with Osmond that a trip should be defined by phenomenology, not pharmacology. For example, he told me, "A number of people have tried to define psychedelic as operating on the serotonin receptors, but that immediately can't be true because it would exclude salvia divinorum"--a hallucinogenic plant in the mint family. Mike Jay, a historian and the author of Psychonauts: Drugs and the Making of the Modern Mind, told me that the effects of a psychedelic analogue may be construed as either trips or side effects, depending on when and how people experience them.

These debates are more than academic. Earlier this year, the FDA rejected an application for a psychedelic drug, MDMA, to be used to assist psychotherapy for PTSD. The biotechnology company Compass Pathways is poised to seek approval for psilocybin as a medication for treatment-resistant depression as soon as 2025. Medical interest in hallucinogenic drugs is currently higher than it's been in decades, and in order to understand how psychedelic-assisted therapy might help or harm people, researchers are eager to tease apart psychedelic experience from any underlying biological effects. Perhaps certain aspects of a trip could improve or reduce a drug's efficacy against, say, depression or PTSD; if so, researchers need to be able to measure and define those effects to design successful treatment protocols. The company Mindstate Design Labs even hopes to isolate and enhance the parts of a psychedelic trip that are therapeutically useful. If they're successful, you could perhaps one day take a pill just for the psychedelic-induced sensation of limitless unity, without the ego loss that sometimes accompanies it.

In a recent Nature Reviews Psychology paper, Johns Hopkins researchers argued that the field needs a new, rigorously validated scale of psychedelic experiences to accurately capture what people go through when they're tripping. There's too much variation among the existing measures, David B. Yaden, one of the study's authors and a co-writer of The Varieties of Spiritual Experience, told me. The 5-Dimensional Altered States of Consciousness Questionnaire scale, for example, includes the measure of "oceanic boundlessness," but it's not mentioned in the Inventory of Nonordinary Experiences, which includes visions of ghosts in its rubric.

Non-hallucinogenic, consciousness-altering experiences, like those reported to result from tabernanthalog use, sound far away from such mystical experiences, and more akin to how some people might feel after drinking a glass of wine or a strong cup of coffee. "Many of us are just filling our bodies with substances that cause acute alterations in consciousness of various degrees," says Chuck Raison, a psychiatry professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Millions of Americans take prescription drugs that affect their psychology, and their numbers are only growing. Psychedelic-inspired drugs might end up resembling many other FDA-approved psychoactive pharmaceuticals, or the wide variety of other things with which humans regularly modify our consciousness, such as supplements, caffeine, alcohol, meditation, exercise, sex, and sleep (or lack thereof).

I told Raison that I'm sensitive to caffeine, and if I drank three cups of coffee, I would likely have an intense physical and mental experience--would that be a trip? The real marker of a trip, he told me, is that it "is different from one's typical waking awareness in such a way that it produces longer-term changes in perspective or behavior." After my coffee, I might feel high, he said. "A day later, other than thinking about how odd it was that the coffee hit you so hard, would your life change? The experience would come and go. But psychedelics tend not to do that." A trip, whatever it is, stays with people. Juliani's time under the (alleged) influence of tabernanthalog certainly seems to have stayed with him. "I entered into what was clearly an altered state of consciousness, and I stayed there for some number of hours, and I came out of it," he told me. It was, he added, "a reminder that there isn't just one kind of consciousness," but many to inhabit.

In his 1902 book The Varieties of Religious Experience, the psychologist William James wrote that one quality of a truly transformative experience is that it's ineffable. Sjostedt-Hughes told me something similar. "One thing that certainly distinguishes psychedelic experience from ordinary states of consciousness is the fact that you can have experiences for which there exist no words," he said. Researchers will continue trying to break down that ineffability, but in the meantime, Yaden said, identifying a trip might ultimately come down to what he's called the "orgasm test": If you have to ask if you had one, you probably didn't.
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Abortion Pills Have Changed the Post-<em>Roe </em>Calculus

Every month, thousands of women in states where abortion is banned are able to get the pills by mail. The right wants to put a stop to that.

by Sarah Zhang




For all the upheaval that followed the overturn of Roe v. Wade, it did not dramatically change the most basic fact about abortions in America: the number. Since 2022, abortions in the United States have held steady--even increased slightly, based on the best of limited data. One major reason? The rise of abortion pills, which are now used in the majority of abortions in America. Every month, thousands of women in states where abortion is banned have been able to discreetly order the pills by mail and take them at home. Even with abortion bans in place, the availability of these pills makes these rules less absolute than the anti-abortion movement would like.

"Abortion pills pose the single greatest threat to unborn children in a post-Roe world," according to Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's conservative policy playbook. They are "death by mail," according to Students for Life; Kristan Hawkins, the organization's president, told me that "it's a travesty what has unfolded under the Biden-Harris FDA." And the anti-abortion movement is formulating plans to target the pills through a number of legal and political avenues--some of which could apply regardless of who is elected president next month.



Abortion pills had accounted for a steadily growing share of abortions in the U.S. for years, but in 2021, the FDA made them significantly easier to obtain: The pills are actually two different drugs, mifepristone and misoprostol, and the agency nixed a long-standing requirement to prescribe mifepristone only in person. With that, abortion pills became available by mail. The FDA cited COVID-related risks in its 2021 decision, but anti-abortion advocates immediately decried the move--and the policy has remained in place beyond the pandemic. After the overturning of Roe in 2022, 21 states passed new abortion bans or restrictions, but more than a dozen states, including New York and California, took steps to keep abortion pills available by mail, even in restricted states, by passing "shield laws." These laws explicitly protect doctors, midwives, and nurse practitioners who use telehealth to prescribe the pills by mail across state lines.



Since then, an average of 6,000 to 7,000 people a month living in states with complete or six-week bans have been able to get abortion pills via telehealth, according to data from the Society for Family Planning, which surveys abortion providers in the United States. This number does not include people who had an abortion outside the formal health-care system, for instance by using pills ordered from overseas. And in states where abortion remains legal, the number of abortions--and the proportion involving abortion pills--also rose from 2020 to 2023, according to Guttmacher Institute data. (The number of women traveling to other states for abortions also doubled in this time, which is another reason abortions have not significantly fallen post-Roe.)



"The anti-abortion movement hasn't quite figured out what to do with this," says Greer Donley, a law professor at the University of Pittsburgh, who helped draft the nation's first shield law. The shield laws have not yet been directly challenged in court. And when anti-abortion groups tried to go after the FDA's original approval of mifepristone via a lawsuit, the Supreme Court dismissed the case this year for lack of standing.



Still, last week, three states--Missouri, Kansas, and Idaho--sought to revive that case, asking courts to reinstate certain restrictions on mifepristone. And although a President Kamala Harris would be likely to stick to the current FDA policy for abortion pills, a Trump administration could change those policies directly. It could, as my colleague Rose Horowitch has reported, curtail access to mifepristone simply by reinstating the in-person requirement for dispensing the drug--or just pull the FDA's approval of mifepristone altogether. (In August, Donald Trump expressed openness to cracking down on abortion pills; his running mate, J. D. Vance, walked that position back a few days later.) Anti-abortion activists are hoping that Trump will enforce the long-dormant Comstock Act, a 150-year-old anti-obscenity law that bans the mailing of material "intended for producing abortion, or for any indecent or immoral use." This could criminalize the mailing of abortion pills, even without the passage of a federal abortion ban, though anti-abortion activists have also suggested that Trump keep quiet about Comstock until he wins. (Trump, for his part, refused to share his views on the Comstock Act for months, before finally saying that he would not enforce it.)



Regardless of who becomes president, the anti-abortion movement is devising ways to restrict abortion pills through state governments too. Shield laws, for example, could be directly challenged if a red-state prosecutor goes after a doctor prescribing the pills from a shield-law state. Linda Prine, a doctor with the nonprofit Aid Access, which sends pills to states with abortion bans, told me she no longer leaves her home state of New York. Providers working under shield laws, she said, are all being "super careful."



Anti-abortion groups could also test the limits of shield laws in more indirect ways. In Texas, says John Seago, the president of Texas Right to Life, pro-abortion groups have put up billboards advertising abortion pills: "You can go to people putting up the billboard. That's aiding and abetting." His group has also encouraged Texas lawmakers to introduce new laws that create liability for internet-service providers or credit-card-processing companies involved in abortion-pill transactions.



In Louisiana, where abortion is already banned, a law went into effect this month further restricting both mifepristone and misoprostol as "controlled dangerous substances." The law is named after a Louisiana woman whose husband secretly slipped misoprostol into her drinks, and anti-abortion activists have used cases like hers to argue that the pills need more regulation. "A faceless, doctorless process to obtain abortion drugs enables abusers to poison or coerce women and girls," Emily Davis, the vice president of communications for Susan B. Anthony Pro-Life America, said in a statement. But the law is also affecting routine medical care unrelated to abortion: The two drugs are commonly used in miscarriage and postpartum management, and hospitals in Louisiana have been doing timed drills to make sure staff can quickly access the locked closets where the medications now need to be kept.



Anti-abortion groups are also trying creative approaches to regulating abortion pills--such as through environmental regulations. Hawkins told me that Students for Life will be working with state legislatures next year on laws such as those requiring the disposal of fetal tissue from abortions as medical waste. These laws are designed to put the onus on the provider of abortion pills--presumably a doctor operating under a shield law--and states could then go after the provider for environmental-cleanup fees or fines, Kristi Hamrick, the organization's vice president of media and policy, told me.


 The new prevalence of abortion pills has opened up a new frontier, and the political and legal fights ahead may look quite different from those in the past. "We innovate, and we keep coming back. Our work is definitely just beginning," Hawkins said. Seago, in Texas, told me he does not expect every attempt to restrict abortion pills to work. In the decades before Roe was overturned, he said, states introduced a number of different restrictions to limit access to abortion. Some worked. Some didn't. With abortion pills, he told me, "we're not expecting a silver bullet." But activists like him are demanding that lawmakers try to stop their use nonetheless.
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<em>GLP-1</em> Is Going the Way of <em>Gut Health</em>

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

by Yasmin Tayag




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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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

Physics has become strangely entangled with alternative health practices.

by Shayla Love




As a being whose body contains billions of billions of atoms, I am subject to certain rules. To walk through my front door, I first have to open it. If I throw my jacket onto a chair, it will move in the direction and at the speed with which I tossed it, and stay on the chair until I pick it up again. I can't affect the movement of a tennis ball in China by bouncing one in New York.

In the quantum world, where physicists study the behaviors of individual atoms and their even smaller parts, these laws do not apply. Particles of matter sometimes act like waves, or move through solid objects. The qualities of one atom can be linked to another's, even if the two are a great distance apart.

Starting around the turn of the 20th century, physicists began to understand that the behaviors of the tiniest bits of our world couldn't be explained by the laws of classical physics--the type that governs macroscopic solids, gases, liquids, and the forces that act on them. But as the field has developed, it has taken on another surprising role: as a touchstone in alternative health and wellness spaces, used to justify manifestation, energy healing, and other fringe claims and products. The phenomenon is called "quantum woo," "quantum mysticism," or "quantum flapdoodle." It's both an incorrect appropriation of scientific ideas and a strangely elegant way to explain the psychological forces that push people toward alternative medicine. Many wellness trends reflect a desire for another, contrarian account of the inner workings of the human body and mind--just what quantum mechanics provides for the inner workings of the physical world. Alongside a pervasive interest in alternative-medicine practices and New Age beliefs, more people could be in danger of getting pulled into the flapdoodle.

The physicist Matthew R. Francis once wrote that "possibly no subject in science has inspired more nonsense than quantum mechanics." In some cases, quantum terminology is arbitrarily added to health practices to legitimize them, or to indicate that they are mysterious and powerful, says Christopher Ferrie, a physicist at the University of Technology Sydney and the author of Quantum Bullsh*t: How to Ruin Your Life With Advice From Quantum Physics. "Like calling your dishwasher detergent Quantum, it just makes it sound cooler," Ferrie told me. It's easy to find a "quantum healer" practicing within a couple of miles of my home. YouTube and Instagram accounts offer advice on learning to quantum leap; you can read books about falling in quantum love. You can even buy a $99 quantum water bottle "charged" with special healing frequencies or a quantum crystal kit that will help you "clear any negative vibrations you have picked up."

In a 2020 episode of the Netflix show The Goop Lab With Gwyneth Paltrow, an energy practitioner named John Amaral told Paltrow that a pillar of quantum mechanics, the double-slit experiment, shows that "consciousness actually shifts or alters, in some way, shape, or form, physical reality." What the experiment actually demonstrates is that when photons are shot through two open slits, they can act either as waves or as particles, depending on whether they're measured. The finding is perplexing--how can matter behave as a wave, and why would recording photons change their behavior? Physicists are still actively working on how and if quantum behaviors might seep into the larger world, but they agree that the human body is a solid thing, and that people don't act as photons do.

Amaral's comments are typical of quantum woo in that they apply the uncertain state of subatomic particles to people, and expect humans to act as photons do. "By influencing the frequency of energy in and around your body, you can change your physical reality," Amaral said on Goop Lab. In The Secret, the best-selling manifesto of manifestation, Rhonda Byrne referenced quantum physics to claim that thoughts and emotions are entangled with outcomes in the exterior world. There are parallels in her description to the quantum theory of entanglement--the idea that pairs of particles can have correlated behaviors even at a distance. In physics, energies and frequencies refer to measurable properties of subatomic particles and waves. In New Age or wellness vernacular, these terms are squishier, usually alluding to ambiguous thought patterns, life forces, or chakras--so immeasurable as to be incontrovertible.

Quantum physics' close relationship with mystical ideas has, on occasion, pushed the science forward. In 1975, two students affiliated with the theoretical-physics division of the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory formed the "Fundamental Fysiks Group," which frequently connected quantum mechanics to Eastern mysticism, psychedelic-drug experiences, and telepathy. Their explorations into parapsychology, including getting CIA funding to test "remote viewing"--basically whether one person could receive telepathic messages from another--were a bust. But David Kaiser, a quantum physicist at MIT and the author of How the Hippies Saved Physics, told me that the group's radical questions about the quantum world and its limits "helped nudge the broader community, which then began to take some of these questions more seriously than they had been taken before." For example, the group's thought experiment on entanglement led to the "no-cloning theorem," which states that certain quantum states cannot be copied. This is now important for, among other things, quantum cryptography, which takes advantage of the fact that encrypted messages cannot be copied without also being corrupted.

Crucially, the Fundamental Fysiks Group put its notions to the scientific test, combining Eastern religious or parapsychic ideas with real physics know-how. The quantum wellness and health industry, by contrast, demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of what quantum physics is all about. "Quantum mechanics does have many strange and counterintuitive features," Kaiser said. But quantum states are very delicate, and much different from the ones humans live in. To perform quantum experiments, physicists typically have to put atoms in vacuums or subject them to temperatures near absolute zero. "By the time you get to something that's a few thousand atoms big, you're losing the pure quantum essence," Philip Moriarty, a physicist at the University of Nottingham, in England, told me. "When you get to something as big as a human, there's no quantum essence left."

Quantum mechanics arose because classical physics failed to completely describe the microscopic universe around us--because scientists had uncovered experimental situations that defied the physics they knew. It suggested that, underneath the world of cause, effect, and consistency, a secret alternative playbook was hiding in plain sight. Applying that hint of fantasy to the world at human scale has proved too tempting for the wellness marketplace--and many consumers--to resist. Deepak Chopra, a popular alternative-medicine figure and the author of Quantum Healing, declares on his website, "You are a mystery that needs quantum answers." Many people's emotions and bodies really do feel like puzzles that we haven't been given all the pieces to solve, so it's appealing to think that the missing bits exist somewhere in the quantum realm.

The wellness industry often reflects larger anxieties around health, food, and environmental safety, Adam Aronovich, a medical anthropologist at Universitat Rovira i Virgili, in Spain, told me. It also has a history of using scientific-sounding--but scientifically inscrutable--language to lend itself a patina of legitimacy. Quantum wellness is no exception. Quantum water filters, for example, are enticing "not only because of the quantum mysticism behind it, but because people have real anxieties about microplastics," Aronovich said. "You don't have to worry about microplastics in your water if you have enough money to buy this quantum filter that has the approval stamp of Deepak Chopra. It is going to filter away all the bad things in a mystical, magical, unknowable way."

From the April 2020 issue: Reiki can't possibly work. So why does it?

The quantum world may be all around us, but humans--and our anxieties--inhabit a classical world. Most people are concerned primarily with how to keep our bodies healthy and tend to our emotional states amid social and environmental conditions that make doing so difficult. These problems operate on the macro scale. We can't rely on single atoms to solve them for us.
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Another Reason to Hate Ticks

Their saliva is making some farmers allergic to their own cattle and sheep.

by Sarah Zhang




When Clark Giles first heard about ticks making people allergic to meat, he found the notion so unbelievable, he considered it "hogwash." Then, in 2022, it happened to him. Following a spate of tick bites, he ate a hamburger and went into sudden anaphylaxis. His lips became numb, his face swollen, and his skin a "red carpet from my knees to my shoulders," he says. Eventually, Giles--who raises sheep on a homestead in Oklahoma--had to give up eating not just beef but pork, and, yes, even lamb.

From there, his allergy started to manifest in stranger ways. During lambing season, the smell of afterbirth left him with days of brain fog, fatigue, and joint aches. To touch his sheep, he now needs nitrile gloves. To shovel their manure, he now needs a respirator. And Giles doesn't even have it the worst of people he knows: A friend with the same allergy was getting so sick, he had to give up his sheep altogether.

This unusual allergy is most often caused by the lone-star tick, whose saliva triggers an immune reaction against a molecule, alpha-gal, found in most mammals besides humans. The allergy is also known as alpha-gal syndrome, or AGS. In recent years, the lone-star tick has been creeping northward and westward from its historical range, in the southeastern United States. (Oklahoma is, in fact, right on the edge; ticks are more prevalent in its east than its west.) Alpha-gal syndrome, too, is suspected to be on the rise. Farmers who spend their days outdoors are particularly exposed to lone-star ticks, and repeated bites may cause more severe reactions. And so, Giles is among a group of farmers who have become, ironically, allergic to the animals that they raise.



There are no official numbers for how many farmers are afflicted with alpha-gal syndrome. But AGS has become prevalent enough, says Charles Green, Virginia's deputy commissioner of agriculture, that the state farm bureau's upcoming annual convention is offering an alpha-gal-safe meal option. Green himself developed the allergy after getting tick bites on his family farm. And he isn't even the only ag commissioner I've interviewed with the condition: A couple of years ago, I spoke with the commissioner in North Carolina, a top hog-producing state, who could no longer, as his job usually requires, "eat more barbecue than any human being on the face of the Earth."

For most people with AGS, just avoiding the meat from mammals is enough. But for those who are more sensitive, anything of mammalian origin is off the table: dairy, wool, gelatin, lanolin, and even more obscure products such as magnesium stearate, a fat derivative often found in pills and drug capsules. And for farmers like Giles, who are extremely sensitive, even the fumes from manure, dander, and amniotic fluid can set off reactions. "It's so much more far-reaching than just, Don't eat this. It's, Don't touch it. Don't work with it. Don't be around it," says Jenna Olcott, who is no longer able to help out on her family's small cattle farm in Missouri. Farmers with severe AGS find it difficult, and in some cases impossible, to care for their animals at all.

Sonya Bowes has lost count of the number of tick bites she's gotten on her tiny farm in rural Kentucky. They're hard to avoid, she says, when taking care of grazing animals in tall grass. She knew something was wrong when she started experiencing mysterious symptoms around her dairy cows, such as sudden drops in her blood pressure, that turned out to be signs of an allergic reaction. She can no longer milk them without getting sick. When we spoke last week, she had already sold her three cows as well as her rabbits. She's planning to sell her pigs too, at a probable financial loss, because she cannot care for them anymore. Bowes's small farm has been her livelihood and her lifelong dream. "It's just been devastating" to give up on that dream.

Antonia Florence and her husband downsized their cattle farm in Virginia after their allergic reactions became so severe, they lost a calf because they were unable to physically help in the birthing process. "We had to stand back and ask ourselves, 'Did that calf die because we could not care for it?'" she says. "It wasn't ethical." Amniotic fluid from cows is known to contain alpha-gal, and anecdotally, it seems to be a strong trigger of AGS. It is also, however, sometimes simply unavoidable; when a calf gets stuck during birth, a farmer may have to get up to their shoulders inside the mother to help. When Olcott helped her husband pull a stuck calf, she told me, everywhere the fluid splattered on her skin became swollen and red, as if she had been scorched. A case study in Spain has also documented three cattle workers who reacted to touching or even breathing in amniotic fluid.

A second factor in the Florences' decision was that their cattle were also becoming ill--with a different tick-borne illness called theileriosis. This bovine parasite does not affect humans, but managing it requires farmers to get up close with their cattle, which Florence and her husband could no longer do. Together, she told me, these two tick-borne illnesses are killing their farm. Raising cattle isn't their only source of income, but the couple had put "every evening, every weekend, and every holiday" into the endeavor. Her husband also grew up on this farm, and some of the animals they raised even traced their lineage back to his grandfather's cows. Unable to fully give up the animals, he still keeps about 10 cattle, but no more mothers or calves. Florence worries about the toll on his health, getting exposed to animals he's allergic to all the time. He needed a pacemaker recently, and she wonders if it is related to an increased risk of heart disease with AGS.

Alpha-gal syndrome is forcing affected farmers to ask existential questions--not just about their identity as a farmer but about even the long-term viability of their industry. AGS is still unusual enough that it is likely to be underdiagnosed; a survey published in 2023 found that 42 percent of health-care providers had never heard of the syndrome. But as lone-star ticks continue to spread across the country, more and more Americans may eventually find themselves unable to eat beef and pork. (Of course, those opposed to eating animals on ethical and environmental grounds might find cosmic justice in the spread of alpha-gal syndrome. A bioethicist, inspired by the lone-star tick, once proposed decreasing the world's red-meat consumption by inducing a human immune intolerance to it.)

A few farmers I spoke with have considered switching to raising poultry for other people with AGS, including chicken as well as more exotic species, such as emu and ostrich. The big, flightless birds have red meat that bears a striking resemblance to beef, and they've gained popularity in the AGS community. Olcott, in fact, is raising these birds for herself on her family's cattle farm. They've butchered and eaten an ostrich already--"I don't taste any difference between it and beef"--and still have four emus. She jokes to her husband about switching the whole farm to emus and ostriches, as more sustainable sources of red meat. He isn't sold yet. But he is much more careful about ticks these days.
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Eat Your Vegetables Like an Adult

There are so many better ways to get your greens than sneaking them into a drink.

by Yasmin Tayag




Recently, in a few cities across the country, Starbucks quietly unveiled a pair of drinks, one resembling a pistachio milkshake, the other a mossy sludge. Unlike with green beverages already on the Starbucks menu, their hue does not come from matcha, mint, or grapes. They are green because they contain actual greens--or, at least, a dried and powdered form of them sold by the supplement company AG1. Now getting a hefty dose of vegetables--including, but not limited to, broccoli, spinach, and, uh, "grasses"--is as easy as ordering an iced AG1 Coconutmilk Blend or its sibling, the Watermelon Blend.



Powdered greens are hardly a new concept: Dehydrated, pulverized vegetables, sweetened with natural sugars, have been stirred into shakes and smoothies for decades. But AG1, formerly known as Athletic Greens, is one of many powdered-greens brands that are having a moment. Inescapable on the social-media feeds of wellness influencers, powdered greens are riding the same wave as green juices and Erewhon smoothies. These health-coded, aesthetically pleasing, status-symbol products are cool, pleasant-tasting vectors for plain old vegetables.



Powdered greens claim all sorts of benefits, such as more energy, stronger immunity, and a happier gut. But above all, they promise convenience--a "hack" for eating vegetables, as Suja, another powdered-greens company, frames it. The basic premise is that eating vegetables is a slog, but a necessary one. Buying and consuming fresh vegetables--cleaning, chopping, cooking, and chewing them--is apparently so energetically taxing, so time-consuming, so horrible that it's better to sneak them into tasty drinks, some of which are flavored like candy.



Yes, swirling powder into liquid is less strenuous than massaging kale. And drinking food is a faster way to choke down something foul-tasting. There was a time when eating vegetables was challenging and disgusting, but not now. Greens have never been so cheap, tasty, or accessible. There are so many better ways to eat veggies than slurping them down like baby food.



The wellness industry is full of products marketed as shortcuts to better health, some more dubious than others. At the very least, powdered greens can be a genuinely useful way to get a solid amount of vegetables. Americans "really under-consume leafy greens," Anna Rosales, a dietitian and senior director at the Institute for Food Technologists, told me. According to the USDA, only 10 percent of people eat the recommended amount of vegetables, which is roughly 2.5 cups a day. That's a problem because greens reduce the risk of chronic ailments such as diabetes, obesity, and heart disease.

Greens that are dried through freezing instead of heat retain more nutrients and fiber, Rosales said. But green powders should be viewed as a "safety net"--they're meant to "help us get to a place where we're closer to the dietary recommendations." They're not a replacement for greens, or an excuse to eat less of them. In pretty much every way, normal greens are better than the powdered kind. The classic complaint about vegetables is that people don't have time to buy and prepare fresh produce. As a working parent, I can relate. Often, grocery shopping and cooking are simply out of the question. How about just grabbing a salad to go?



Earlier this year, I wrote about the fast-casual salad chains expanding out of coastal cities and into Middle America. They aren't all $18-a-bowl places such as Sweetgreen; an exclusively drive-through chain called Salad and Go, based in the Southwest, offers options for less than $7--about the same price as a Big Mac.



Standard fast-food chains, some of which waffled on salad in previous decades, now regularly sell it: Wendy's and Chick-fil-A's offerings have even been praised for being quite tasty. Growing interest in salad is pressuring restaurants to make them better, or at least more interesting: Caesar salads are mutating to include all sorts of weird ingredients such as tequila and fava beans, as my colleague Ellen Cushing wrote, but "even bastardized ones rock, and people want to buy them."



Even if salad isn't your thing, ready-made vegetable dishes are easier than ever to get a hold of. Gone are the days when the only options available at fast-casual restaurants were the celery sticks that came with chicken wings. Crispy brussels sprouts, spinach-artichoke dip, and sweet-potato fries (along with salad) are now standard fare at national chains such as Applebee's, Olive Garden, and Cheesecake Factory. (While not particularly healthy in these forms, they count toward your vegetable intake: Just eight brussels sprouts comprise a single serving.)



Even at-home options are better now. It takes about the same time to shake up a cup of greens as it does to heat up a frozen dish of, say, roasted-squash-and-tomato pasta or spinach saag paneer. Many meal-subscription services will ship such dishes directly to your home. Most grocery stores offer precut vegetables to save on cooking prep time (or to eat directly out of the tray). And discount stores such as Dollar General have even begun to sell fresh produce. There are simply more ways than ever to get your greens.



Of course, eating at restaurants and subscribing to meal plans are out of budget for a lot of people. Many Americans struggle to meet the fruit-and-vegetable dietary guidelines because of cost, which has only increased with inflation. Regular vegetables aren't cheap, but neither is the powdered stuff. Powdered greens range from $1 to $3.30 per drink, according to a recent roundup by Fortune; a month's supply of AG1 would set you back $99. The number of vegetable servings in each unit of green powder depends on the brand, yet even those that offer three or four servings of vegetables per scoop aren't exactly cost-effective. A 12-ounce bag of frozen broccoli at Walmart, which would supply you with four servings of vegetables, costs a little more than $1.



The real allure of powdered greens may not be time or cost, but rather that they feel like a cheat code for health. A company called Kroma Wellness markets its Supergreens Elixir Jar as the "easiest way to nourish your body"; another, Bloom, claims that "you don't have to make any revolutionary changes to feel your best this year--all it takes is one daily scoop!" Andrew Huberman, a neuroscientist who hosts a popular health podcast, is also the science adviser for AG1, and has called it the "simplest, most straightforward way" to get his daily dose of nutrients. The hard way, in contrast, would be to overhaul your diet and lifestyle so that you consistently eat enough greens--and learn to like them. Doing so is guaranteed to improve your health, but not overnight, and not without significant effort. You certainly won't experience the immediate sense of accomplishment you get after downing a glass of greens.



Even so, as it has become easier than ever to eat vegetables, habits can be hard to break. Children holding their nose while they choke down lima beans is not so different from adults guzzling sweetened greens through a straw. Sometimes, parents add pureed beets to brownies, mash squash into macaroni and cheese, and fold black beans into burgers because children won't eat them otherwise. Yet this practice is contested: Some argue that kids should just learn to enjoy their vegetables. Adults should do the same.



Powdered greens are the latest complication in America's long, messy relationship with vegetables. At best, vegetables are thought of as side dishes; at worst, they're the thing you spit into a napkin when no one's looking. Vegetarians have been mocked for more than a century. That all children hate greens is baked into pop culture. The notion that vegetables are a second-tier food is so pervasive that it's easy to overlook the fact that vegetables are actually really good now--so good that you don't need to chug them down in sugary drinks. Powdered greens may be helping some adults get more vegetables, but they perpetuate the underlying problem: They still treat greens as something you have to, rather than want to, eat.
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Death Has Two Timelines

Why promises like former President Jimmy Carter's, to stay alive to vote one last time, have such appeal

by Sunita Puri





 The first person who taught me something about death and defiance was the mother of a family friend, an older woman who had moved from Punjab to the United States to be closer to her son. I remember her as delicate and draped always in pastel salwar kameezes. After she was diagnosed with breast cancer, which moved quickly to claim her bones and her brain, her desire to return to Punjab intensified. When my parents told me about the end of her life, it was with a mixture of disbelief and conviction: She survived the days-long journey to the village where she'd been born--laboring to breathe for nearly the entire flight, grimacing through prayers when she ran out of pain medication--and died two days after she arrived.



I thought of her story this week as I read about former President Jimmy Carter's intention to live long enough to vote for Kamala Harris. Carter, who has been on hospice for well over a year, turned 100 on Tuesday and has survived far longer than many expected he would. The notion that he has rallied in order to contribute in one final way to American democracy raises a familiar question that arises in my own work with patients and families: Do we have some control, conscious or not, over when we die? Can a person stretch the days of their life to include a last meaningful act or moment?



As a palliative-care physician, I have encountered the phenomenon of people dying only after specific circumstances materialize. There was the gentleman whose family held vigil in the intensive-care unit while he continued on, improbably, even without the support of the ventilator, dying only after his estranged son had arrived. There was the woman whose fragility precluded any further chemotherapy, but who survived long enough without it to witness the birth of her first grandchild. There was the woman who was deeply protective of her daughter, and died from cirrhosis only after she'd left for the night, possibly to spare her the agony of witnessing her death. The unexpected happens frequently enough that I tell patients and families that two timelines shape the moment of death: the timeline of the body, governed by the more predictable laws of physiology, and that of the soul, which may determine the moment of death in a way that defies medical understanding and human expectations. When people wonder about the circumstance of the last heartbeat, of the final breath, I can see how they never stop searching for their loved ones' personhood or intention, a last gesture that reveals or solidifies who that person is.



Despite the prevalence of stories suggesting that people may have the ability to time their death, no scientific evidence supports this observation. Decades ago, several studies documented a dip in deaths just before Jewish holidays, with a corresponding rise immediately afterward, suggesting that perhaps people could choose to die after one final holiday celebration. A larger study later found that certain holidays (Christmas and Thanksgiving, in this case) and personally meaningful days (birthdays) had no significant effect on patterns of dying. But this phenomenon doesn't lend itself easily to statistical analysis, either: The importance of holidays, for instance, can't quite stand in for the very individual motivations that define the anecdotes shared in hospital break rooms or around a dinner table. And the human truth that many recognize in these stories raises the question of whether we believe them any less fully in the absence of proof.



Palliative care often involves helping people confront and develop a relationship to uncertainty, which governs so much of the experience of illness. And when my patients tell me about themselves and about who they are now that they are sick, willpower often makes an appearance. Many say that if they focus on the positive, or visualize the disappearance of their cancer, or fight hard enough, they will win the battle for more time. I hear in their words echoes of what Nietzsche wrote, what the psychiatrist Viktor Frankl used to make sense of his years in German concentration camps: "He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how."



And we want to believe that love or desire or commitment or heroism is still possible right up until the very end. As my patients grow sicker, and as death approaches, I talk with them and their families about what they can hope for even if a cure isn't possible. That, in fact, death can still contain something generative. A time that may have seemed beyond further meaning becomes instead an opportunity, or an extension of the dying person's commitments to their country, their family, their dreams. Soon, President Carter will be able to cast that vote: Next week, Georgia registrars will start mailing out absentee ballots; early voting begins the week after that. His promise to himself is a reminder that dying cannot fully dampen purpose, even as a person's life narrows.



The idea that willpower can be an ally against death is appealing too, because it offers the possibility of transcendence, of defying the limits that the body, or illness, may impose. But, having also seen the many ways that the body does not bend to the mind, I do find myself regarding willpower with caution: What if you as a person are a fighter, but your body simply cannot fight the cancer any longer? I wonder, with my patients, if they can strive for more time without shouldering personal responsibility for the limits of biology. Similarly, two people on ventilators may love their families equally. One may die only after the final beloved family member arrives, whereas the other may die before the person rushing across the ocean makes it home. We don't always know why. If Carter casts his vote and dies shortly thereafter, that might affirm the notion that others, too, can write the final sentence in their story. But what would it mean if Carter died before casting his vote? If he lived another year, or if he lived to see Donald Trump take office again, or watch the election be violently contested? Living with loss requires remembering that we can locate the person we have loved or admired in any given set of events that comprised their life, not just the last one.



I try to imagine my family friend's long flight from Los Angeles to Delhi, and her ride in the taxi back to Punjab. I think about how she found a way to endure what she was told she couldn't, all to feel beneath her feet the soil she knew best, to die in the one place that she felt belonged to her. What if her doctors had been right and she had died on the plane? My family might have mourned her single-mindedness, or we might have admired her defiance nonetheless. What makes these stories so compelling is that they remind us that death, however ravenous, cannot devour hope or possibility, even if what transpires is not the ending we imagined.
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The Truth About Lithium Might Never Come Out

Longevity enthusiasts are microdosing a 19th-century cure-all. Are they onto something?

by Shayla Love




Of the first three elements to appear after the Big Bang, only one is available to buy as a bath soak. The Sads Smashing Anti-Stress Bath Treatment, which comes in shiny silver packaging, lists lithium as an ingredient and promises to take users "from weighed down to mellowed out." It's one of dozens of over-the-counter lithium supplements that claim to support a healthy mood. The metal is also an ingredient in Novos Core, a supplement marketed to "target the 12 root causes of aging," plus in Life Extension, XtendLife, LifeLink, Youngevity, and AgeImmune. The anti-aging entrepreneur Bryan Johnson's "Essential" multivitamin includes lithium too. "I am on a 1mg daily dose," Johnson told me in an email.

Lithium, in other words, has become firmly entrenched in the wellness industry's extensive library of supplements. But in crucial ways, it is unlike the other trendy products that dance across your Instagram stories. At higher doses, lithium is a powerful treatment for severe mood disorders--and preliminary evidence suggests that lower doses might improve well-being for people without mood disorders too. The problem is, American companies have little business interest in finding out how effective it really is.

If you put pure lithium into water, it will explode into crimson flames, but mixed with acids, lithium forms stable salts. Lithium compounds also dissolve uric acid, which doctors in the mid-1800s believed to be the cause of many illnesses. Physicians began using lithium to treat "a wide range of ailments, including headaches, diabetes, asthma, indigestion, obesity, skin disorders, rheumatism," Walter Brown wrote in his book Lithium: A Doctor, a Drug, and a Breakthrough. By the end of the century, lithia water (water with a trace amount of lithium) was marketed as a patent medicine. (In that era, patent medicines--trademarked, proprietary cure-alls, many of which contained alcohol or opium--were a popular alternative to going to the doctor.) 7 Up was originally named Bib-Label Lithiated Lemon-Lime Soda, contained lithium citrate, and was marketed as a health tonic and hangover cure. Sears sold Schieffelin's Effervescent Lithia Tablets, which were marketed for a variety of health concerns, including gout.




In 1949, lithium chloride, a table-salt alternative marketed to people with heart conditions, caused an outbreak of lithium poisoning in which at least two people died. The FDA, which had already started cracking down on patent medicines, quickly banned lithium in food products; later, researchers found that high doses of lithium can cause kidney failure, thyroid damage, tremors, and nausea. In 1970, the agency approved lithium carbonate for bipolar disorder; today, it's also used off-label mostly for major depressive disorder. Then, in 1994, the FDA created the category of "dietary supplements," which it does not evaluate, ushering lithium--mostly in the form of lithium orotate--back into a patent-medicine-like gray zone.

For decades, scientists have debated whether the lithia-water craze had any truth to it--if low doses of lithium might benefit a larger population than people with mental-health conditions, maybe even everyone. Some researchers think it's worth investigating whether lithium is an essential micronutrient, like calcium or magnesium, with a recommended daily minimum of some yet-to-be-determined amount. Lithium carbonate is typically given at 600 to 900 milligrams a day for mood disorders. We get minuscule amounts of lithium from foods such as grains, potatoes, tomatoes, and cabbage. Depending on where you live and what mineral deposits are nearby, your tap water may also contain lithium. A 2024 review paper led by Allan Young, a psychiatrist at King's College London, determined that most lithium orotate supplements on the market today contain a "micro" dose of 5 to 20 milligrams, and many have a "trace" dose of just 1 milligram. (The Sads Smashing Anti-Stress Bath Treatment contains 127 milligrams of lithium orotate, but it's meant to be absorbed through the skin, not ingested.)

From the May 1928 issue: The secret of longevity

The effects of such low doses remain a mystery. Although a 2020 meta-analysis of studies from nine countries (including the United States) found that higher amounts of naturally occurring lithium in tap water are indeed associated with lower suicide rates, studies from places such as Switzerland and the East of England have found no association. In a 2021 study of rural Argentina, places with more lithium in their tap water had more suicides. Martin Ploderl, a co-author of the recent Switzerland study, told me that his team has found a publication bias in studies of lithium in tap water: Those with positive findings are more likely to end up in journals. Research into lithium's effects on dementia, Alzheimer's, and longevity has also been promising but inconclusive. A 2011 study of tap-water data from Japan found that the more lithium in the water, the longer people lived. Lithium consumption has been linked to longer life spans in flies, roundworms, and yeast, perhaps because it regulates molecules involved in metabolism and resistance to stress, Michael Ristow, a medical researcher at Charite University Medicine Berlin and co-author of the Japan study, said. A 2019 study found that bipolar-disorder patients who take lithium have longer telomeres--a proxy for lower biological age--than patients with other psychiatric disorders. And a more recent study from Japan found that people who took lithium for mood disorders had lower rates of dementia than similar patients who did not take lithium.

These data are compelling enough for Ristow, who told me he takes a low dose of lithium every day. Nassir Ghaemi, a psychiatrist at Tufts University School of Medicine, did not comment on his personal use, but told me, "I think it's beneficial in people who are middle-aged and older, who have any risk factors for dementia." To really be sure, randomized trials in humans are needed. Because lithium is an ancient element, however, it can't be patented--only novel inventions are available for intellectual-property protection. In order to obtain a patent, a company would have to come up with some different delivery method or other improvement. Pharmaceutical companies, which are regulated by the FDA, therefore have little reason to fund an expensive clinical trial, especially when cheap versions are already sold over the counter. But supplement companies have incentive to sell lithium OTC without conducting rigorous research on its effects. Zero clinical trials for lithium orotate are currently registered in the U.S., despite its widening market availability.

Scientists don't yet know whether lithium-orotate supplementation would yield different results than lithium in tap water. Only two studies on such supplementation have ever been conducted in humans--one from 1973 and one from 1986--and they have small sample sizes and no placebo groups. "Given lithium does work at least for preventing bipolar disorder, it's a scandal that we don't know how it works," Young told me. If low-dose lithium remains akin to a patent medicine, Americans could miss out on understanding how and how well it works, and if taking it comes with any risks. In at least one case report from 2007, a woman took 18 tablets of a lithium supplement called Find Serenity Now at once and went to the hospital after vomiting. She was discharged with no other serious issues, but the risks of long-term use simply haven't been assessed.

Read: I went to a rave with the 46-year-old millionaire who claims to have the body of a teenager

In the late 19th century, people such as Mark Twain and President Theodore Roosevelt traveled to Lithia Springs, Georgia, to drink lithium-rich water. The springs' appeal endures: You can order water from its website, which states, "Locals have always believed Lithia Spring Water flows from the fountain of youth." Lithium predates human life, is extracted from stone, and can have a profound impact on a person's emotional life. No wonder it tempts our never-ending desire for some primordial cure-all, whether it be found in a groundwater spring or in our very own bathtubs.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/lithium-longevity-suicide-microdosing/680154/?utm_source=feed
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How the Ivy League Broke America

The meritocracy isn't working. We need something new.

by David Brooks




Every coherent society has a social ideal--an image of what the superior person looks like. In America, from the late 19th century until sometime in the 1950s, the superior person was the Well-Bred Man. Such a man was born into one of the old WASP families that dominated the elite social circles on Fifth Avenue, in New York City; the Main Line, outside Philadelphia; Beacon Hill, in Boston. He was molded at a prep school like Groton or Choate, and came of age at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. In those days, you didn't have to be brilliant or hardworking to get into Harvard, but it really helped if you were "clubbable"--good-looking, athletic, graceful, casually elegant, Episcopalian, and white. It really helped, too, if your dad had gone there.

Once on campus, studying was frowned upon. Those who cared about academics--the "grinds"--were social outcasts. But students competed ferociously to get into the elite social clubs: Ivy at Princeton, Skull and Bones at Yale, the Porcellian at Harvard. These clubs provided the well-placed few with the connections that would help them ascend to white-shoe law firms, to prestigious banks, to the State Department, perhaps even to the White House. (From 1901 to 1921, every American president went to Harvard, Yale, or Princeton.) People living according to this social ideal valued not academic accomplishment but refined manners, prudent judgment, and the habit of command. This was the age of social privilege.

And then a small group of college administrators decided to blow it all up. The most important of them was James Conant, the president of Harvard from 1933 to 1953. Conant looked around and concluded that American democracy was being undermined by a "hereditary aristocracy of wealth." American capitalism, he argued, was turning into "industrial feudalism," in which a few ultrarich families had too much corporate power. Conant did not believe the United States could rise to the challenges of the 20th century if it was led by the heirs of a few incestuously interconnected Mayflower families.

So Conant and others set out to get rid of admissions criteria based on bloodlines and breeding and replace them with criteria centered on brainpower. His system was predicated on the idea that the highest human trait is intelligence, and that intelligence is revealed through academic achievement.

By shifting admissions criteria in this way, he hoped to realize Thomas Jefferson's dream of a natural aristocracy of talent, culling the smartest people from all ranks of society. Conant wanted to create a nation with more social mobility and less class conflict. He presided during a time, roughly the middle third of the 20th century, when people had lavish faith in social-engineering projects and central planning--in using scientific means to, say, run the Soviet economy, or build new cities like Brasilia, or construct a system of efficiency-maximizing roadways that would have cut through Greenwich Village.

When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative.

In trying to construct a society that maximized talent, Conant and his peers were governed by the common assumptions of the era: Intelligence, that highest human trait, can be measured by standardized tests and the ability to do well in school from ages 15 to 18. Universities should serve as society's primary sorting system, segregating the smart from the not smart. Intelligence is randomly distributed across the population, so sorting by intelligence will yield a broad-based leadership class. Intelligence is innate, so rich families won't be able to buy their kids higher grades. As Conant put it, "At least half of higher education, I believe, is a matter of selecting, sorting, and classifying students." By reimagining college-admissions criteria, Conant hoped to spark a social and cultural revolution. The age of the Well-Bred Man was vanishing. The age of the Cognitive Elite was here.

At first, Conant's record did not match his rhetoric. He couldn't afford to offend the rich families who supplied Harvard with its endowment. In 1951, 18 years into his presidency, the university was still accepting 94 percent of its legacy applicants. When Jews with high grades and test scores began to flood in, Harvard limited the number of applicants it would consider from New Jersey and parts of New York--places that had a lot of Jews.

But eventually Conant's vision triumphed and helped comprehensively refashion American life. If you control the choke points of social mobility, then you control the nation's culture. And if you change the criteria for admission at places such as Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, then you change the nation's social ideal.

When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative, as though someone had turned on a powerful magnet and filaments across wide swaths of the culture suddenly snapped to attention in the same direction.

Status markers changed. In 1967, the sociologist Daniel Bell noted that the leadership in the emerging social order was coming from "the intellectual institutions." "Social prestige and social status," he foresaw, "will be rooted in the intellectual and scientific communities."

Family life changed as parents tried to produce the sort of children who could get into selective colleges. Over time, America developed two entirely different approaches to parenting. Working-class parents still practice what the sociologist Annette Lareau, in her book Unequal Childhoods, called "natural growth" parenting. They let kids be kids, allowing them to wander and explore. College-educated parents, in contrast, practice "concerted cultivation," ferrying their kids from one supervised skill-building, resume-enhancing activity to another. It turns out that if you put parents in a highly competitive status race, they will go completely bonkers trying to hone their kids into little avatars of success.

Elementary and high schools changed too. The time dedicated to recess, art, and shop class was reduced, in part so students could spend more of their day enduring volleys of standardized tests and Advanced Placement classes. Today, even middle-school students have been so thoroughly assessed that they know whether the adults have deemed them smart or not. The good test-takers get funneled into the meritocratic pressure cooker; the bad test-takers learn, by about age 9 or 10, that society does not value them the same way. (Too often, this eventually leads them to simply check out from school and society.) By 11th grade, the high-IQ students and their parents have spent so many years immersed in the college-admissions game that they, like 18th-century aristocrats evaluating which family has the most noble line, are able to make all sorts of fine distinctions about which universities have the most prestige: Princeton is better than Cornell; Williams is better than Colby. Universities came to realize that the more people they reject, the more their cachet soars. Some of these rejection academies run marketing campaigns to lure more and more applicants--and then brag about turning away 96 percent of them.

America's opportunity structure changed as well. It's gotten harder to secure a good job if you lack a college degree, especially an elite college degree. When I started in journalism, in the 1980s, older working-class reporters still roamed the newsroom. Today, journalism is a profession reserved almost exclusively for college grads, especially elite ones. A 2018 study found that more than 50 percent of the staff writers at The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal had attended one of the 34 most elite universities or colleges in the nation. A broader study, published in Nature this year, looked at high achievers across a range of professions--lawyers, artists, scientists, business and political leaders--and found the same phenomenon: 54 percent had attended the same 34 elite institutions. The entire upper-middle-class job market now looks, as the writer Michael Lind has put it, like a candelabrum: "Those who manage to squeeze through the stem of a few prestigious colleges and universities," Lind writes, "can then branch out to fill leadership positions in almost every vocation."

When Lauren Rivera, a sociologist at Northwestern, studied how elite firms in finance, consulting, and law select employees, she found that recruiters are obsessed with college prestige, typically identifying three to five "core" universities where they will do most of their recruiting--perhaps Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, and MIT. Then they identify five to 15 additional schools--the likes of Amherst, Pomona, and Berkeley--from which they will more passively accept applications. The resumes of students from other schools will almost certainly never even get read.

"Number one people go to number one schools" is how one lawyer explained her firm's recruiting principle to Rivera. That's it, in a sentence: Conant's dream of universities as the engines of social and economic segregation has been realized.


Conant's reforms should have led to an American golden age. The old WASP aristocracy had been dethroned. A more just society was being built. Some of the fruits of this revolution are pretty great. Over the past 50 years, the American leadership class has grown smarter and more diverse. Classic achiever types such as Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, Jamie Dimon, Ketanji Brown Jackson, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Pete Buttigieg, Julian Castro, Sundar Pichai, Jeff Bezos, and Indra Nooyi have been funneled through prestigious schools and now occupy key posts in American life. The share of well-educated Americans has risen, and the amount of bigotry--against women, Black people, the LGBTQ community--has declined. Researchers at the University of Chicago and Stanford measured America's economic growth per person from 1960 to 2010 and concluded that up to two-fifths of America's increased prosperity during that time can be explained by better identification and allocation of talent.

From the May 1946 issue: America remakes the university

And yet it's not obvious that we have produced either a better leadership class or a healthier relationship between our society and its elites. Generations of young geniuses were given the most lavish education in the history of the world, and then decided to take their talents to finance and consulting. For instance, Princeton's unofficial motto is "In the nation's service and the service of humanity"--and yet every year, about a fifth of its graduating class decides to serve humanity by going into banking or consulting or some other well-remunerated finance job.

Would we necessarily say that government, civic life, the media, or high finance work better now than in the mid-20th century? We can scorn the smug WASP blue bloods from Groton and Choate--and certainly their era's retrograde views of race and gender--but their leadership helped produce the Progressive movement, the New Deal, victory in World War II, the Marshall Plan, NATO, and the postwar Pax Americana. After the meritocrats took over in the 1960s, we got quagmires in Vietnam and Afghanistan, needless carnage in Iraq, the 2008 financial crisis, the toxic rise of social media, and our current age of political dysfunction.

Today, 59 percent of Americans believe that our country is in decline, 69 percent believe that the "political and economic elite don't care about hard-working people," 63 percent think experts don't understand their lives, and 66 percent believe that America "needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful." In short, under the leadership of our current meritocratic class, trust in institutions has plummeted to the point where, three times since 2016, a large mass of voters has shoved a big middle finger in the elites' faces by voting for Donald Trump.


I've spent much of my adult life attending or teaching at elite universities. They are impressive institutions filled with impressive people. But they remain stuck in the apparatus that Conant and his peers put in place before 1950. In fact, all of us are trapped in this vast sorting system. Parents can't unilaterally disarm, lest their children get surpassed by the children of the tiger mom down the street. Teachers can't teach what they love, because the system is built around teaching to standardized tests. Students can't focus on the academic subjects they're passionate about, because the gods of the grade point average demand that they get straight A's. Even being a well-rounded kid with multiple interests can be self-defeating, because admissions officers are seeking the proverbial "spiky" kids--the ones who stand out for having cultivated some highly distinct skill or identity. All of this militates against a childhood full of curiosity and exploration.

Most admissions officers at elite universities genuinely want to see each candidate as a whole person. They genuinely want to build a campus with a diverse community and a strong learning environment. But they, like the rest of us, are enmeshed in the mechanism that segregates not by what we personally admire, but by what the system, typified by the U.S. News & World Report college rankings, demands. (In one survey, 87 percent of admissions officers and high-school college counselors said the U.S. News rankings force schools to take measures that are "counterproductive" to their educational mission.)

In other words, we're all trapped in a system that was built on a series of ideological assumptions that were accepted 70 or 80 years ago but that now look shaky or just plain wrong. The six deadly sins of the meritocracy have become pretty obvious.

1. The system overrates intelligence. Conant's sorting mechanism was based primarily on intelligence, a quality that can ostensibly be measured by IQ tests or other standardized metrics. Under the social regime that Conant pioneered, as the historian Nathaniel Comfort has put it, "IQ became a measure not of what you do, but of who you are--a score for one's inherent worth as a person." Today's elite school admissions officers might want to look at the whole person--but they won't read your beautiful essay if you don't pass the first threshold of great intelligence, as measured by high grades and sparkling SAT or ACT scores.
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Intelligence is important. Social scientists looking at large populations of people consistently find that high IQ correlates with greater academic achievement in school and higher incomes in adulthood. The Study of Mathematically Precocious Youth, based at Vanderbilt, found that high SAT scores at 12 or 13 correlate with the number of doctorates earned and patents issued. Many elite colleges that had dropped standardized testing as an application requirement are now mandating it again, precisely because the scores do provide admissions officers with a reliable measure of the intellectual abilities that correlate with academic performance and with achievement later in life.

But intelligence is less important than Conant and his peers believed. Two people with identical IQ scores can vary widely in their life outcomes. If you rely on intelligence as the central proxy for ability, you will miss 70 percent of what you want to know about a person. You will also leach some of the humanity from the society in which you live.

Starting in the 1920s, the psychologist Lewis Terman and his colleagues at Stanford tracked roughly 1,500 high-IQ kids through life. The Termites, as the research subjects were known, did well in school settings. The group earned 97 Ph.D.s, 55 M.D.s, and 92 law degrees. But as the decades went on, no transcendent geniuses emerged from the group. These brilliant young people grew up to have perfectly respectable jobs as doctors, lawyers, and professors, but there weren't any transformational figures, no world changers or Nobel Prize winners. The whiz kids didn't grow up to become whiz adults. As the science journalist Joel Shurkin, who has written a book on the Terman study, concluded, "Whatever it was the IQ test was measuring, it was not creativity."

Similarly, in a 2019 paper, the Vanderbilt researchers looked at 677 people whose SAT scores at age 13 were in the top 1 percent. The researchers estimated that 12 percent of these adolescents had gone on to achieve "eminence" in their careers by age 50. That's a significant percentage. But that means 88 percent did not achieve eminence. (The researchers defined eminence as reaching the pinnacle of a field--becoming a full professor at a major research university, a CEO of a Fortune 500 company, a leader in biomedicine, a prestigious judge, an award-winning writer, and the like.)

The bottom line is that if you give somebody a standardized test when they are 13 or 18, you will learn something important about them, but not necessarily whether they will flourish in life, nor necessarily whether they will contribute usefully to society's greater good. Intelligence is not the same as effectiveness. The cognitive psychologist Keith E. Stanovich coined the term dysrationalia in part to describe the phenomenon of smart people making dumb or irrational decisions. Being smart doesn't mean that you're willing to try on alternative viewpoints, or that you're comfortable with uncertainty, or that you can recognize your own mistakes. It doesn't mean you have insight into your own biases. In fact, one thing that high-IQ people might genuinely be better at than other people is convincing themselves that their own false views are true.

2. Success in school is not the same thing as success in life. University administrators in the Conant mold assumed that people who could earn high grades would continue to excel later in their career.

But school is not like the rest of life. Success in school is about jumping through the hoops that adults put in front of you; success in life can involve charting your own course. In school, a lot of success is individual: How do I stand out? In life, most success is team-based: How can we work together? Grades reveal who is persistent, self-disciplined, and compliant--but they don't reveal much about emotional intelligence, relationship skills, passion, leadership ability, creativity, or courage.

In short, the meritocratic system is built on a series of non sequiturs. We train and segregate people by ability in one setting, and then launch them into very different settings. "The evidence is clear," the University of Pennsylvania organizational psychologist Adam Grant has written. "Academic excellence is not a strong predictor of career excellence. Across industries, research shows that the correlation between grades and job performance is modest in the first year after college and trivial within a handful of years."

For that reason, Google and other companies no longer look at the grade point average of job applicants. Students who got into higher-ranking colleges, which demand high secondary-school GPAs, are not substantially more effective after they graduate. In one study of 28,000 young students, those attending higher-ranking universities did only slightly better on consulting projects than those attending lower-ranked universities. Grant notes that this would mean, for instance, that a Yale student would have been only about 1.9 percent more proficient than a student from Cleveland State when measured by the quality of their work. The Yale student would also have been more likely to be a jerk: The researchers found that students from higher-ranking colleges and universities, while nominally more effective than other students, were more likely to pay "insufficient attention to interpersonal relationships," and in some instances to be "less friendly," "more prone to conflict," and "less likely to identify with their team."

Also, we have now, for better or worse, entered the Age of Artificial Intelligence. AI is already good at regurgitating information from a lecture. AI is already good at standardized tests. AI can already write papers that would get A's at Harvard. If you're hiring the students who are good at those things, you're hiring people whose talents might soon be obsolete.

3. The game is rigged. The meritocracy was supposed to sort people by innate ability. But what it really does is sort people according to how rich their parents are. As the meritocracy has matured, affluent parents have invested massively in their children so they can win in the college-admissions arms race. The gap between what rich parents and even middle-class parents spend--let's call it the wealth surplus--is huge. According to the Yale Law professor Daniel Markovits, the author of The Meritocracy Trap, if the typical family in the top 1 percent of earners were to take that surplus--all the excess money they spend, beyond what a middle-class family spends, on their child's education in the form of private-school tuition, extracurricular activities, SAT-prep courses, private tutors, and so forth--and simply invest it in the markets, it would be worth $10 million or more as a conventional inheritance. But such is the perceived status value of a fancy college pedigree that rich families believe they'll be better able to transmit elite standing to their kids by spending that money on education.

The system is rigged: Students from families in the top 1 percent of earners were 77 times more likely to attend an Ivy League-level school than students from families making $30,000 a year or less. Many elite schools draw more students from the top 1 percent than the bottom 60.

The children of the affluent have advantages every step of the way. A 3-year-old who grows up with parents making more than $100,000 a year is about twice as likely to attend preschool as a 3-year-old with parents who make less than $60,000. By eighth grade, children from affluent families are performing four grade levels higher than children from poor families, a gap that has widened by 40 to 50 percent in recent decades. According to College Board data from this year, by the time students apply to college, children from families making more than $118,000 a year score 171 points higher on their SATs than students from families making $72,000 to $90,000 a year, and 265 points higher than children from families making less than $56,000. As Markovits has noted, the academic gap between the rich and the poor is larger than the academic gap between white and Black students in the final days of Jim Crow.

From the September 2019 issue: Daniel Markovits on how life became an endless, terrible competition

Conant tried to build a world in which colleges weren't just for the children of the affluent. But today's elite schools are mostly for the children of the affluent. In 1985, according to the writer William Deresiewicz, 46 percent of the students at the most selective 250 colleges came from the top quarter of the income distribution. By 2000, it was 55 percent. By 2006 (based on a slightly smaller sample), it was 67 percent. Research findings by the Harvard economist Raj Chetty and others put this even more starkly: In a 2017 paper, they reported that students from families in the top 1 percent of earners were 77 times more likely to attend an Ivy League-level school than students who came from families making $30,000 a year or less. Many elite schools draw more students from the top 1 percent of earners than from the bottom 60 percent.

In some ways, we've just reestablished the old hierarchy rooted in wealth and social status--only the new elites possess greater hubris, because they believe that their status has been won by hard work and talent rather than by birth. The sense that they "deserve" their success for having earned it can make them feel more entitled to the fruits of it, and less called to the spirit of noblesse oblige.

Those early administrators dreamed that talent, as they defined it, would be randomly scattered across the population. But talent is rarely purely innate. Talent and even effort cannot, as the UCLA Law School professor Joseph Fishkin has observed, "be isolated from circumstances of birth."

4. The meritocracy has created an American caste system. After decades of cognitive segregation, a chasm divides the well educated from the less well educated.

The average high-school graduate will earn about $1 million less over their lifetime than the average four-year-college graduate. The average person without a four-year college degree lives about eight years less than the average four-year-college grad. Thirty-five percent of high-school graduates are obese, compared with 27 percent of four-year-college grads. High-school grads are much less likely to get married, and women with high-school degrees are about twice as likely to divorce within 10 years of marrying as women with college degrees. Nearly 60 percent of births to women with a high-school degree or less happen out of wedlock; that's roughly five times higher than the rate for women with at least a bachelor's degree. The opioid death rate for those with a high-school degree is about 10 times higher than for those with at least a bachelor's degree.

The most significant gap may be social. According to an American Enterprise Institute study, nearly a quarter of people with a high-school degree or less say they have no close friends, whereas only 10 percent of those with college degrees or more say that. Those whose education doesn't extend past high school spend less time in public spaces, less time in hobby groups and sports leagues. They're less likely to host friends and family in their home.

The advantages of elite higher education compound over the generations. Affluent, well-educated parents marry each other and confer their advantages on their kids, who then go to fancy colleges and marry people like themselves. As in all caste societies, the segregation benefits the segregators. And as in all caste societies, the inequalities involve inequalities not just of wealth but of status and respect.

Read: The growing college-degree wealth gap

The whole meritocracy is a system of segregation. Segregate your family into a fancy school district. If you're a valedictorian in Ohio, don't go to Ohio State; go to one of the coastal elite schools where all the smart rich kids are.

It should be noted that this segregation by education tends to overlap with and contribute to segregation by race, a problem that is only deepening after affirmative action's demise. Black people constitute about 14 percent of the U.S. population but only 9 percent of Princeton's current freshman class, according to the school's self-reported numbers, and only 3 percent of Amherst's and 4.7 percent of Tufts's, according to federal reporting guidelines. (Princeton has declined to reveal what that number would be based on those federal guidelines.) In the year after the Supreme Court ended affirmative action, MIT says that the number of Black people in its freshman class dropped from 15 percent to 5 percent.

For the past 50 years or so, the cognitive elite has been withdrawing from engagement with the rest of American society. Since about 1974, as the Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol has noted, college-educated Americans have been leaving organizations, such as the Elks Lodge and the Kiwanis Club, where they might rub shoulders with non-educated-class people, and instead have been joining groups, such as the Sierra Club and the ACLU, that are dominated by highly educated folks like themselves.
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"We now have a single route into a single dominant cognitive class," the journalist David Goodhart has written. And because members of the educated class dominate media and culture, they possess the power of consecration, the power to determine what gets admired and what gets ignored or disdained. Goodhart notes further that over the past two decades, it's been as though "an enormous social vacuum cleaner has sucked up status from manual occupations, even skilled ones," and reallocated that status to white-collar jobs, even low-level ones, in "prosperous metropolitan centers and university towns." This has had terrible social and political consequences.

5. The meritocracy has damaged the psyches of the American elite. The meritocracy is a gigantic system of extrinsic rewards. Its gatekeepers--educators, corporate recruiters, and workplace supervisors--impose a series of assessments and hurdles upon the young. Students are trained to be good hurdle-clearers. We shower them with approval or disapproval depending on how they measure up on any given day. Childhood and adolescence are thus lived within an elaborate system of conditional love. Students learn to ride an emotional roller coaster--congratulating themselves for clearing a hurdle one day and demoralized by their failure the next. This leads to an existential fragility: If you don't keep succeeding by somebody else's metrics, your self-worth crumbles.

Some young people get overwhelmed by the pressure and simply drop out. Others learn to become shrewd players of the game, interested only in doing what's necessary to get good grades. People raised in this sorting system tend to become risk-averse, consumed by the fear that a single failure will send them tumbling out of the race.

At the core of the game is the assumption that the essence of life fulfillment is career success. The system has become so instrumentalized--How can this help me succeed?--that deeper questions about meaning or purpose are off the table, questions like: How do I become a generous human being? How do I lead a life of meaning? How do I build good character? 

6. The meritocracy has provoked a populist backlash that is tearing society apart. Teachers behave differently toward students they regard as smart. Years of research has shown that they smile and nod more at those kids, offer them more feedback, allow them more time to ask questions. Students who have been treated as smart since elementary school may go off to private colleges that spend up to $350,000 per student per year. Meanwhile many of the less gifted students, who quickly perceive that teachers don't value them the same way, will end up at community colleges that may spend only $17,000 per pupil per year. By adulthood, the highly educated and the less educated work in different professions, live in different neighborhoods, and have different cultural and social values.

From the April 2021 issue: Private schools have become truly obscene

Many people who have lost the meritocratic race have developed contempt for the entire system, and for the people it elevates. This has reshaped national politics. Today, the most significant political divide is along educational lines: Less educated people vote Republican, and more educated people vote Democratic. In 1960, John F. Kennedy lost the white college-educated vote by two to one and rode to the White House on the backs of the working class. In 2020, Joe Biden lost the white working-class vote by two to one and rode to the White House on the backs of the college-educated.

Wherever the Information Age economy showers money and power onto educated urban elites, populist leaders have arisen to rally the less educated: not just Donald Trump in America but Marine Le Pen in France, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. These leaders understand that working-class people resent the know-it-all professional class, with their fancy degrees, more than they do billionaire real-estate magnates or rich entrepreneurs. Populist leaders worldwide traffic in crude exaggerations, gross generalizations, and bald-faced lies, all aimed at telling the educated class, in effect: Screw you and the epistemic regime you rode in on.

When income level is the most important division in a society, politics is a struggle over how to redistribute money. When a society is more divided by education, politics becomes a war over values and culture. In country after country, people differ by education level on immigration, gender issues, the role of religion in the public square, national sovereignty, diversity, and whether you can trust experts to recommend a vaccine.

Read: Why Americans are so polarized: education and evolution

As working-class voters have shifted to the right, progressivism has become an entry badge to the elite. To cite just one example, a study of opinion pieces in The Harvard Crimson found that they became three and a half times more progressive from 2001 to 2023. By 2023, 65 percent of seniors at Harvard, the richest school in the world, identified as progressive or very progressive.

James Conant and his colleagues dreamed of building a world with a lot of class-mixing and relative social comity; we ended up with a world of rigid caste lines and pervasive cultural and political war. Conant dreamed of a nation ruled by brilliant leaders. We ended up with President Trump.


From time to time, someone, usually on the progressive left, will suggest that we dismantle the meritocracy altogether. Any sorting system, they argue, is inherently elitist and unjust. We should get rid of selective admissions. We should get rid of the system that divides elite from non-elite. All students should be treated equally and all schools should have equal resources.

I appreciate that impulse. But the fact is that every human society throughout history has been hierarchical. (If anything, that's been especially true for those societies, such as Soviet Russia and Maoist China, that professed to be free of class hierarchy.) What determines a society's health is not the existence of an elite, but the effectiveness of the elite, and whether the relationship between the elites and everybody else is mutually respectful.

And although the current system may overvalue IQ, we do still need to find and train the people best equipped to be nuclear physicists and medical researchers. If the American meritocracy fails to identify the greatest young geniuses and educate them at places such as Caltech and MIT, China--whose meritocracy has for thousands of years been using standardized tests to cull the brightest of the bright--could outpace us in chip manufacturing, artificial intelligence, and military technology, among other fields. And for all the American education system's flaws, our elite universities are doing pioneering research, generating tremendous advances in fields such as biotech, launching bright students into the world, and driving much of the American economy. Our top universities remain the envy of the world.

The challenge is not to end the meritocracy; it's to humanize and improve it. A number of recent developments make this even more urgent--while perhaps also making the present moment politically ripe for broad reform.

First, the Supreme Court's ending of affirmative action constrained colleges' ability to bring in students from less advantaged backgrounds. Under affirmative action, admissions officers had the freedom to shift some weight from a narrow evaluation of test scores to a broader assessment of other qualities--for instance, the sheer drive a kid had to possess in order to accomplish what they did against great odds. If colleges still want to compose racially diverse classes, and bring in kids from certain underrepresented backgrounds, they will have to find new ways to do that.

Second, as noted, much of what the existing cognitive elite do can already be done as well as or better by AI--so shouldn't colleges be thinking about how to find and train the kind of creative people we need not just to shape and constrain AI, but to do what AI (at least as of now) cannot?

Third, the recent uproar over Gaza protests and anti-Semitism on campus has led to the defenestration of multiple Ivy League presidents, and caused a public-relations crisis, perhaps even lasting brand damage, at many elite universities. Some big donors are withholding funds. Republicans in Congress are seizing the opportunity to escalate their war on higher education. Now would be a good time for college faculty and administrators to revisit first principles in service of building a convincing case for the value that their institutions provide to America.

Fourth, the ongoing birth dearth is causing many schools to struggle with enrollment shortfalls. This demographic decline will require some colleges not just to rebrand themselves, but to reinvent themselves in creative ways if they are to remain financially afloat. In a reformed meritocracy, perhaps colleges now struggling with declining enrollments might develop their own distinctive niches in the ecosystem, their own distinctive ways of defining and nurturing talent. This in turn could help give rise to an educational ecosystem in which colleges are not all arrayed within a single status hierarchy, with Harvard, Yale, and Princeton on top and everyone else below. If we could get to the point where being snobby about going to Stanford seems as ridiculous as being snobby about your great-grandmother's membership in the Daughters of the American Revolution, this would transform not just college admissions but American childhood.

The crucial first step is to change how we define merit. The history of the meritocracy is the history of different definitions of ability. But how do we come up with a definition of ability that is better and more capacious than the one Conant left us? We can start by noting the flaws at the core of his definition. He and his peers were working at a time when people were optimistic that the rational application of knowledge in areas such as statistics, economics, psychology, management theory, and engineering could solve social problems. They admired technicians who valued quantification, objectification, optimization, efficiency.

They had great faith in raw brainpower and naturally adopted a rationalist view of humans: Reason is separate from emotions. Economists and political scientists of the era gravitated toward models that were based on the idea that you could view people as perfectly rational actors maximizing their utility, and accurately predict their behavior based on that.

Social engineers with this mindset can seem impressively empirical. But over the course of the 20th century, the rationalist planning schemes--the public-housing projects in America's cities, the central economic planning in the Soviet Union--consistently failed. And they failed for the same reason: The rationalists assumed that whatever can't be counted and measured doesn't matter. But it does. Rationalist schemes fail because life is too complex for their quantification methods.

In Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, James C. Scott, the late political scientist and anthropologist, describes a 19th-century German effort to improve the nation's lumber industry. To make forests amenable to scientific quantification, planners had to redefine what forest meant. Trees became timber, and everything not a tree was designated as underbrush--useless stuff that got in the way when workers tried to efficiently harvest the timber.

The German rationalists reorganized the forests, planting new trees in neat rows and clearing away all the underbrush. At first, everything seemed to go well. But as the Germans discovered too late, the trees needed the underbrush to thrive. Without the organic messiness that the rationalists had deemed superfluous, the trees' nutrient cycle got out of whack. They began ailing. A new word entered the German language--Waldsterben, or "forest death."

By focusing on only those parts of the forest that seemed instrumental to their uses, the planners failed to see the forest accurately. In trying to standardize and control the growth process, the planners murdered the trees.

The modern meritocracy misunderstands human beings the same way the German rationalists misunderstood trees. To make people legible to the sorting system, researchers draw a distinction between what they call "cognitive" and "noncognitive" skills. Cognitive skills are the "hard" ones that can be easily measured, such as IQ and scores on an algebra test. Noncognitive skills are fuzzier, harder-to-quantify things, such as emotional flexibility, grit, social agility, and moral qualities.

But of course all mental actions are cognitive. What this categorization method reveals is how little the rationalists care about the abilities that lie beyond IQ. The modern meritocracy treats the noncognitive realm the way the German planners treated the underbrush; it discounts it. But the putatively "noncognitive" skills can be more important than cognitive ones. Having a fast mental processor upstairs is great, but other traits may do more to determine how much you are going to contribute to society: Do you try hard? Can you build relationships? Are you curious? Are you trustworthy? How do you perform under pressure?

The meritocracy as currently constituted seems to want you to be self-centered and manipulative. We put students in competitive classrooms, where the guiding questions are "How am I measuring up?" and "Where am I on the curve?"

The importance of noncognitive traits shows up everywhere. Chetty, the Harvard economist, wanted to understand the effect that good teachers have on their pupils. He and his colleagues discovered that what may most differentiate good teachers is not necessarily their ability to produce higher math and reading scores. Rather, what the good teachers seem to impart most effectively are "soft skills"--how to get along with others, how to stay on task. In fact, the researchers found that these soft skills, when measured in the fourth grade, are 2.4 times more important than math and reading scores in predicting a student's future income.

The organizational-leadership expert Mark Murphy discovered something similar when he studied why people get fired. In Hiring for Attitude, he reports that only 11 percent of the people who failed at their jobs--that is, were fired or got a bad performance review--did so because of insufficient technical competence. For the other 89 percent, the failures were due to social or moral traits that affected their job performance--sour temperament, uncoachability, low motivation, selfishness. They failed because they lacked the right noncognitive skills.

Murphy's study tracked 20,000 new hires and found that 46 percent of them failed within 18 months. Given how painful and expensive it is for an organization to replace people, this is a cataclysmic result. Why aren't firms better at spotting the right people? Why do we have such a distorted and incomplete view of what constitutes human ability?


In reconceiving the meritocracy, we need to take more account of these noncognitive traits. Our definition of ability shouldn't be narrowly restricted to who can ace intelligence tests at age 18. We need to stop treating people as brains on a stick and pay more attention to what motivates people: What does this person care about, and how driven are they to get good at it? We shouldn't just be looking for skillful teenage test-takers; we want people with enough intrinsic desire to learn and grow all the days of their life. Leslie Valiant, a computer-science professor at Harvard who has studied human cognition for years, has written that "notions like smartness and intelligence are almost like nonsense," and that what matters more for civilizational progress is "educability," the ability to learn from experience.

If I were given the keys to the meritocracy, I'd redefine merit around four crucial qualities.

Curiosity. Kids are born curious. One observational study that followed four children between the ages of 14 months and 5 years found that they made an average of 107 inquiries an hour. Little kids ask tons of questions. Then they go to school, and the meritocracy does its best to stamp out their curiosity. In research for her book The Hungry Mind, the psychologist Susan Engel found that in kindergarten, students expressed curiosity only 2.4 times every two hours of class time. By fifth grade, that was down to 0.48 times.

What happened? Although teachers like the idea of curiosity, our current system doesn't allow it to blossom. A typical school wants its students to score well on standardized tests, which in turn causes the school to encourage teachers to march through a certain volume of content in each class period. If a student asks a question because she is curious about something, she threatens to take the class off course. Teachers learn to squelch such questions so the class can stay on task. In short, our current meritocracy discourages inquiry in favor of simply shoveling content with the goal of improving test scores. And when children have lost their curiosity by age 11, Engel believes, they tend to remain incurious for the rest of their life.

From the January/February 2005 issue: Lost in the meritocracy

This matters. You can sometimes identify a bad leader by how few questions they ask; they think they already know everything they need to. In contrast, history's great achievers tend to have an insatiable desire to learn. In his study of such accomplished creative figures, the psychologist Frank Barron found that abiding curiosity was essential to their success; their curiosity helped them stay flexible, innovative, and persistent.

Our meritocratic system encourages people to focus narrowly on cognitive tasks, but curiosity demands play and unstructured free time. If you want to understand how curious someone is, look at how they spend their leisure time. In their book, Talent: How to Identify Energizers, Creatives, and Winners Around the World, the venture capitalist Daniel Gross and the economist Tyler Cowen argue that when hiring, you should look for the people who write on the side, or code on the side, just for fun. "If someone truly is creative and inspiring," they write, "it will show up in how they allocate their spare time." In job interviews, the authors advise hiring managers to ask, "What are the open tabs on your browser right now?"

A sense of drive and mission. When the Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl was imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps, he noticed that the men who tended to survive the longest had usually made a commitment to something outside the camps--a spouse, a book project, a vision of a less evil society they hoped to create. Their sense that life had meaning, Frankl concluded, sustained them even in the most dehumanizing circumstances.

A sense of meaning and commitment has value even in far less harrowing conditions. People with these qualities go to where the problems are. They're willing to run through walls.

Some such people are driven by moral emotions--indignation at injustice, compassion for the weak, admiration for an ideal. They have a strong need for a life of purpose, a sense that what they are doing really matters. As Frankl recognized, people whose lives have a transcendent meaning or a higher cause have a sense of purpose that drives them forward. You can recognize such people because they have an internal unity--the way, say, the social-justice crusader Bryan Stevenson's whole life has a moral coherence to it. Other people are passionate about the pursuit of knowledge or creating beautiful tools that improve life: Think of Albert Einstein's lifelong devotion to understanding the universe, or Steve Jobs's obsession with merging beauty and function.

I once asked a tech CEO how he hires people. He told me that after each interview, he asks himself, "Is this person a force of nature? Do they have spark, willpower, dedication?" A successful meritocracy will value people who see their lives as a sacred mission.

Social intelligence. When Boris Groysberg, an organizational-behavior professor at Harvard Business School, looked at the careers of hundreds of investment analysts who had left one financial firm to work at another, he discovered something surprising: The "star equity analysts who switched employers paid a high price for jumping ship relative to comparable stars who stayed put," he reports in Chasing Stars: The Myth of Talent and the Portability of Performance. "Overall, their job performance plunged sharply and continued to suffer for at least five years after moving to a new firm."

These results suggest that sometimes talent inheres in the team, not the individual. In an effective meritocracy, we'd want to find people who are fantastic team builders, who have excellent communication and bonding skills. Coaches sometimes talk about certain athletes as "glue guys," players who have that ineffable ability to make a team greater than the sum of its parts. This phenomenon has obvious analogies outside sports. The Harvard economist David Deming has shown that across recent decades, the value of social skills--of being a workplace "glue guy"--has increased as a predictor of professional success, while the value of cognitive ability has modestly declined.

David Deming: The single biggest fix for inequality at elite colleges

The meritocracy as currently constituted seems to want you to be self-centered and manipulative. We put students in competitive classrooms, where the guiding questions are "How am I measuring up?" and "Where am I on the curve?"

Research has shown, however, that what makes certain teams special is not primarily the intelligence of its smartest members but rather how well its leaders listen, how frequently its members take turns talking, how well they adjust to one another's moves, how they build reciprocity. If even one team member hogs airtime, that can impede the flow of interaction that teams need to be most effective.

Based on cognitive skills alone, Franklin D. Roosevelt, probably the greatest president of the 20th century, would never get into Harvard today. As Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. observed, he had only "a second-class intellect." But that was paired, Holmes continued, with a "first-class temperament." That temperament, not his IQ, gave Roosevelt the ability to rally a nation.

Agility. In chaotic situations, raw brainpower can be less important than sensitivity of perception. The ancient Greeks had a word, metis, that means having a practiced eye, the ability to synthesize all the different aspects of a situation and discern the flow of events--a kind of agility that enables people to anticipate what will come next. Academic knowledge of the sort measured by the SATs doesn't confer this ability; inert book learning doesn't necessarily translate into forecasting how complex situations will play out. The University of Pennsylvania psychologist and political scientist Philip E. Tetlock has found that experts are generally terrible at making predictions about future events. In fact, he's found that the more prominent the expert, the less accurate their predictions. Tetlock says this is because experts' views are too locked in--they use their knowledge to support false viewpoints. People with agility, by contrast, can switch among mindsets and riff through alternative perspectives until they find the one that best applies to a given situation.

Possessing agility helps you make good judgments in real time. The neuroscientist John Coates used to be a financial trader. During the bull-market surges that preceded big crashes, Coates noticed that the traders who went on to suffer huge losses had gotten overconfident in ways that were physically observable. They flexed their muscles and even walked differently, failing to understand the meaning of the testosterone they felt coursing through their bodies. Their "assessment of risk is replaced by judgments of certainty--they just know what is going to happen," Coates writes in The Hour Between Dog and Wolf.

The traders, in other words, got swept up in an emotional cascade that warped their judgment. The ones who succeeded in avoiding big losses were not the ones with higher IQs but the ones who were more sensitively attuned to their surging testosterone and racing hearts, and were able to understand the meaning of those sensations. Good traders, Coates observes, "do not just process information, they feel it."


Ricardo Rey



The physicist and science writer Leonard Mlodinow puts the point more broadly. "While IQ scores may correlate to cognitive ability," he writes in Emotional: How Feelings Shape Our Thinking, "control over and knowledge of one's emotional state is what is most important for professional and personal success."

If we can orient our meritocracy around a definition of human ability that takes more account of traits like motivation, generosity, sensitivity, and passion, then our schools, families, and workplaces will readjust in fundamental ways.


When the education scholars Jal Mehta and Sarah Fine toured America's best high schools for their book, In Search of Deeper Learning, they found that even at many of these top schools, most students spent the bulk of their day bored, disengaged, not learning; Mehta and Fine didn't find much passionate engagement in classrooms. They did, however, find some in noncore electives and at the periphery of the schools--the debate team, the drama club, the a cappella groups, and other extracurriculars. During these activities, students were directing their own learning, teachers served as coaches, and progress was made in groups. The students had more agency, and felt a sense of purpose and community.

As it happens, several types of schools are trying to make the entire school day look more like extracurriculars--where passion is aroused and teamwork is essential. Some of these schools are centered on "project-based learning," in which students work together on real-world projects. The faculty-student relationships at such schools are more like the one between a master and an apprentice than that between a lecturer and a listener. To succeed, students must develop leadership skills and collaboration skills, as well as content knowledge. They learn to critique one another and exchange feedback. They teach one another, which is a powerful way to learn.

Mehta and Fine profiled one high school in a network of 14 project-based charter schools serving more than 5,000 students. The students are drawn by lottery, representing all social groups. They do not sit in rows taking notes. Rather, grouped into teams of 50, they work together on complicated interdisciplinary projects. Teachers serve as coaches and guides. At the school Mehta and Fine reported on, students collaborated on projects such as designing exhibits for local museums and composing cookbooks with recipes using local ingredients. At another project-based-learning school, High Tech High in San Diego, which is featured in the documentary Most Likely to Succeed, one group of students built a giant wooden model with gears and gizmos to demonstrate how civilizations rise and fall; another group made a film about how diseases get transmitted through the bloodstream.

In these project-based-learning programs, students have more autonomy. These schools allow students to blunder, to feel like they are lost and flailing--a feeling that is the predicate of creativity. Occasional failure is a feature of this approach; it cultivates resilience, persistence, and deeper understanding. Students also get to experience mastery, and the self-confidence that comes with tangible achievement.

Most important, the students get an education in what it feels like to be fully engaged in a project with others. Their school days are not consumed with preparing for standardized tests or getting lectured at, so their curiosity is enlarged, not extinguished. Of course, effective project-based learning requires effective teachers, and as a country we need to invest much more in teacher training and professional development at the elementary- and secondary-school levels. But emerging evidence suggests that the kids enrolled in project-based-learning programs tend to do just as well as, if not better than, their peers on standardized tests, despite not spending all their time preparing for them. This alone ought to convince parents--even, and perhaps especially, those parents imprisoned in the current elite college-competition mindset--that investing aggressively in project-based and other holistic learning approaches across American education is politically feasible.

Building a school system geared toward stimulating curiosity, passion, generosity, and sensitivity will require us to change the way we measure student progress and spot ability. Today we live in the world of the transcript--grades, test scores, awards. But a transcript doesn't tell you if a student can lead a dialogue with others, or whether a kid is open-minded or closed-minded.

Helpfully, some of these project-based-learning schools are pioneering a different way to assess kids. Students don't graduate with only report cards and test scores; they leave with an electronic portfolio of their best work--their papers, speeches, projects--which they can bring to prospective colleges and employers to illustrate the kind of work they are capable of. At some schools, students take part in "portfolio defenses," comparable to a grad student's dissertation defense.

The portfolio method enlarges our understanding of what assessment can look like. Roughly 400 high schools are now part of an organization called the Mastery Transcript Consortium, which uses an alternative assessment mechanism. Whereas a standard report card conveys how much a student knows relative to their classmates on a given date, the mastery transcript shows with much greater specificity how far the student has progressed toward mastering a given content area or skill set. Teachers can determine not only who's doing well in math, but who's developing proficiency in statistical reasoning or getting good at coming up with innovative experiment designs. The mastery report also includes broader life skills--who is good at building relationships, who is good at creative solutions.

No single assessment can perfectly predict a person's potential. The best we can do is combine assessment techniques: grades and portfolios, plus the various tests that scholars have come up with to measure noncognitive skills--the Grit Scale, the Moral Character Questionnaire, social-and-emotional-learning assessments, the High Potential Trait Indicator. All of these can be informative, but what's important is that none of them is too high-stakes. We are using these assessments to try to understand a person, not to rank her.

Data are good for measuring things, but for truly knowing people, stories are better. In an ideal world, high-school teachers, guidance counselors, and coaches would collaborate each year on, say, a five-page narrative about each student's life. Some schools do this now, to great effect.

College-admissions officers may not have time to carefully study a five-page narrative about each applicant, nor will every high-school teacher or college counselor have time to write one. But a set of tools and institutions is emerging that can help with this. In Australia, for example, some schools use something called the Big Picture Learning Credential, which evaluates the traits that students have developed in and out of the classroom--communication skills, goal setting, responsibility, self-awareness.

Creating a network of independent assessment centers in this country that use such tools could help students find the college or training program best suited to their core interests. The centers could help college-admissions officers find the students who are right for their institution. They could help employers find the right job applicants. In short, they could help everybody in the meritocracy make more informed decisions.

These assessment methods would inevitably be less "objective" than an SAT or ACT score, but that's partly the point. Our current system is built around standardization. Its designers wanted to create a system in which all human beings could be placed on a single scale, neatly arrayed along a single bell curve. As the education scholar Todd Rose writes in The End of Average, this system is built upon "the paradoxical assumption that you could understand individuals by ignoring their individuality." The whole system says to young people: You should be the same as everyone else, only better. The reality is that there is no single scale we can use to measure human potential, or the capacity for effective leadership. We need an assessment system that prizes the individual over the system, which is what a personal biography and portfolio would give us--at least in a fuller way than a transcript does. The gatekeepers of a more effective meritocracy would ask not just "Should we accept or reject this applicant?" and "Who are the stars?" but also "What is each person great at, and how can we get them into the appropriate role?"

A new, broader definition of merit; wider adoption of project-based and similar types of learning; and more comprehensive kinds of assessments--even all of this together gets us only so far. To make the meritocracy better and fairer, we need to combine these measures with a national overhaul of what UCLA's Joseph Fishkin calls the "opportunity structure," the intersecting lattice of paths and hurdles that propel people toward one profession or way of life and away from others.

Right now, America's opportunity structure is unitary. To reach commanding heights, you have to get excellent grades in high school, score well on standardized tests, go to college, and, in most cases, get a graduate degree. Along the way, you must navigate the various channels and bottlenecks that steer and constrain you.

Historically, when reformers have tried to make pathways to the elite more equal, they've taken the existing opportunity structure for granted, trying to give select individuals, or groups of individuals, a boost. This is what affirmative action did.

Fishkin argues that we need to refashion the opportunity structure itself, to accommodate new channels and create what he calls opportunity pluralism. "The goal needs to be to give people access to a broader range of paths they can pursue," Fishkin writes in Bottlenecks: A New Theory of Equal Opportunity, "so that each of us is then able to decide--in a more autonomous way and from a richer set of choices--what combinations of things we actually want to try to do with our lives."

With greater opportunity pluralism, the gatekeepers will have less power and the individuals striving within the structure will have more. If the meritocracy had more channels, society would no longer look like a pyramid, with a tiny, exclusive peak at the top; it would look like a mountain range, with many peaks. Status and recognition in such a society would be more broadly distributed, diminishing populist resentment and making cultural cohesion more likely.

As a social ideal to guide our new meritocracy, we could do worse than opportunity pluralism. It aspires to generate not equal opportunity but maximum opportunity, a wide-enough array of pathways to suit every living soul.

Achieving that ideal will require a multifaceted strategy, starting with the basic redefinition of merit itself. Some of the policy levers we might pull include reviving vocational education, making national service mandatory, creating social-capital programs, and developing a smarter industrial policy.

Let's consider vocational education first. From 1989 to 2016, every single American president took measures to reform education and prepare students for the postindustrial "jobs of the future." This caused standardized testing to blossom further while vocational education, technical education, and shop class withered. As a result, we no longer have enough skilled workers to staff our factories. Schools should prepare people to build things, not just to think things.

Second, yes, trotting out national service as a solution to this or that social ailment has become a cliche. But a true national-service program would yield substantial benefits. Raj Chetty and his colleagues have found that cross-class friendships--relationships between people from different economic strata--powerfully boost social mobility. Making national service a rite of passage after high school might also help shift how status gets allocated among various job categories.

Third, heretical though this may sound, we should aim to shrink the cultural significance of school in American society. By age 18, Americans have spent only 13 percent of their time in school. Piles of research across 60 years have suggested that neighborhoods, peers, and family background may have a greater influence on a person's educational success than the quality of their school. Let's invest more in local civic groups, so a greater number of kids can grow up in neighborhoods with community organizations where they can succeed at nonacademic endeavors--serving others, leading meetings, rallying neighbors for a cause.

Fourth, although sending manufacturing jobs overseas may have pleased the efficiency-loving market, if we want to live in an economy that rewards a diversity of skills, then we should support economic policies, such as the CHIPS and Science Act, that boost the industrial sector. This will help give people who can't or don't want to work in professional or other office jobs alternative pathways to achievement.

If we sort people only by superior intelligence, we're sorting people by a quality few possess; we're inevitably creating a stratified, elitist society. We want a society run by people who are smart, yes, but who are also wise, perceptive, curious, caring, resilient, and committed to the common good. If we can figure out how to select for people's motivation to grow and learn across their whole lifespan, then we are sorting people by a quality that is more democratically distributed, a quality that people can control and develop, and we will end up with a fairer and more mobile society.

In 1910, the U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands wrote a book in which he said: "The Spirit of America is best known in Europe by one of its qualities--energy." What you assess is what you end up selecting for and producing. We should want to create a meritocracy that selects for energy and initiative as much as for brainpower. After all, what's really at the core of a person? Is your IQ the most important thing about you? No. I would submit that it's your desires--what you are interested in, what you love. We want a meritocracy that will help each person identify, nurture, and pursue the ruling passion of their soul.
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How One Woman Became the Scapegoat for America's Reading Crisis

Lucy Calkins was an education superstar. Now she's cast as the reason a generation of students struggles to read. Can she reclaim her good name?

by Helen Lewis




Until a couple of years ago, Lucy Calkins was, to many American teachers and parents, a minor deity. Thousands of U.S. schools used her curriculum, called Units of Study, to teach children to read and write. Two decades ago, her guiding principles--that children learn best when they love reading, and that teachers should try to inspire that love--became a centerpiece of the curriculum in New York City's public schools. Her approach spread through an institute she founded at Columbia University's Teachers College, and traveled further still via teaching materials from her publisher. Many teachers don't refer to Units of Study by name. They simply say they are "teaching Lucy."

But now, at the age of 72, Calkins faces the destruction of everything she has worked for. A 2020 report by a nonprofit described Units of Study as "beautifully crafted" but "unlikely to lead to literacy success for all of America's public schoolchildren." The criticism became impossible to ignore two years later, when the American Public Media podcast Sold a Story: How Teaching Kids to Read Went So Wrong accused Calkins of being one of the reasons so many American children struggle to read. (The National Assessment of Educational Progress--a test administered by the Department of Education--found in 2022 that roughly one-third of fourth and eighth graders are unable to read at the "basic" level for their age.)

In Sold a Story, the reporter Emily Hanford argued that teachers had fallen for a single, unscientific idea--and that its persistence was holding back American literacy. The idea was that "beginning readers don't have to sound out words." That meant teachers were no longer encouraging early learners to use phonics to decode a new word--to say cuh-ah-tuh for "cat," and so on. Instead, children were expected to figure out the word from the first letter, context clues, or nearby illustrations. But this "cueing" system was not working for large numbers of children, leaving them floundering and frustrated. The result was a reading crisis in America.

The podcast said that "a company and four of its top authors" had sold this "wrong idea" to teachers and politicians. The company was the educational publisher Heinemann, and the authors included the New Zealander Marie Clay, the American duo Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, and Calkins. The podcast devoted an entire episode, "The Superstar," to Calkins. In it, Hanford wondered if Calkins was wedded to a "romantic" notion of literacy, where children would fall in love with books and would then somehow, magically, learn to read. Calkins could not see that her system failed poorer children, Hanford argued, because she was "influenced by privilege"; she had written, for instance, that children might learn about the alphabet by picking out letters from their surroundings, such as "the monogram letters on their bath towels."

In Hanford's view, it was no surprise if Calkins's method worked fine for wealthier kids, many of whom arrive at school already starting to read. If they struggled, they could always turn to private tutors, who might give the phonics lessons that their schools were neglecting to provide. But kids without access to private tutors needed to be drilled in phonics, Hanford argued. She backed up her claims by referencing neurological research into how children learn to read--gesturing to a body of evidence known as "the science of reading." That research demonstrated the importance of regular, explicit phonics instruction, she said, and ran contrary to how American reading teachers were being trained.

Since the podcast aired, "teaching Lucy" has fallen out of fashion. Calkins's critics say that her refusal to acknowledge the importance of phonics has tainted not just Units of Study--a reading and writing program that stretches up to eighth grade--but her entire educational philosophy, known as "balanced literacy." Forty states and the District of Columbia have passed laws or implemented policies promoting the science of reading in the past decade, according to Education Week, and publishers are racing to adjust their offerings to embrace that philosophy.

Somehow, the wider debate over how to teach reading has become a referendum on Calkins herself. In September 2023, Teachers College announced that it would dissolve the reading-and-writing-education center that she had founded there. Anti-Lucy sentiment has proliferated, particularly in the city that once championed her methods: Last year, David Banks, then the chancellor of New York City public schools, likened educators who used balanced literacy to lemmings: "We all march right off the side of the mountain," he said. The New Yorker has described Calkins's approach as "literacy by vibes," and in an editorial, the New York Post described her initiative as "a disaster" that had been "imposed on generations of American children." The headline declared that it had "Ruined Countless Lives." When the celebrated Harvard cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker shared an article about Calkins on X, he bemoaned "the scandal of ed schools that promote reading quackery." Queen Lucy has been dethroned.

"I mean, I can say it--it was a little bit like 9/11," Calkins told me when we spoke at her home this summer. On that day in 2001, she had been driving into New York City, and "literally, I was on the West Side Highway and I saw the plane crash into the tower. Your mind can't even comprehend what's happening." Two decades later, the suggestion that she had harmed children's learning felt like the same kind of gut punch.

Calkins now concedes that some of the problems identified in Sold a Story were real. But she says that she had followed the research, and was trying to rectify issues even before the podcast debuted: She released her first dedicated phonics units in 2018, and later published a series of "decodable books"--simplified stories that students can easily sound out. Still, she has not managed to satisfy her critics, and on the third day we spent together, she admitted to feeling despondent. "What surprises me is that I feel as if I've done it all," she told me. (Heinemann, Calkins's publisher, has claimed that the Sold a Story podcast "radically oversimplifies and misrepresents complex literacy issues.")

The backlash against Calkins strikes some onlookers, even those who are not paid-up Lucy partisans, as unfair. "She wouldn't have been my choice for the picture on the 'wanted' poster," James Cunningham, a professor emeritus of literacy studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Indeed, over the course of several days spent with Calkins, and many more hours talking with people on all sides of this debate, I came to see her downfall as part of a larger story about the competing currents in American education and the universal desire for an easy, off-the-shelf solution to the country's reading problems.

The question now is whether Calkins is so much a part of the problem that she cannot be part of the solution. "I'm going to figure this out," she remembered thinking. "And I'm going to clarify it or I'm going to write some more or speak or do something or, or--fix it." But can she? Can anyone?

On the last day of the school year in Oceanside, a well-to-do town on Long Island, everyone was just delighted to see Lucy Calkins. The young Yale-educated principal of Fulton Avenue School 8, Frank Zangari, greeted her warmly, and at the end of one lesson, a teacher asked for a selfie.

The lessons I saw stressed the importance of self-expression and empathy with other viewpoints; a group of sixth graders told me about the books they had read that year, which explored being poor in India and growing up Black in 1960s America. In every class, I watched Calkins speak to children with a mixture of intense attention and straightforward challenge; she got down on the floor with a group learning about orcas and frogs and peppered them with questions about how animals breathe. "Could you talk a minute about the writer's craft?" she asked the sixth graders studying poetry. "Be more specific. Give examples," she told a fourth grader struggling to write a memoir.

With her slim frame, brown bob, and no-nonsense affect, she reminded me of Nancy Pelosi. "I can't retire; I don't have any hobbies," I overheard her saying to someone later.

Calkins has profited handsomely from textbook sales and training fees.

School 8 showed the strengths of Calkins's approach--which is presumably why she had suggested we visit it together. But it also hinted at the downsides. For generations in American public education, there has been a push and pull between two broad camps--one in which teachers are encouraged to directly impart skills and information, and a more progressive one in which children are thought to learn best through firsthand experience. When it comes to reading, the latter approach dominates universities' education programs and resonates with many teachers; helping children see themselves as readers and writers feels more emotionally satisfying than drilling them on diphthongs and trigraphs.

This tension between the traditionalists and the progressives runs through decades of wrangling over standardized tests and through most of the major curricular controversies in recent memory. Longtime educators tick off the various flash points like Civil War battlefields: outcome-based education, No Child Left Behind, the Common Core. Every time, the pendulum went one way and then the other. "I started teaching elementary school in 1964," says P. David Pearson, a former dean at the Berkeley School of Education, in California. "And then I went to grad school in, like, '67, and there's been a back-to-the-basics swing about every 10 years in the U.S., consistently."

The progressives' primary insight is that lessons focused on repetitive instruction and simplified text extracts can be boring for students and teachers alike, and that many children respond more enthusiastically to discovering their own interests. "We're talking about an approach that treats kids as competent, intellectual meaning makers, versus kids who just need to learn the code," Maren Aukerman, a professor at the University of Calgary, told me. But opponents see that approach as nebulous and undirected.

My time at School 8 was clearly intended to demonstrate that Units of Study is not hippie nonsense, but a rigorous curriculum that can succeed with the right teachers. "There's no question in my mind that the philosophy works, but in order to implement it, it takes a lot of work," Phyllis Harrington, the district superintendent, told me.

School 8 is a happy school with great results. However, while the school uses Calkins's writing units for all grades, it uses her reading units only from the third grade on. For first and second grades, the school uses Fundations, which is marketed as "a proven approach to Structured Literacy that is aligned with the science of reading." In other words, it's a phonics program.

Calkins's upbringing was financially comfortable but psychologically tough. Both of her parents were doctors, and her father eventually chaired the department of medicine at the University at Buffalo. Calkins's mother was "the most important, wonderful person in my life, but really brutal," she told me. If a bed wasn't made, her mother ripped off the sheets. If a coat wasn't hung up, her mother dropped it into the basement. When the young Lucy bit her fingernails, her mother tied dancing gloves onto her hands. When she scratched the mosquito bites on her legs, her mother made her wear thick pantyhose at the height of summer.

The nine Calkins children raised sheep and chickens themselves. Her memories of childhood are of horseback riding in the cold, endless hand-me-downs, and little tolerance for bad behavior.

That is why, Calkins told me, "nothing that Emily Hanford has said grates on me more than the damn monogrammed towels." But she knows that the charge of being privileged and out of touch has stuck. Her friends had warned her about letting me into her home in Dobbs Ferry, a pretty suburb of New York, and I could see why. Her house is idyllic--at the end of a long private drive, shaded by old trees, with a grand piano in the hallway and a Maine-coon cat patrolling the wooden floors. Calkins has profited handsomely from textbook sales and training fees, and in the eyes of some people, that is suspicious. ("Money is the last thing I ever think about," she told me.)

She became interested in reading and writing because she babysat for the children of the literacy pioneer Donald Graves, whose philosophy can be summarized by one of his most widely cited phrases: "Children want to write." Even at a young age, she believed in exhaustively prepared fun. "I would plan a bagful of things I would bring over there; I was the best babysitter you could ever have," she said. "We would do crafts projects, and drama, you know, and I would keep the kids busy all day."

When Calkins was 14, Graves sent her to be a counselor at a summer camp in rural Maine. She remembers two kids in particular, Sophie and Charlie. Sophie was "so tough and surly, and a kind of overweight, insecure, tough kid," but she opened up when Calkins took her horseback riding and then asked her to write about it. Charlie loved airplanes, and so she asked him to write about those. The experience cemented her lifelong belief that children should read and write as a form of self-expression.

After graduating from Williams College in 1973, she enrolled in a program in Connecticut that trained teachers to work in disadvantaged districts. She read everything about teaching methods she could find, and traveled to England, where a progressive education revolution was in full swing.

Calkins returned to America determined to spread this empowering philosophy. She earned a doctorate at NYU, and, in 1986, published a book called The Art of Teaching Writing. Later, she expanded her purview to reading instruction.

At the time, the zeitgeist favored an approach known as "whole language." This advocated independent reading of full books and suggested that children should identify words from context clues rather than arduously sounding them out. Progressives loved it, because it emphasized playfulness and agency. But in practice, whole language had obvious flaws: Some children do appear to pick up reading easily, but many benefit from focused, direct instruction.

This approach influenced Calkins as she developed her teaching philosophy. "Lucy Calkins sides, in most particulars, with the proponents of 'whole language,' " The New York Times reported in 1997. Her heavyweight 2001 book, The Art of Teaching Reading, has only a single chapter on phonics in primary grades; it does note, however, that "researchers emphasize how important it is for children to develop phonemic awareness in kindergarten."

The author Natalie Wexler has described Calkins's resulting approach, balanced literacy, as an attempt to create a "peace treaty" in the reading wars: Phonics, yes, if you must, but also writing workshops and independent reading with commercial children's books, rather than the stuffier grade-level decodable texts and approved extracts. (Defenders of the former method argue that using full books is more cost-efficient, because they can be bought cheaply and used by multiple students.) "If we make our children believe that reading has more to do with matching letters and sounds than with developing relationships with characters like Babar, Madeline, Charlotte, and Ramona," Calkins wrote, "we do more harm than good."

Sentences like that are why critics saw balanced literacy as a branding exercise designed to rehabilitate old methods. "It was a strategic rebadging of whole language," Pamela Snow, a cognitive-psychology professor at La Trobe University, in Australia, told me. Even many of Calkins's defenders concede that she was too slow to embrace phonics as the evidence for its effectiveness grew. "I think she should have reacted earlier," Pearson, the former Berkeley dean, told me, but he added: "Once she changed, they were still beating her for what she did eight years ago, not what she was doing last month."

For the first decades of her career, Calkins was an influential thinker among progressive educators, writing books for teachers. In 2003, though, Joel Klein, then the chancellor of the New York City public schools, suddenly mandated her workshop approach in virtually all of the city's elementary schools, alongside a separate, much smaller, phonics program. An article in the Times suggested that some saw Klein as "an unwitting captive of the city's liberal consensus," but Klein brushed aside the criticisms of balanced literacy. "I don't believe curriculums are the key to education," he said. "I believe teachers are." Now everybody in the city's public schools would be "teaching Lucy."

As other districts followed New York's lead, Units of Study became one of the most popular curricula in the United States. This led, inevitably, to backlash. A philosophy had become a product--an extremely popular and financially successful one. "Once upon a time there was a thoughtful educator who raised some interesting questions about how children were traditionally taught to read and write, and proposed some innovative changes," the author Barbara Feinberg wrote in 2007. "But as she became famous, critical debate largely ceased: her word became law. Over time, some of her methods became dogmatic and extreme, yet her influence continued to grow."

You wouldn't know it from listening to her fiercest detractors, but Calkins has, in fact, continuously updated Units of Study. Unlike Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, who have stayed quiet during the latest furor and quietly reissued their curriculum with more emphasis on phonics last year, Calkins has even taken on her critics directly. In 2019--the year after she added the dedicated phonics texts to Units of Study--she published an eight-page document called "No One Gets to Own the Term 'The Science of Reading,' " which referred dismissively to "phonics-centric people" and "the new hype about phonics." This tone drove her opponents mad: Now that Calkins had been forced to adapt, she wanted to decide what the science of reading was?

"Her document is not about the science that I know; it is about Lucy Calkins," wrote the cognitive neuroscientist Mark Seidenberg, one of the critics interviewed in Sold a Story. "The purpose of the document is to protect her brand, her market share, and her standing among her many followers."

Talking with Calkins herself, it was hard to nail down to what extent she felt that the criticisms of her earlier work were justified. When I asked her how she was thinking about phonics in the 2000s, she told me: "Every school has a phonics program. And I would always talk about the phonics programs." She added that she brought phonics specialists to Columbia's Teachers College several times a year to help train aspiring educators. (James Cunningham, at UNC Chapel Hill, backed this up, telling me, "She was certainly not wearing a sandwich billboard around: DON'T TEACH PHONICS.")

But still, I asked Calkins, would it be fair to say that phonics wasn't your bag?

"I felt like phonics was something that you have the phonics experts teach."

So where does this characterization of you being hostile toward phonics come from?

"Hopefully, you understand I'm not stupid. You would have to be stupid to not teach a 5-year-old phonics."

But some people didn't, did they? They were heavily into context and cueing.

"I've never heard of a kindergarten teacher who doesn't teach phonics," Calkins replied.

Because this is America, the reading debate has become a culture war. When Sold a Story came along in 2022, it resonated with a variety of audiences, including center-left education reformers and parents of children with learning disabilities. But it also galvanized political conservatives. Calkins's Units of Study was already under attack from the right: In 2021, an article in the Manhattan Institute's City Journal titled "Units of Indoctrination" had criticized the curriculum, alleging that the way it teaches students to analyze texts "amounts to little more than radical proselytization through literature."

The podcast was released at an anxious time for American education. During the coronavirus pandemic, many schools--particularly in blue states--were closed for months at a time. Masking in classrooms made it harder for children to lip-read what their teachers were saying. Test scores fell, and have only recently begun to recover.

"Parents had, for a period of time, a front-row seat based on Zoom school," Annie Ward, a recently retired assistant superintendent in Mamaroneck, New York, told me. She wondered if that fueled a desire for a "back to basics" approach. "If I'm a parent, I want to know the teacher is teaching and my kid is sitting there soaking it up, and I don't want this loosey-goosey" stuff.

"The science of reading" has now become a brand name, another off-the-shelf solution to America's educational problems.

Disgruntled parents quickly gathered online. Moms for Liberty, a right-wing group that started out by opposing school closures and mask mandates, began lobbying state legislators to change school curricula as well. The reading wars began to merge with other controversies, such as how hard schools should push diversity-and-inclusion programs. (The Moms for Liberty website recommends Sold a Story on its resources page.) "We're failing kids everyday, and Moms for Liberty is calling it out," a co-founder, Tiffany Justice, told Education Week in October of last year. "The idea that there's more emphasis placed on diversity in the classroom, rather than teaching kids to read, is alarming at best. That's criminal."

Ward's district was not "teaching Lucy," but using its own bespoke balanced-literacy curriculum. In the aftermath of the pandemic, Ward told me, the district had several "contentious" meetings, including one in January 2023 where "we had ringers"--attendees who were not parents or community members, but instead seemed to be activists from outside the district. "None of us in the room recognized these people." That had never happened before.

I had met Ward at a dinner organized by Calkins at her home, which is also the headquarters of Mossflower--the successor to the center that Calkins used to lead at Teachers College. The evening demonstrated that Calkins still has star power. On short notice, she had managed to assemble half a dozen superintendents, assistant superintendents, and principals from New York districts.

"Any kind of disruption like this has you think very carefully about what you're doing," Edgar McIntosh, an assistant superintendent in Scarsdale, told me. But he, like several others, was frustrated by the debate. During his time as an elementary-school teacher, he had discovered that some children could decode words--the basic skill developed by phonics--but struggled with their meaning. He worried that parents' clamor for more phonics might come at the expense of teachers' attention to fluency and comprehension. Raymond Sanchez, the superintendent of Tarrytown's school district, said principals should be able to explain how they were adding more phonics or decodable texts to existing programs, rather than having "to throw everything out and find a series that has a sticker that says 'science of reading' on it."

This, to me, is the key to the anti-Lucy puzzle. Hanford's reporting was thorough and necessary, but its conclusion--that whole language or balanced literacy would be replaced by a shifting, research-based movement--is hard to reconcile with how American education actually works. The science of reading started as a neutral description of a set of principles, but it has now become a brand name, another off-the-shelf solution to America's educational problems. The answer to those problems might not be to swap out one commercial curriculum package for another--but that's what the system is set up to enable.

Gail Dahling-Hench, the assistant superintendent in Madison, Connecticut, has experienced this pressure firsthand. Her district's schools don't "teach Lucy" but instead follow a bespoke local curriculum that, she says, uses classroom elements associated with balanced literacy, such as the workshop model of students studying together in small groups, while also emphasizing phonics. That didn't stop them from running afoul of the new science-of-reading laws.

In 2021, Connecticut passed a "Right to Read" law mandating that schools choose a K-3 curriculum from an approved list of options that are considered compliant with the science of reading. Afterward, Dahling-Hench's district was denied a waiver to keep using its own curriculum. (Eighty-five districts and charter schools in Connecticut applied for a waiver, but only 17 were successful.) "I think they got wrapped around the axle of thinking that programs deliver instruction, and not teachers," she told me.

Dahling-Hench said the state gave her no useful explanation for its decision--nor has it outlined the penalties for noncompliance. She has decided to stick with the bespoke curriculum, because she thinks it's working. According to test scores released a few days after our conversation, her district is among the best-performing in the state.

Keeping the current curriculum also avoids the cost of preparing teachers and administrators to use a new one--a transition that would be expensive even for a tiny district like hers, with just five schools. "It can look like $150,000 to $800,000 depending on which program you're looking at, but that's a onetime cost," Dahling-Hench said. Then you need to factor in annual costs, such as new workbooks.

You can't understand this controversy without appreciating the sums involved. Refreshing a curriculum can cost a state millions of dollars. People on both sides will therefore suggest that their opponents are motivated by money--either saving their favored curriculum to keep the profits flowing, or getting rich through selling school boards an entirely new one. Talking with teachers and researchers, I heard widespread frustration with America's commercial approach to literacy education. Politicians and bureaucrats tend to love the idea of a packaged solution--Buy this and make all your problems go away!--but the perfect curriculum does not exist.

"If you gave me any curriculum, I could find ways to improve it," Aukerman, at the University of Calgary, told me. She thinks that when a teaching method falls out of fashion, its champions are often personally vilified, regardless of their good faith or expertise. In the case of Lucy Calkins and balanced literacy, Aukerman said, "If it weren't her, it would be someone else."




One obvious question about the science of reading is, well ... what is it? The evidence for some kind of explicit phonics instruction is compelling, and states such as Mississippi, which has adopted early screening to identify children who struggle to read--and which holds back third graders if necessary--appear to be improving their test scores. Beyond that, though, things get messy.

Dig into this subject, and you can find frontline teachers and credentialed professors who contest every part of the consensus. And I mean every part: Some academics don't even think there's a reading crisis at all.

American schools might be ditching Units of Study, but balanced literacy still has its defenders. A 2022 analysis in England, which mandates phonics, found that systematic reviews "do not support a synthetic phonics orientation to the teaching of reading; they suggest that a balanced-instruction approach is most likely to be successful."

The data on the effects of specific methods can be conflicting and confusing, which is not unusual for education studies, or psychological research more generally. I feel sorry for any well-intentioned superintendent or state legislator trying to make sense of it all. One of the classrooms at Oceanside School 8 had a wall display devoted to "growth mindset," a fashionable intervention that encourages children to believe that instead of their intelligence and ability being fixed, they can learn and evolve. Hoping to improve test scores, many schools have spent thousands of dollars each implementing "growth mindset" lessons, which proponents once argued should be a "national education priority." (Some proponents also hoped, earnestly, that the approach could help bring peace to the Middle East.) But in the two decades since growth mindset first became ubiquitous, the lofty claims made about its promise have come down to earth.

Keeping up with all of this is more than any teacher--more than any school board, even--can reasonably be expected to do. After I got in touch with her, Emily Hanford sent me seven emails with links to studies and background reading; I left Calkins's house loaded down with units of her curricula for younger students. More followed in the mail.

Even the most modest pronouncements about what's happening in American schools are difficult to verify, because of the sheer number of districts, teachers, and pupils involved. In Sold a Story, Hanford suggested that some schools were succeeding with Units of Study only because parents hired personal tutors for their children. But corroborating this with data is impossible. "I haven't figured out a way to quantify it, except in a very strong anecdotal way," Hanford told me.

Some teachers love "teaching Lucy," and others hate it. Is one group delusional? And if so, which one? Jenna and Christina, who have both taught kindergarten in New York using Units of Study, told me that the curriculum was too invested in the idea of children as "readers" and "writers" without giving them the basic skills needed to read and write. (They asked to be identified only by their first names in case of professional reprisals.) "It's a piece of shit," Christina said. She added: "We're expecting them to apply skills that we haven't taught them and that they aren't coming to school with. I've been trying to express that there's a problem and I get called negative." Jenna had resorted to a covert strategy, secretly teaching phonics for up to 90 minutes a day instead of the brief lessons she was instructed to provide.

But for every Jenna or Christina, there's a Latasha Holt. After a decade as a third- and fourth-grade teacher in Arkansas, Holt is now an associate professor of elementary literacy at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, where she has watched from the sidelines as the tide turned against Calkins. "The dismantling of this thing, it got to me, because I had taught under Units of Study," she told me. "I've used it, and I knew how good it was. I had lived it; I've seen it work; I knew it was good for kids."

Calkins still has a "ferocious" drive, she told me, and a deep conviction in her methods, even as they evolve.

Aubrey Kinat is a third-grade teacher in Texas who recently left her position at a public school because it decided to drop Units of Study. (The school now uses another curriculum, which was deemed to align better with the science of reading.) Suddenly, she was pushed away from full novels and toward approved excerpts, and her lessons became much more heavily scripted. "I felt like I was talking so much," she told me. "It took the joy out of it."

For many school boards facing newly politicized parents who came out of the pandemic with strong opinions, ditching Lucy has had the happy side effect of giving adults much more control over what children read. Calkins and some of her dinner guests had suggested that this might be the true reason for the animus around independent reading. "I do start to wonder if this really is about wanting to move everybody towards textbooks," Calkins said.

Eighteen months after her series launched, Hanford returned in April 2024 with two follow-up episodes of Sold a Story, which took a less polemical tone. Unsurprisingly so: Calkins had lost, and she had won.

The science of reading is the new consensus in education, and its advocates are the new establishment. It is now on the hook for the curriculum changes that it prompted--and for America's reading performance more generally. That is an uncomfortable position for those who care more about research than about winning political fights.

Some of the neuroscience underpinning Sold a Story was provided by Seidenberg, a professor emeritus at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. (He did not respond to an interview request.) Since the series aired, he has welcomed the move away from Units of Study, but he has also warned that "none of the other major commercial curricula that are currently available were based on the relevant science from the ground up."

Because the usefulness of phonics is one of the few science-of-reading conclusions that is immediately comprehensible to laypeople, "phonics" has come to stand in for the whole philosophy. In a blog post last year, Seidenberg lamented that, on a recent Zoom call, a teacher had asked if they needed to keep teaching phonemic awareness once children were good readers. (The answer is no: Sounding out letters is what you do until the process becomes automatic.) Seidenberg now worried that the science of reading is "at risk of turning into a new pedagogical dogma."

Hanford has also expressed ambivalence about the effects of Sold a Story. She compared the situation to the aftermath of No Child Left Behind, a George W. Bush-era federal education initiative that heavily promoted a literacy program called Reading First. "It became focused on products and programs," Hanford told me, adding that the ethos turned into "get rid of whole language and buy something else." However, she is glad that the importance of phonics--and the research backing it--is now more widely understood, because she thinks this can break the cycle of revolution and counterrevolution. She added that whenever she talks with lawmakers, she stresses the importance of continuing to listen to teachers.

What about her portrait of Calkins as rich, privileged, oblivious? Forget the monogrammed towels, I told Hanford; there is a more benign explanation for Calkins's worldview: Everywhere she goes, she meets people, like the teachers and children in Oceanside, who are overjoyed to see her, and keen to tell her how much they love Units of Study.

But Hanford told me that she'd included the towels line because "the vast majority of teachers, especially elementary-school teachers, in America are white, middle-class women." Many of these women, she thought, had enjoyed school themselves and didn't intuitively know what it was like to struggle with learning to read and write.

Reporting this story, I was reminded again and again that education is both a mass phenomenon and a deeply personal one. People I spoke with would say things like Well, he's never done any classroom research. She's never been a teacher. They don't understand things the way I do. The education professors would complain that the cognitive scientists didn't understand the history of the reading wars, while the scientists would complain that the education professors didn't understand the latest peer-reviewed research. Meanwhile, a teacher must command a class that includes students with dyslexia as well as those who find reading a breeze, and kids whose parents read to them every night alongside children who don't speak English at home. At the same time, school boards and state legislators, faced with angry parents and a welter of conflicting testimony, must answer a simple question: Should we be "teaching Lucy," or not?

No matter how painful the past few years have been, though, Calkins is determined to keep fighting for her legacy. At 72, she has both the energy to start over again at Mossflower and the pragmatism to have promised her estate to further the cause once she's gone. She still has a "ferocious" drive, she told me, and a deep conviction in her methods, even as they evolve. She does not want "to pretend it's a brand-new approach," she said, "when in fact we've just been learning; we're just incorporating more things that we've learned."

But now that balanced literacy is as unfashionable as whole language, Calkins is trying to come up with a new name for her program. She thought she might try "comprehensive literacy"--or maybe "rebalancing literacy." Whatever it takes for America to once again feel confident about "teaching Lucy."



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "Teaching Lucy." 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 to Expect From Elon Musk's Government Makeover

Welcome to the "move fast and break things" administration.

by Marina Koren




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


As promised, Donald Trump has given Elon Musk a job in (or at least adjacent to) his second administration, in a brand-new extragovernmental organization named for a meme turned cryptocurrency: the Department of Government Efficiency, a.k.a. DOGE. The Trump campaign has already started selling T-shirts to commemorate the occasion, featuring Trump, Musk, and dogecoin's Shiba Inu mascot, with the Martian landscape in the background--because in addition to his formal role, Musk is primed to become Trump's unofficial space czar. (Vivek Ramaswamy, the entrepreneur and former presidential candidate whom Trump appointed to lead the effort alongside Musk, does not appear on the T-shirt.)

Musk's role is a glaring conflict of interest; SpaceX has been an aerospace contractor for years and could stand to profit nicely from the creation of DOGE, which could shift government functions to private companies in the name of cost cutting. But it also raises a question with real stakes for Americans. How might Musk--the centibillionaire, innovator, right-wing activist, and relentless troll--actually steer this new effort? His leadership of his businesses, especially SpaceX, suggests that he'll throw himself into the job with zeal, casting government efficiency as an existential effort, just like the quest to make life multiplanetary.

SpaceX is the most successful rocket company in America, and it became successful by not behaving like a government organization. It ascended under Musk, who adopted Silicon Valley's "Move fast and break things" philosophy and displayed a willingness to blow up rockets until he got the recipe just right. The approach suggests that, in a SpaceX-inspired government, Musk would not just cut through red tape, but annihilate it with a flamethrower. In yesterday's announcement, the president-elect sounded equally eager to break things, saying that "the Great Elon Musk" would lead DOGE to "dismantle government bureaucracy, slash excess regulations, cut wasteful expenditures and restructure federal agencies."

Even before his official appointment, Musk had identified one federal agency he'd like to retool: the Federal Aviation Administration, which is in charge of approving launch licenses for rockets. On X last month, Musk wrote of the FAA, "Unless Trump wins and we get rid of the mountain of smothering regulations (that have nothing to do with safety!), humanity will never reach Mars." SpaceX is in the midst of a ferocious development campaign for its most powerful rocket, Starship, and has sought launch licenses at a faster pace than the FAA is willing to grant them. Now the FAA, already short-staffed, could be at the mercy of Senior Adviser Elon Musk, given carte blanche to explode regulations by a president who has expressed a desire to see American astronauts land on Mars while he is in office. Musk would also have something to gain by overhauling national space policy. NASA has hired traditional aerospace contractors, including Boeing and Lockheed Martin, to build the rocket that will transport astronauts to lunar orbit. But that rocket is so expensive to launch that even NASA's own inspector general has recommended that the agency consider alternative options for future space missions. Lawmakers would be loath to cancel the program, which has supported jobs in every state. But with Musk in his ear, Trump could certainly try.

Read: MAGA goes to Mars

Regardless of which agencies he's targeting, Musk will almost certainly throw himself into the DOGE job, as he did in the early years of SpaceX. Despite appearances, he has the time: Although there's no doubt that his singular talents drove the firm to pull off incredible feats, other executives now oversee day-to-day operations at SpaceX without his input. The same is true at Tesla. That combination of dedication and availability could make him an effective facilitator of the government-efficiency department's mandate.

But Musk and Trump share a governing style that involves making surprise decrees that leave their staff scrambling. In 2014, when Musk publicly unveiled a new version of SpaceX's cargo capsule reconfigured for future human passengers, he said that the vehicle would be capable of landing anywhere that engineers wanted upon its return to Earth. This was news to the SpaceX engineers, who had designed the spacecraft to parachute down to the ocean. Engineers set aside their existing designs--conventional, sure, but ready to go--and focused on Musk's new vision. Eventually, it became clear that the design wasn't workable for NASA's deadline, and the engineering team managed to convince leadership that the effort wasn't worth pursuing any further. (Years later, SpaceX managed to guide its rocket boosters out of the sky and to a gentle touchdown.) Former SpaceX employees have told me that Musk's occasional fixation on certain business operations has occasionally slowed down their work. Some of his decisions appear to simply be bad ones, such as discouraging workers from wearing yellow safety vests because he dislikes bright colors, as Reuters reported last year. It is a particularly baffling move, considering that SpaceX has a very high rate of workplace injuries; the Reuters investigation revealed at least 600 previously unreported injuries at SpaceX in the past decade, such as electrocutions and amputations.

Musk also maintains a work environment with its own form of bureaucracy, organized around appeasing the boss's whims. In 2022, SpaceX fired a small group of employees after they sent a letter to senior executives describing Musk's public actions as "a frequent source of distraction and embarrassment for us." The letter was signed by hundreds of employees, but management deemed the effort a diversion from SpaceX's founding mission to reach Mars. Former SpaceX employees have told me that they often couched feedback in the glossy terms of that mission, so as not to displease Musk. Instead of coming right out with safety concerns, for example, they would advise against certain decisions because of the mission. Such overly cautious managing up, one could argue, is not very efficient.

Read: The messy reality of Elon Musk's space city

According to CNN, Musk has spent nearly every day since the election at Mar-a-Lago, joining the president-elect for meals on the patio and rounds of golf. Of the two DOGE chairs, he is clearly Trump's favorite; the Mars hype and memery are only just beginning. But the very fact that Musk and Ramaswamy were appointed jointly--two leaders where presumably one could do--undermines the very premise of the Department of Government Efficiency. Even in his mission to rid the federal government of every bit of wasteful spending, Musk still has to kneel to someone else's version of bureaucracy.
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Genetic Discrimination Is Coming for Us All

Insurers are refusing to cover Americans whose DNA reveals health risks. It's perfectly legal.

by Kristen V. Brown




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


The news came four years ago, at the end of a casual phone call. Bill's family had always thought it was a freak coincidence that his father and grandfather both had ALS. But at the end of a catch-up, Bill's brother revealed that he had a diagnosis too. The familial trend, it turned out, was linked to a genetic mutation. That meant Bill might also be at risk for the disease.

An ALS specialist ordered Bill a DNA test. While he waited for results, he applied for long-term-care insurance. If he ever developed ALS, Bill told me, he wanted to ensure that the care he would need as his nerve cells died and muscles atrophied wouldn't strain the family finances. When Bill found out he had the mutation, he shared the news with his insurance agent, who dealt him another blow: "I don't expect you to be approved," he remembers her saying.

Bill doesn't have ALS. He's a healthy 60-year-old man who spends his weekends building his dream home by hand. A recent study of mutations like his suggests that his genetics increase his chances of developing ALS by about 25 percent, on average. Most ALS cases aren't genetic at all. And yet, Bill felt like he was being treated as if he was already sick. (Bill asked to be identified by his first name only, because he hasn't disclosed his situation to his employer and worried about facing blowback at work too.)

What happened to Bill, and to dozens of other people whose experiences have been documented by disease advocates and on social media, is perfectly legal. Gaps in the United States' genetic-nondiscrimination law mean that life, long-term-care, and disability insurers can obligate their customers to disclose genetic risk factors for disease and deny them coverage (or hike prices) based on the resulting information. It doesn't matter whether those customers found out about their mutations from a doctor-ordered test or a 23andMe kit.

For decades, researchers have feared that people might be targeted over their DNA, but they weren't sure how often it was happening. Now at least a handful of Americans are experiencing what they argue is a form of discrimination. And as more people get their genomes sequenced--and researchers learn to glean even more information from the results--a growing number of people may find themselves similarly targeted.

When scientists were mapping the immense complexity of the human genome around the turn of the 21st century, many thought that most diseases would eventually be traced to individual genes. Consequently, researchers worried that people might, for example, get fired because of their genetics; around the same time, a federal research lab was sued by its employees for conducting genetic tests for sickle-cell disease on prospective hires without their explicit consent. In 2008, the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA) was signed into law, ensuring that employers couldn't decide to hire or fire you, and health insurers couldn't decide whether to issue a policy, based on DNA. But lawmakers carved out a host of exceptions. Insurers offering life, long-term-care, or disability insurance could take DNA into account. Too many high-risk people in an insurance pool, they argued, could raise prices for everyone. Those exceptions are why an insurer was able to deny Bill a long-term-care policy.

Read: The loopholes in the law prohibiting genetic discrimination

Cases like Bill's are exactly what critics of the consumer-genetic-testing industry feared when millions of people began spitting into test tubes. These cases have never been tallied up or well documented. But I found plenty of examples by canvassing disease-advocacy organizations and social-media communities for ALS, breast cancer, and Huntington's disease. Lisa Schlager, the vice president of public policy at the hereditary-cancer advocacy group FORCE, told me she is collecting accounts of discrimination in life, long-term-care, and disability insurance to assess the extent of the problem; so far, she has about 40. A man Schlager connected me with, whose genetic condition, Lynch syndrome, increases the risk for several cancers, had his life-insurance premium increased and coverage decreased; several other providers denied him a policy altogether. Kelly Kashmer, a 42-year-old South Carolina resident, told me she was denied life insurance in 2013 after learning that she had a harmful version of the BRCA2 gene. One woman I found via Reddit told me she had never tested her own DNA, but showed me documents that demonstrate she was still denied policies--because, she said, her mom had a concerning gene. (Some of the people I spoke with, like Bill, requested not to be identified in order to protect their medical privacy.)

Studies have shown that people seek out additional insurance when they have increased genetic odds of becoming ill or dying. "Life insurers carefully evaluate each applicant's health, determining premiums and coverage based on life expectancy," Jan Graeber, a senior health actuary for the American Council of Life Insurers, said in a statement. "This process ensures fairness for both current and future policyholders while supporting the company's long-term financial stability." But it also means people might avoid seeking out potentially lifesaving health information. Research has consistently found that concerns about discrimination are one of the most cited reasons that people avoid taking DNA tests.

For some genetically linked diseases, such as ALS and Huntington's disease, knowing you have a harmful mutation does not enable you to prevent the potential onset of disease. Sometimes, though, knowing about a mutation can decrease odds of severe illness or death. BRCA mutations, for example, give someone as much as an 85 percent chance of developing breast cancer, but evidence shows that testing women for the mutations has helped reduce the rate of cancer deaths by encouraging screenings and prophylactic surgeries that could catch or prevent disease. Kashmer told me that her first screening after she discovered her BRCA2 mutation revealed that she already had breast cancer; had she not sought a genetic test, she may have gotten a policy, but would have been a much worse bet for the insurer. She's now been cancer-free for 11 years, but she said she hasn't bothered to apply for a policy again.

Read: Remember that DNA you gave 23andMe?

Even employers, which must adhere to GINA, might soon be able to hire or fire based on certain genetic risk factors. Laura Hercher, a genetic counselor and director of research at the Sarah Lawrence College Human Genetics Program, told me that some researchers are now arguing that having two copies of the APOE4 mutation, which gives people about a 60 percent chance of developing Alzheimer's, is equivalent to a Stage Zero of the disease. If having a gene is considered equivalent to a diagnosis, do GINA's protections still apply? The Affordable Care Act prevents health insurers from discriminating based on preexisting conditions, but not employers and other types of insurers. (The ACA may change dramatically under the coming Trump presidency anyway.) And the Americans With Disabilities Act might not apply to the gray area between what might be viewed as an early manifestation of a disease and the stage when it's considered a disability. FORCE and other advocacy groups--including the ALS Association and the Michael J. Fox Foundation--as well as members of the National Society of Genetic Counselors, are working in a few states to pass laws that close gaps left by GINA, as Florida did in 2020, but so far they have been mostly unsuccessful.

Genetic testing has only just become common enough in the U.S. that insurers might bother asking about it, Hercher said. Recently, groups like Schlager's have been hearing more and more anecdotes. "People are so worried about genetic discrimination that they are failing to sign up for research studies or declining medically recommended care because of the concerns of what could happen to their insurance," Anya Prince, a professor at the University of Iowa College of Law, told me. Carolyn Applegate, a genetic counselor in Maryland, told me that when patients come to her worried about a hereditary disease, she typically advises them to line up all the extra coverage they might need first--then hand over their DNA to a lab.

So far, these unintended consequences of genetic testing seem to be manifesting for people with risk for rare diseases linked to single genes, which, combined, affect about 6 percent of the global population, according to one estimate. But the leading killers--heart disease, diabetes, and the like--are influenced by a yet unknown number of genes, along with lifestyle and environmental factors, such as diet, stress, and air quality. Researchers have tried to make sense of this complex interplay of genes through polygenic risk scores, which use statistical modeling to predict that someone has, say, a slightly elevated chance of developing Alzeheimer's. Many experts think these scores have limited predictive power, but "in the future, genetic tests will be even more predictive and even more helpful and even more out there," Prince said. Already, if you look deep enough, almost everyone's genome registers some risk.

Read: What happens when you're convinced you have bad genes

In aggregate, such information can be valuable to companies, Nicholas Papageorge, a professor of economics at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Insurers want to sell policies at as high a price as possible while also reducing their exposure; knowing even a little bit more about someone's odds of one day developing a debilitating or deadly disease might help one company win out over the competition. As long as the predictions embedded in polygenic risk scores come true at least a small percentage of the time, they could help insurers make more targeted decisions about who to cover and what to charge them. As we learn more about what genes mean for everyone's health, insurance companies could use that information to dictate coverage for ever more people.

Bill still doesn't know whether he will ever develop ALS. The average age of onset is 40 to 60, but many people don't show symptoms until well into their 70s. Without long-term-care insurance, Bill might not be able to afford full-time nursing care if he someday needs it. People who do develop ALS become unable to walk or talk or chew as the disease progresses. "Moving people to the bathroom, changing the sheets, changing the bedpans," Bill said--"I dread the thought of burdening my wife with all of those things."

Cases like Bill's could soon become more common. Because scientists' understanding of the human genome is still evolving, no one can predict all of the potential consequences of decoding it. As more information is mined from the genome, interest in its secrets is sure to grow beyond risk-averse insurers. If consumer-facing DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe change their long-standing privacy policies, go bankrupt, or are sold to unscrupulous buyers, more companies could have access to individuals' genetic risk profiles too. (23andMe told me that it does not share customer data with insurance companies and its CEO has said she is not currently open to third-party acquisition offers.) Papageorge told me he could imagine, say, scammers targeting people at risk for Alzheimer's, just as they often target older people who may fall for a ploy out of confusion. All of us have glitches somewhere in our genome--the question is who will take advantage of that information.
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To Find Alien Intelligence, Start With the Mountains

The key to complex life might be hiding miles below our feet.

by Adam Frank




Eons ago, long before T. rex or any other large multicellular life roamed the planet, life on Earth got stuck. After inventing single-celled organisms and teaching them biochemical tricks such as the energy-creating miracle of fermentation, evolution cranked out nothing but simple communities of microbes. It was the evolutionary equivalent of visiting every car dealership in the world and finding only Kia sedans, but in different colors. Scientists call this stagnant period, which spanned from about 1.8 billion years ago to 600 million years ago, the "boring billion."

Then, suddenly, everything changed. The long snooze gave way to the Cambrian explosion, the most rapid, creative period of evolution in the history of our planet. In the blink of a geologic eye (hundreds of millions of years), all the basic biology needed to sustain complex organisms was worked out, and the paths to all modern life, ranging from periwinkles to people, branched off. Mega sharks hunted in the oceans, pterodactyls took to the skies, and velociraptors terrorized our mouselike mammalian ancestors on land.

What drove this instantaneous, epic change in evolution has been one of the great unsolved problems of evolutionary theory for decades. In their attempts to solve the riddle, some researchers have recently turned not to the Cambrian explosion but back to the boring billion, and in so doing, they might finally have found the answer. The origins of the Cambrian explosion, these scientists say, may lie not in life itself but deep in Earth's interior. If they're right--if the evolution of organisms really is woven together with the evolution of planets--their hypothesis will have profound consequences in our search for life beyond Earth.

Earth's crust--the thin upper layer on which all life resides--is broken into 15 or so major and minor plates, more than 100 miles thick in some places. Below it, stretching thousands of miles down toward the center of the planet, lies the mantle, a thick layer of rocky stuff that's so hot, it's more goo than solid. The mantle has been slowly cooling since the planet's formation but remains locked into a constant, slow-motion boil: Heat from the planet's core sends the goo from the depths up toward the crust and back down again. The circular motion at the top of the mantle drags Earth's tectonic plates along at a few centimeters a year, the same rate your fingernails grow. This is the continental drift, which generates the occasional earthquake and sometimes births volcanoes. In some places, plates get pulled apart, creating new crust. More important for the story of life are the zones where plates crash into each other, creating mountain ranges.

Plate tectonics is a fundamental feature of Earth. As far as astronomers know, other planets may have broken-up crusts, yet ours is the only one with continually shifting plates. But what if continental drift got lazy? This is exactly what some scientists think may have happened during the boring billion. Perhaps, as the Earth cooled, the heat flow from its core was disrupted; perhaps chemical changes in the mantle itself altered how it responded to that heat. In either of those cases, the conveyor belt carrying the plates around the Earth's surface could shut down for hundreds of millions of years or more.

Read: Why Earth's history appears so miraculous

The boring billion occurred during the reign of the supercontinent Rodinia, a vast landmass that covered a significant portion of the Earth's surface. Earth's land had been swept into supercontinents before, but evidence from billion-year-old mineral deposits suggests that Rodinia may have formed just as continental drift effectively shut down (or at least significantly slowed). A Rodinia without major tectonic shifts would have offered early microbes a planet-girdling geologic stability that lasted for hundreds of millions of years. With no towering mountain ranges being born from apocalyptic collisions between continental plates, the supercontinent would have been exactly the kind of place that could put evolution to sleep.

About 900 million years ago, the planet-size engine within the Earth may have restarted. Evidence from mineral studies that track the creation and destruction of crustal material seems to indicate that plate tectonics might have not only begun again but also entered a vigorous phase unlike anything Earth had seen before. The new continental conveyor belt pulled Rodinia apart and slammed the newly separated landmasses into one another. Earth's first sky-puncturing, continent-spanning mountain chains were born.

Such a rapid and destructive breakup of Rodinia would have created new environments around the planet that pushed life to adapt quickly and dramatically. Perhaps that's why the first multicellular organisms--some of which were branching, frond-like creatures made of interconnected tubes--appear in the fossil record within 100 million years of Rodinia's destruction. This dramatic increase in evolutionary creativity was accompanied by an equally dramatic increase in the abundance of life. Geochemical data that track carbon cycling suggest that, after the end of Rodinia's reign approximately 700 million years ago, the Earth's biological productivity skyrocketed. Across 100 million years, biological activity increased almost 100-fold. As rain washed over those new Himalayan-style mountains, the rocks would have been weathered into their elemental components, which could then flow downstream, filling the seas with a burst of nutrients that fueled a burst of life. Each new generation offered a chance for an innovative mutation that might eventually lead to eyes, wings, or a fancy nervous system.

Read: A possible break in one of evolution's biggest mysteries

Much work remains to be done to confirm this story. For example, before scientists can be sure whether plate tectonics stopped or slowed down before the boring billion--or just became more vigorous afterward--they need better ways to rebuild timelines from geochemical evidence. They need to not only determine which plate was where and when, but also tie that evidence to a more detailed understanding of what was happening in the mantle and the rest of the planet's deep interior. And even if researchers can prove that the Cambrian explosion happened just (geologically speaking) after plate tectonics restarted with a bang, the timing might still have been mere coincidence.

What is clear from the emerging research, however, is that the evolution of life and the evolution of Earth must be considered as one inseparable process. The links between the boring billion and plate tectonics are only one preliminary data point. Scientists are, for example, sure that about 2.5 billion years ago, the evolution of a new kind of photosynthesis flooded Earth's atmosphere and oceans with oxygen. That "great oxygenation event" profoundly rewired the future evolution of the Earth as atmospheric oxygen led to the solar-radiation-shielding ozone layer, which led to life colonizing the continents, which led to big-brained creatures like us emerging.

These lessons in the "coevolution" of life and planets matter for how humans understand Earth now, as we push our planet's evolution in new and dangerous directions. And they will matter even more as astronomers continue to scour the universe for life on other planets. Understanding how life reshapes its planets, and vice versa, can help astronomers zero in on which planets to search, including larger worlds, which are more likely to retain their heat and have longer periods of active plate tectonics.

Read: Humans are ready to find alien life

We humans finally have the technology and the scientific understanding to begin in earnest the search for life beyond Earth--the chance to encounter beings that come closer to matching our strange capacity to sense and make sense of the world. But to find that complexity, we must take the lessons of the boring billion to heart. Planets are not just a stage on which the drama of life's evolution takes place. They are main characters too.
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Trump Is Handing China a Golden Opportunity on Climate

Already a leader in clean tech, China may see a new reason to act as leader in addressing climate change too.

by Zoe Schlanger




In what will probably be the warmest year in recorded history, in a month in which all but two U.S. states are in a drought, and on a day when yet another hurricane was forming in the Caribbean, Donald Trump, a climate denier with a thirst for oil drilling, won the American presidency for a second time. And today, delegates from around the world will begin this year's global UN climate talks, in Baku, Azerbaijan. This UN Conference of Parties (COP) is meant to decide how much money wealthy, high-emitting nations should channel toward the poorer countries that didn't cause the warming in the first place, but the Americans--representing the country that currently has the second-highest emissions and is by far the highest historical emitter--now can make no promises that anyone should believe they would keep.



"We know perfectly well [Trump] won't give another penny to climate finance, and that will neutralize whatever is agreed," Joanna Depledge, a fellow at the University of Cambridge and an expert on international climate negotiations, told me. Without about a trillion dollars a year in assistance, developing nations' green transitions will not happen fast enough to prevent catastrophic global warming. But wealthy donor countries are more likely to contribute if others do, and if the U.S. isn't paying in, other large emitters have cover to weaken their own climate-finance commitments.



In an ironic twist for a president-elect who likes to villainize China, Trump may be handing that nation a golden opportunity. China has, historically, worked to block ambitious climate deals, but whoever manages to sort out the question of global climate finance will be lauded as a hero. With the U.S. stepping out of a climate-leadership role, China has the chance--and a few good reasons--to step in and assume it.

The spotlight in Baku will now be on China as the world's biggest emitter, whether the country likes it or not, Li Shuo, a director at the Asia Society Policy Institute, said in a press call. The Biden administration did manage to nudge China to be more ambitious in some of its climate goals, leading, for example, to a pledge to reduce methane emissions. But the Trump administration will likely shelve ongoing U.S.-China climate conversations and remove, for a second time, the U.S. from the Paris Agreement, which requires participants to commit to specific emissions-reduction goals. Last time around, Trump's withdrawal made China look good by comparison, without the country necessarily needing to change course or account for its obvious problem areas, like its expanding coal industry. The same will likely happen again, Alex Wang, a law professor at UCLA and an expert on U.S.-China relations, told me.



China is, after all, the leading producer and installer of green energy, but green energy alone is not enough to avoid perilous levels of warming. China likes to emphasize that it's categorized as a developing country at these gatherings, and has fought deals that would require it to limit emissions or fork over cash, and by extension, limit its growth. But with the U.S. poised to do nothing constructive, China's position on climate looks rosy in comparison.



Read: A tiny petrostate is running the world's climate talks



By cutting off its contributions to international climate finance, the U.S. also will give China more room to expand its influence through "green soft power." China has spent the past five years or so focused on the construction of green infrastructure in Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia, Wang said. Tong Zhao, senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told Reuters that China expects to be able to "expand its influence in emerging power vacuums" under a second Trump term. Under Biden, the U.S. was attempting to compete in the green-soft-power arena by setting up programs to help clean-energy transitions in Indonesia or Vietnam, Wang noted. "But now I suspect that those federal efforts will be eliminated."



Read: Why Xi wants Trump to win



Most experts now view the global turn toward solar and other clean energy as self-propelled and inevitable. When Trump first entered office, solar panels and electric vehicles were not hot topics. "Eight years later, it is absolutely clear that China dominates in those areas," Wang said. China used the first Trump administration to become the biggest clean-tech supplier in the world, by far. The Biden administration tried to catch up in climate tech, primarily through the Inflation Reduction Act, but even now, Shuo told me, Chinese leaders do not see the U.S. as a clean-tech competitor. "They have not seen the first U.S.-made EV or solar panel installed in Indonesia, right?" he said. "And of course, the U.S. lagging behind might be exacerbated by the Trump administration," which has promised to repeal the IRA, leaving potentially $80 billion of would-be clean-tech business for other countries--but most prominently China--to scoop up. In all international climate arenas, the U.S. is poised to mostly hurt itself.



Read: How Trump's America will lose the climate race



More practically, Baku could give China a chance to negotiate favorable trade deals with the EU, which has just started to impose new carbon-based border tariffs. But none of this guarantees that China will decide to take a decisive role in negotiating a strong climate-finance deal. Climate finance is what could keep the world from tipping into darker and wholly avoidable climate scenarios. But news of Trump's election is likely to lend COP the air of a collective hangover. EU countries will surely assume a strong leadership posture in the talks, but they don't have the fiscal or political might to fill the hole the U.S. will leave behind. Without surprise commitments from China and other historically begrudgingly cooperative countries, COP could simply fail to deliver a finance deal, or, more likely, turn out a miserably weak one.
 
 The global climate community has been here before, though. The U.S. has a pattern of obstructing the climate negotiations. In 1992, the Rio Treaty was made entirely voluntary at the insistence of President George H. W. Bush. In 1997, the Clinton-Gore administration had no strategy to get the Kyoto Protocol ratified in the Senate; the U.S. has still never ratified it.



But although President George W. Bush's administration declared Kyoto dead, it in fact laid the groundwork for the Paris Agreement. The Paris Agreement survived the first Trump term and will survive another, Tina Stege, the climate envoy for the Marshall Islands, told me. The last time Trump was elected, the EU, China, and Canada put out a joint negotiating platform to carry on climate discussions without the United States. That largely came to nothing, but the coalition will now have a second chance. And overemphasizing U.S. politics, Stege said, ignores that countries like hers are pressing on with diplomatic agreements that will determine their territories' survival.



Nor is the U.S. defined only by its federal government. Subnationally, a number of organizations cropped up in the U.S. during Trump's first administration to mobilize governors, mayors, and CEOs to step in on climate diplomacy. These include the U.S. Climate Alliance (a bipartisan coalition of  24 governors) and America Is All In: a coalition of 5,000 mayors, college presidents, health-care executives, and faith leaders, co-chaired by Washington State Governor Jay Inslee and former EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy, among other climate heavy hitters. This time, they won't be starting from scratch in convincing the rest of the world that at least parts of the U.S. are still committed to fighting climate change.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/baseball-pitching-touch-feel-science/680414/?utm_source=feed
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Point Nemo, the Most Remote Place on Earth

It's the farthest place in the world from land. A lot seems to be going on there.

by Cullen Murphy




Updated at 9:40 a.m. ET on November 12, 2024


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


It's called the "longest-swim problem": If you had to drop someone at the place in the ocean farthest from any speck of land--the remotest spot on Earth--where would that place be? The answer, proposed only a few decades ago, is a location in the South Pacific with the coordinates 48deg52.5291'S 123deg23.5116'W: the "oceanic point of inaccessibility," to use the formal name. It doesn't get many visitors. But one morning last year, I met several people who had just come from there.

They had been sailing a 60-foot foiling boat, the Malama, in the Ocean Race, a round-the-world yachting competition, and had passed near that very spot, halfway between New Zealand and South America. Now, two months later, they had paused briefly in Newport, Rhode Island, before tackling the final stretch across the Atlantic. (And the Malama would win the race.) I spoke with some members of the five-person crew before going out with them for a sail on Narragansett Bay. When I asked about their experience at the oceanic pole of inaccessibility, they all brought up the weather.

With a test pilot's understatement, the crew described the conditions as "significant" or "strong" or "noteworthy" (or, once, "incredibly noteworthy"). The Southern Ocean, which girds the planet in the latitudes above Antarctica and below the other continents, has the worst weather in the world because its waters circulate without any landmass to slow them down. The Antarctic Circumpolar Current is the most powerful on Earth, a conveyor belt that never stops and that in recent years has been moving faster. These are the waters that tossed Roald Amundsen and Ernest Shackleton. The winds are cold and brutal. Waves reach 60 or 70 feet. In a second, a racing boat's speed can drop from 30 knots to five, then jump back to 30. You may have to ride out these conditions, slammed and jammed, for five days, 10 days, trimming sails from inside a tiny sealed cockpit, unable to stand up fully all that time. To sleep, you strap yourself into a harness. You may wake up bruised.

Read: The last place on Earth any tourist should go

This is not a forgiving environment for a sailboat. But it's a natural habitat for the albatross you find yourself watching through a foggy pane as it floats on air blowing across the water's surface--gliding tightly down one enormous wave and then tightly up the next. The bird has a 10-foot wingspan, but the wings do not pump; locked and motionless, they achieve aerodynamic perfection. The albatross gives no thought to the longest swim. It may not have touched land in years.

The oceanic pole of inaccessibility goes by a more colloquial name: Point Nemo. The reference is not to the Disney fish, but to the captain in Jules Verne's novel Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. In Latin, nemo means "no one," which is appropriate because there is nothing and no one here. Point Nemo lies beyond any national jurisdiction. According to Flightradar24, a tracking site, the occasional commercial flight from Sydney or Auckland to Santiago flies overhead, when the wind is right. But no shipping lanes pass through Point Nemo. No country maintains a naval presence. Owing to eccentricities of the South Pacific Gyre, the sea here lacks nutrients to sustain much in the way of life--it is a marine desert. Because biological activity is minimal, the water is the clearest of any ocean.

If you are on a boat at Point Nemo, the closest human beings will likely be the astronauts aboard the International Space Station.

What you do find in the broad swath of ocean around Point Nemo--at the bottom of the sea, two and a half miles below the surface--are the remains of spacecraft. They were brought down deliberately by means of a controlled deorbit, the idea being that the oceanic point of inaccessibility makes a better landing zone than someone's rooftop in Florida or North Carolina. Parts of the old Soviet Mir space station are here somewhere, as are bits and pieces of more than 250 other spacecraft and their payloads. They had been sent beyond the planet's atmosphere by half a dozen space agencies and a few private companies, and then their lives came to an end. There is a symmetry in the outer-space connection: If you are on a boat at Point Nemo, the closest human beings will likely be the astronauts aboard the International Space Station; it periodically passes directly above, at an altitude of about 250 miles. When their paths crossed at Point Nemo, the ISS astronauts and the sailors aboard the Malama exchanged messages.


Illustration by Anuj Shrestha



The Malama's crew spoke with me about the experience of remoteness. At Point Nemo, they noted, there is no place to escape to. If a mast breaks, the closest help, by ship, from Chile or New Zealand, could be a week or two away. You need to be able to fix anything--sails, engines, electronics, the hull itself. The crew described sensations of rare clarity and acuity brought on by the sheer scale of risk. The austral environment adds a stark visual dimension. At this far-southern latitude, the interplay of light and cloud can be intense: the darks so very dark, the brights so very bright.

Simon Fisher, the Malama's navigator, described feeling like a trespasser as the boat approached Point Nemo--intruding where human beings do not belong. Crew members also described feelings of privilege and power. "There's something very special," Fisher said, "about knowing you're someplace where everybody else isn't."

We all know the feeling. Rain-swept moors, trackless deserts, unpeopled islands. For me, such places are hard to resist. Metaphorically, of course, remoteness can be found anywhere--cities, books, relationships. But physical remoteness is a category of its own. It is an enhancer: It can make the glorious better and the terrible worse. The oceanic pole of inaccessibility distills physical remoteness on our planet into a pure and absolute form. There are continental poles of inaccessibility too--the place on each landmass that is farthest from the sea. But these locations are not always so remote. You can drive to some of them. People may live nearby. (The North American pole of inaccessibility is on the Pine Ridge Reservation, in South Dakota.) But Point Nemo is nearly impossible to get to and offers nothing when you arrive, not even a place to stand. It is the anti-Everest: It beckons because nothing is there.

I first heard the name Point Nemo in 1997, when hydrophones on the floor of the South Pacific, thousands of miles apart, picked up the loudest underwater sound ever recorded. This got headlines, and the sound was quickly named the "Bloop." What could be its source? Some speculated about an undiscovered form of marine life lurking in the abyssal depths. There was dark talk about Russian or American military activity. Readers of H. P. Lovecraft remembered that his undersea zombie city of R'lyeh was supposedly not far away. Scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration eventually concluded that the sound had come from the fracturing or calving of ice in Antarctica. In this instance, freakish conditions had directed the sound of an Antarctic event northward, toward a lonely expanse of ocean. Faraway hydrophones then picked up the sound and mistook its place of origin. News reports noted the proximity to Point Nemo.

Video: The loudest underwater sound ever recorded has no scientific explanation

You might have thought that a planetary feature as singular as the oceanic pole of inaccessibility would be as familiar as the North Pole or the equator. In a sci-fi story, this spot in the South Pacific might be a portal to some other dimension--or possibly the nexus of the universe, as the intersection of First and First in Manhattan was once said to be. Yet at the time of the Bloop, the location of the oceanic pole of inaccessibility had been known and named for only five years.

I have not been to Point Nemo, though it has maintained a curious hold on me for decades. Not long ago, I set out to find the handful of people on Earth who have some sort of personal connection to the place. I started with the man who put it on the map.

Hrvoje Lukatela, a Croatian-born engineer, left his homeland in the 1970s as political and intellectual life there became turbulent. At the University of Zagreb, he had studied geodesy--the science of measuring Earth's physical properties, such as its shape and its orientation in space. Degree in hand, he eventually found his way to Calgary, Alberta, where he still lives and where I spent a few days with him last fall. At 81, he is no longer the avid mountaineer he once was, but he remains fit and bluff and gregarious. A trim gray beard and unkempt hair add a slight Ewok cast to his features.

After arriving in Canada, Lukatela was employed as a survey engineer. For several years, he worked on the Alaska Highway natural-gas pipeline. For another company, he determined the qibla--the precise alignment toward the Kaaba, in Mecca--for a new university and its mosque in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In time, he created a software company whose product he named after the Greek astronomer Hipparchus. This was in the 1980s, when digital cartography was advancing rapidly and civilian GPS systems were on the horizon. The Hipparchus software library--"a family of algorithms that dealt with differential geometry on the surface of an ellipsoid," as he described it, intending to be helpful--made it easier to bridge, mathematically, three-dimensional and two-dimensional geographical measurements. Lukatela can go on at length about the capabilities of Hipparchus, which he eventually sold to Microsoft, but two of the most significant were its power and its accuracy.

By his own admission, Lukatela is the kind of man who will not ask for directions. But he has a taste for geographical puzzles. He heard about the longest-swim problem from a friend at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution and was immediately engaged. You could twirl a classroom globe and guess, correctly, that the oceanic pole of inaccessibility must lie in the South Pacific, probably concealed by the rectangle where most publishers of maps and globes put their logo. But no one had tried to establish the exact location. As Lukatela saw it, the logic of the search process was simple. It takes three points to define a circle. Lukatela needed to find the largest oceanic circle that met two criteria: The circumference had to be defined by three points of dry land. And inside the circle there could be no land at all. The oceanic point of inaccessibility would be the center of that circle.

I'll leave the computational churning aside, except to say that Hipparchus was made for a problem like this. Drawing on a digitized cartographic database, it could generate millions of random locations in the ocean and calculate the distance from each on a spherical surface to the nearest point of land. Lukatela eventually found the three "proximity vertices" he needed. One of them is Ducie Island, a tiny atoll notable for a shark-infested lagoon. It is part of the Pitcairn Islands, a British overseas territory, where in 1790 the Bounty mutineers made their unhappy home. A second vertex is the even tinier Motu Nui, a Chilean possession, whose crags rise to the west of Easter Island. The character Moana, in the animated movie, comes from there. The third vertex is desolate Maher Island, off the coast of Antarctica. It is a breeding ground for Adelie penguins. The three islands define a circle of ocean larger than the old Soviet Union. Point Nemo, at the center, lies 1,670.4 miles from each vertex. For perspective, that is roughly the distance from Manhattan to Santa Fe.

Lukatela completed his calculations in 1992, and quietly shared the results with his friend at Woods Hole and a few other colleagues. As the young internet gained users, word about Point Nemo spread among a small subculture of geodesists, techies, and the simply curious. In time, new cartographic databases became available, moving the triangulation points slightly. Lukatela tried out two of the databases, each recalibration giving Point Nemo itself a nudge, but not by much.

Lukatela had named the oceanic pole of inaccessibility after the mysterious captain in the Jules Verne novel he had loved as a boy. Submerged in his steampunk submarine, Captain Nemo sought to keep his distance from terrestrial woes: "Here alone do I find independence! Here I recognize no superiors! Here I'm free!"

But Captain Nemo couldn't entirely stay aloof from the rest of the planet, and neither can Point Nemo. Many of the boats in the Ocean Race carry a "science package"-- equipment for collecting weather data and water samples from regions of the sea that are otherwise nearly impossible to monitor. Data collected by their instruments, later given to labs, reveal the presence of microplastics: Even at the oceanic point of inaccessibility, you are not beyond the reach of humanity.

An article this past spring in the journal Nature reported the results of a scientific expedition that bored deep into the sediment of the ocean floor near Point Nemo. The focus was on the fluctuating character, over millions of years, of the Antarctic Circumpolar Current, whose existence became possible after tectonic forces separated Australia and South America from Antarctica. The current helps regulate temperatures worldwide and keep Antarctica cold. But, as the Nature article explained, its character is changing.

I spent several hours recently with one of the article's authors, Gisela Winckler, at Columbia University's Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, high on the Palisades overlooking the Hudson River. Winckler is a physicist and an oceanographer, and her interest in oceans and paleoclimate goes back to her graduate-school days at Heidelberg University, in Germany. She confessed that she'd first learned about Point Nemo not from a scientific paper but from the 2010 album Plastic Beach, by Damon Albarn's project Gorillaz. Winckler is intrepid; early in her career, a quarter century ago, she descended to the Pacific floor in the submersible Alvin, looking for gas hydrates and methane seeps. Yellow foul-weather gear hangs behind her office door. On a table sits a drill bit used for collecting sediment samples. Water from Point Nemo is preserved in a vial.


Illustration by Anuj Shrestha



Winckler's two-month expedition aboard the drilling vessel JOIDES Resolution, in 2019, was arduous. Scientists and crew members set out from Punta Arenas, Chile, near the start of the dark austral winter; they would not encounter another ship. The seas turned angry as soon as the Resolution left the Strait of Magellan, and stayed that way. The shipboard doctor got to know everyone. Winckler shrugged at the memory. That's the Southern Ocean for you. The drill sites had been chosen because the South Pacific is understudied and because the area around Point Nemo had sediment of the right character: so thick and dense with datable microfossils that you can go back a million years and sometimes be able to tell what was happening century by century. The team went back further in time than that. The drills punched through the Pleistocene and into the Pliocene, collecting core samples down to a depth corresponding to 5 million years ago and beyond.

The work was frequently interrupted by WOW alerts--the acronym stands for "waiting on weather"--when the heave of the ship made drilling too dangerous. Five weeks into the expedition, a violent weather system the size of Australia came roaring from the west. The alert status hit the highest level--RAW, for "run away from weather"--and the Resolution ran.

But the team had collected enough. It would spend the next five years comparing sediment data with what is known or surmised about global temperatures through the ages. A 5-million-year pattern began to emerge. As Winckler explained, "During colder times, the Antarctic Circumpolar Current itself becomes cooler and slows down, shifting a little bit northward, toward the equator. But during warmer times, it warms and speeds up, shifting its latitude a little bit southward, toward the pole." The current is warming now and therefore speeding up, and its course is more southerly--all of which erodes the Antarctic ice sheet. Warm water does more damage to ice than warm air can do.

Before I left the Palisades, Winckler walked me over to the Lamont-Doherty Core Repository, a sediment library where more than 20,000 tubes from decades of expeditions are stacked on floor-to-ceiling racks. The library was very cold--it's kept at 2 degrees centigrade, the temperature of the sea bottom--and very humid. Open a tube, and the sediment may still be moist. I wondered idly if in her Point Nemo investigations Winckler had ever run into a bit of space junk. She laughed. No, the expedition hadn't deployed underwater video, and the chances would have been infinitesimal anyway. Then again, she said, you never know. Some 30 years ago, during an expedition in the North Atlantic, she had seen a bottle of Beck's beer from an array of cameras being towed a mile or two below the surface. In 2022, in the South Pacific, the headlights of a submersible at the bottom of the Mariana Trench--about seven miles down, the deepest spot in any ocean--picked up the glassy green of another beer bottle resting in the sediment.

Jonathan McDowell has never been to the ocean floor, but he does have a rough idea where the world's oceanic space junk can be found. McDowell is an astronomer and astrophysicist at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He is also part of the team that manages science operations for the Chandra deep-space X-ray telescope. At more or less monthly intervals, he publishes a newsletter, Jonathan's Space Report, notable for its wide-ranging expertise and quirky humor. He has written about Point Nemo and its environs, and in an annual report, he provides long lists, in teletype font, with the coordinates of known debris splashdowns.

British by parentage and upbringing, McDowell looks ready to step into the role of Doctor Who: rumpled dark suit, colorful T-shirt, hair like a yogi's. He is 64, which he mentioned was 34 if you count in Martian years. I met him at his lair, in a gritty district near Cambridge--some 1,900 square feet of loft space crammed with books and computers, maps and globes. One shelf displays a plush-toy Tribble from a famous Star Trek episode. A small container on another shelf holds a washer from the camera of a U.S. spy satellite launched into orbit in 1962.

McDowell has been preoccupied by spaceflight all his life. His father was a physicist who taught at Royal Holloway, University of London. As a teenager, he began keeping track of rocket launches. In maturity, McDowell has realized a grander ambition: documenting the history of every object that has left the planet for outer space. Nothing is beneath his notice. He has studied orbiting bins of garbage discarded decades ago by Russia's Salyut space stations. If a Beck's bottle were circling the planet, he'd probably know. McDowell estimates that the thousands of files in binder boxes on his shelves hold physical records of 99 percent of all the objects that have made it into orbit. For what it covers, no database in the world matches the one in McDowell's loft.

Unless something is in very high orbit, what goes up eventually comes down, by means of a controlled or uncontrolled deorbit. The pieces of rockets and satellites and space stations large enough to survive atmospheric reentry have to hit the planet's surface somewhere. McDowell pulled several pages from a printer--colored maps with tiny dots showing places around the world where space debris has fallen. The maps reveal a cluster of dots spanning the South Pacific, like a mirror held up to the Milky Way.

Guiding objects carefully back to Earth became a priority after 1979, when the reentry of the American space station Skylab went awry and large chunks of debris rained down on southern Australia. No one was hurt, McDowell said, but NASA became an object of ridicule. The coastal town of Esperance made international news when it tried to fine the space agency for littering. From the 1990s on, more and more satellites were launched into orbit; the rockets that put them there were designed to fall back to Earth. The empty ocean around Point Nemo became a primary target zone: a "spacecraft cemetery," as it's sometimes called. That's where Mir came down, in 2001. It's where most of the spacecraft that supply the International Space Station come down. There are other cemeteries in other oceans, but the South Pacific is Forest Lawn. The reentry process is not an exact science, so the potential paths, while narrow, may be 1,000 miles long. When reentry is imminent, warnings go out to keep ships away.
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When I mentioned the conversation between the Malama crew and its nearest neighbors, the space-station astronauts, McDowell pointed me toward a bank of flatscreens. He called up a three-dimensional image of Earth and then showed me the orbital path of the ISS over the previous 24 hours. Relative to the universe, he explained, the plane of the ISS orbit does not change significantly on the timescale of a day or so--the station goes round and round, 16 times a day, five miles a second. But because the globe is spinning underneath, each orbit covers a different slice of the world--now China, now India, now Arabia. McDowell retrieved a moment from the day before. The red line of the orbit unspooled from between Antarctica and New Zealand and traced a path northeast across the Pacific. He pointed to the time stamp and the location. At least once a day, he said, the space station will be above Point Nemo.

Read: A close look at the most distant object NASA has ever explored

McDowell is drawn to the idea of remoteness, which maybe shouldn't be surprising: To an astrophysicist, remoteness is never far away. But, he said, "there are layers and layers when it comes to how you think about it." In 2019, a space probe relayed pictures of a 22-mile-long rock known as Arrokoth, the most distant object in our solar system ever to be visited by a spacecraft. That's one kind of remote. More recently, the James Webb Space Telescope has found galaxies more distant from our own than any known before. That's another kind. McDowell brought the subject almost back to Earth. On our planet, he said, Point Nemo is definitely remote--as remote as you can get. "But I'm always moved by the thought of Mike Collins, who was the first person to be completely isolated from the rest of humanity when his two friends were on the moon and he was orbiting the far side, and he had the moon between him and every other human being who has ever lived."

Collins himself wrote of that moment: "I am alone now, truly alone, and absolutely isolated from any known life. I am it."

I joined Hrvoje Lukatela and his wife, Dunja, for dinner one evening at their home near the University of Calgary. Hrvoje and Dunja had met at university as young mountaineers--outdoors clubs offered a form of insulation from the Communist regime. They emigrated together soon after their marriage. In the basement office of their home, he still keeps his boyhood copy (in Croatian) of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. Lukatela spread maps and computer printouts on the table as we ate.

Lukatela might wish to be remembered for the Hipparchus software library, but he accepts that the first line of his obituary will probably be about Point Nemo. He is proud of his discovery, and like a man with a hammer, he has a tendency to see everything as a nail. He and Dunja spend part of the year in Croatia, and in an email this past spring, he sent me some new calculations that solve the longest-swim problem for the Adriatic Sea ("with millimetric numerical precision"). Set him down alongside Loch Ness or the Central Park Reservoir, and I can guess what he'd be thinking.

Lukatela has a dream for Point Nemo, though probably not one that he can pursue alone. His hope is that someone, someday, will venture into the South Pacific and leave GPS receivers on Ducie Island, Motu Nui Island, and Maher Island, establishing the location of the triangulation points more accurately than ever before. While they're at it, they might also drive brass geodetic markers into the rock. Ducie and Motu Nui would be relatively easy to get to--"I could do it on my own," he ventured. (Dunja, listening, did not seem overly concerned.) Access to Maher Island, Lukatela went on, with its inhospitable location and brutal weather, might require some sort of government expedition.

From the February 1906 issue: A history and future of human exploration

What government would that even be? Lukatela indicated Maher Island on a map. Officially, it is part of Marie Byrd Land, one of the planet's few remaining tracts of terra nullius--land claimed by no one. But Lukatela recalled hearing that Maher Island had recently come under the jurisdiction of one of those start-up micronations that people invent to advance some cause.

He was right. Maher is one of five Antarctic islands claimed by the Grand Duchy of Flandrensis, a Belgium-based micronation devoted to raising ecological awareness. At international conferences, the grand duke, Nicholas de Mersch d'Oyenberghe, wears military dress blues with handsome decorations and a yellow sash. But he answers his own email. Asked about Lukatela's ambition, he explained that his country is the only one in the world that seeks to bar all human beings from its territory; the thousand or so people who have registered as citizens are all nonresidents. "No humans, only nature!" is the Grand Duchy's motto. However, he went on, a mission to install a GPS receiver and a geodetic-survey marker would be deemed scientific, and welcomed. The Grand Duchy would be happy to provide a flag.

The astronaut Steve Bowen has orbited above Maher Island and Point Nemo many times. Before being selected by NASA, Bowen was a submariner; he knows a lot about life in a sealed container far from anywhere. He was one of the crew members aboard the International Space Station who spoke with the Ocean Race sailors as their trajectories crossed at Point Nemo. When I caught up with him this past summer, he compared his circumstances and theirs. The astronauts sleep a lot better, he said--in microgravity, you don't wake up bruised. But the environment never changes. There is no fresh air, no wind, no rain. Bowen remembered the exhilaration whenever his submarine surfaced in open sea and he would emerge topside into the briny spray, tethered to the boat, taking in a view of nothing but water in every direction.

In the space station, Bowen would often float his way to the seven-window cupola--the observation module--and gaze at the planet below. From that altitude, you have a sight line extending 1,000 miles in every direction, an area about the size of Brazil. In a swath of the planet that big, Bowen said, you can almost always find a reference point--an island, a peninsula, something. The one exception: when the orbit takes you above Point Nemo. For a while, the view through the windows is all ocean.

That same expanse of ocean will one day receive the International Space Station. When it is decommissioned, in 2031, the parts that don't burn up in the atmosphere will descend toward the South Pacific and its spacecraft cemetery.

Last March, aboard a chartered ship called the Hanse Explorer, a Yorkshire businessman named Chris Brown, 62, exchanged messages with Lukatela to make sure that he had the coordinates he needed--the original computation and the later variations. Brown values precision. As he explained when I reached him at his home in Harrogate after his return from the South Pacific, he and his son Mika had been determined to reach Point Nemo, and even have a swim, and he wanted to be certain he was in the right neighborhood.

This wasn't just a lark. Brown has been attempting to visit all eight of the planet's poles of inaccessibility, and he had already knocked off most of the continental ones. Point Nemo, the oceanic pole, was by far the most difficult. Brown is an adventurer, but he is also pragmatic. He once made arrangements to descend to the Titanic aboard the Titan submersible but withdrew in short order because of safety concerns--well founded, as it turned out, given the Titan's tragic implosion in 2023. The ship he was chartering now could stay at sea for 40 days and was built for ice. Autumn had just begun in the Southern Hemisphere when the Browns left Puerto Montt, Chile, and the weather turned unfriendly at once. "Nausea was never far away," he recalled.

Read: The Titanic sub and the draw of extreme tourism

But approaching Point Nemo, eight days later, the Hanse Explorer found a brief window of calm. Steering a Zodiac inflatable boat and guided by a GPS device, Brown made his way to 48deg52.5291'S 123deg23.5116'W. He and Mika slipped overboard in their wetsuits, becoming the first human beings to enter the ocean here. A video of the event includes photos of the men being ferociously attacked by an albatross. While treading water, they managed to display the maritime flags for the letters N, E, M, and O. Then, mindful of Lukatela's further calculations, they headed for two other spots, a few miles distant--just to be safe. Admiral Robert Peary's claim to have been the first person to reach the North Pole, in 1909, has long been disputed; his math was almost certainly off. Brown did not want to become the Peary of Point Nemo.

He isn't, of course. I think of him, rather, as Point Nemo's Leif Erikson, the man credited with the first New World toe-touch by a European. I think of Hrvoje Lukatela as some combination of Juan de la Cosa and Martin Waldseemuller, the cartographers who first mapped and named the Western Hemisphere. Jonathan McDowell is perhaps Point Nemo's Alexander von Humboldt, Gisela Winckler its Charles Lyell and Gertrude Bell. Steve Bowen and the Ocean Race crew, circumnavigating the globe in their different ways, have a wide choice of forebears. The grand duke of Flandrensis may not be Metternich, but he introduces a hint of geopolitics.

Unpopulated and in the middle of nowhere, Point Nemo is starting to have a history.



This article originally stated that, relative to the universe, the plane of the ISS orbit never changes. In fact, because of the Earth's oblateness, it does shift over time. This article appears in the November 2024 print edition with the headline "The Most Remote Place in the World." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        The Atlantic's December Cover Story: David Brooks on How the Ivy League Broke America
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's December cover story, "How the Ivy League Broke America," contributing writer David Brooks argues that America's meritocratic system is not working, and that we need something new. The current meritocratic order began in the 1930s, when Harvard and other Ivy League schools moved away from a student body composed of WASP elites and toward one of cognitive elites: "When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that ...

      

      
        Jonathan Chait Joins <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Staff Writer
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing a new staff writer: Jonathan Chait, who will bring his prolific writing and analysis of national politics and policy to the magazine at a pivotal moment. Chait has been a political columnist at New York magazine since 2011. He begins at The Atlantic this week.

"Jon Chait is a journalist of immense gifts who writes in the tradition of Michael Kinsley. He is fearless, indefatigable, funny, acutely analytical, and smartly (which is to say, not axiomatically) contrarian. O...
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s December Cover Story: David Brooks on How the Ivy League Broke America

Trust in our current meritocratic system has plummeted, with large masses of voters turning instead to populist leaders including Donald Trump. Our elite-education system has a lot to answer for, Brooks argues. We need a new set of meritocratic values.




For The Atlantic's December cover story, "How the Ivy League Broke America," contributing writer David Brooks argues that America's meritocratic system is not working, and that we need something new. The current meritocratic order began in the 1930s, when Harvard and other Ivy League schools moved away from a student body composed of WASP elites and toward one of cognitive elites: "When universities like Harvard shifted their definition of ability, large segments of society adjusted to meet that definition. The effect was transformative, as though someone had turned on a powerful magnet and filaments across wide swaths of the culture suddenly snapped to attention in the same direction."
 
 As well intentioned as this was, Brooks argues, the new meritocratic system has produced neither better elites nor better societal results. We've reached a point at which a majority of Americans believe that our country is in decline, that the "political and economic elite don't care about hard-working people," that experts don't understand their lives, and that America "needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful." In short, Brooks writes, "under the leadership of our current meritocratic class, trust in institutions has plummeted to the point where, three times since 2016, a large mass of voters has shoved a big middle finger in the elites' faces by voting for Donald Trump." Furthermore, the system is so firmly established that it will be hard to dislodge. "Parents can't unilaterally disarm, lest their children get surpassed by the children of the tiger mom down the street," Brooks writes. "Teachers can't teach what they love, because the system is built around teaching to standardized tests. Students can't focus on the academic subjects they're passionate about, because the gods of the grade point average demand that they get straight A's ... All of this militates against a childhood full of curiosity and exploration."
 
 Brooks goes on to describe the six sins of meritocracy, concluding that "many people who have lost the meritocratic race have developed contempt for the entire system, and for the people it elevates. This has reshaped national politics. Today, the most significant political divide is along educational lines: Less educated people vote Republican, and more educated people vote Democratic ... Wherever the Information Age economy showers money and power onto educated urban elites, populist leaders have arisen to rally the less educated: not just Donald Trump in America but Marine Le Pen in France, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. These leaders understand that working-class people resent the know-it-all professional class, with their fancy degrees, more than they do billionaire real-estate magnates or rich entrepreneurs." Brooks continues: "When income level is the most important division in a society, politics is a struggle over how to redistribute money. When a society is more divided by education, politics becomes a war over values and culture."
 
 Brooks argues that the challenge is not to end meritocracy, but to humanize and improve it, with the first crucial step being how we define merit. In reconceiving the meritocracy, we need to take more account of noncognitive traits. Brooks writes: "If we sort people only by superior intelligence, we're sorting people by a quality few possess; we're inevitably creating a stratified, elitist society. We want a society run by people who are smart, yes, but who are also wise, perceptive, curious, caring, resilient, and committed to the common good. If we can figure out how to select for people's motivation to grow and learn across their whole lifespan, then we are sorting people by a quality that is more democratically distributed, a quality that people can control and develop, and we will end up with a fairer and more mobile society."
 
 "We should want to create a meritocracy that selects for energy and initiative as much as for brainpower," Brooks concludes. "After all, what's really at the core of a person? Is your IQ the most important thing about you? No. I would submit that it's your desires--what you are interested in, what you love. We want a meritocracy that will help each person identify, nurture, and pursue the ruling passion of their soul."
 
 David Brooks's "How the Ivy League Broke America" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Brooks on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Jonathan Chait Joins <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Staff Writer

Chait will write about politics and the second Trump administration from Washington, D.C.




The Atlantic is announcing a new staff writer: Jonathan Chait, who will bring his prolific writing and analysis of national politics and policy to the magazine at a pivotal moment. Chait has been a political columnist at New York magazine since 2011. He begins at The Atlantic this week.
 
 "Jon Chait is a journalist of immense gifts who writes in the tradition of Michael Kinsley. He is fearless, indefatigable, funny, acutely analytical, and smartly (which is to say, not axiomatically) contrarian. Our time requires truth tellers like Jon, and The Atlantic's readers will benefit greatly from his writing," said editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg.
 
 Chait has been one of the most influential political columnists of the past three decades, first at The New Republic, where he was a staff writer for 15 years, and most recently with his daily columns for New York magazine. He is the author of Audacity: How Barack Obama Defied His Critics and Created a Legacy That Will Prevail and The Big Con: Crackpot Economics and the Fleecing of America.
 
 Last month, The Atlantic announced that it was adding more print issues in 2025 and expanding the newsroom--hiring a number of writers and editors to grow coverage of defense, national security, and technology, in addition to health, science, and other areas. For the first time in more than two decades, The Atlantic will once again publish monthly, beginning with the January 2025 issue, which will be released in December.
 
 Other editorial hires who have joined The Atlantic recently include the staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, Shane Harris, and Shayla Love; Jen Balderama, Serena Dai, and Allegra Frank, all senior editors for Culture; and contributing writers Danielle Allen and Robert Kagan, both formerly of The Washington Post. Katie Gunn is a new director of creative operations overseeing art and design.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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        Tulsi Gabbard's Nomination Is a National-Security Risk
        Tom Nichols

        President-elect Donald Trump has nominated former Representative Tulsi Gabbard as the director of national intelligence. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence was created after 9/11 to remedy what American policy makers believed was a lack of coordination among the various national-intelligence agencies, and the DNI sits atop all of America's intelligence services, including the CIA.Gabbard is stunningly unqualified for almost any Cabinet post (as are some of Trump's other picks), b...

      

      
        The Loyalists Are Collecting Their Rewards in Trump's Cabinet
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.A note from Tom:As we were about to publish this newsletter, Donald Trump announced that he has asked the Fox News personality Pete Hegseth, a military veteran who has no experience in leading large organizations and no serious background as a senior leader in national-security affairs, to be his secret...

      

      
        What the Democrats Do Now
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Updated on November 12 at 1:01 p.m. ETA few hours after Donald Trump was declared the winner of the presidential election, Senator Bernie Sanders released a fiery statement saying, in part, that "it should come as no great surprise that a Democratic Party which has abandoned working class people would f...

      

      
        Seven Stories About Promising Medical Discoveries
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In today's reading list, our editors have compiled stories about new and promising medical developments, including breakthroughs to treat lupus, a possible birth-control revolution, and a food-allergy fix that's been hiding in plain sight.Your Reading ListA 'Crazy' Idea for Treating Autoimmune Diseases ...

      

      
        How Good Sleep Became a Business
        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.If you tell five people you have trouble sleeping, you're likely to get suggestions for five items that you can purchase. "Sleep is going the way of other types of buyable 'wellness,'" my colleague Megan Garber wrote last year.As anyone who has tried sleep hacks or sleep gadgets knows, what works for ...

      

      
        Taxonomy of the Trump Bro
        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.The MAGA hats were flying like Frisbees. It was two weeks before Election Day. Charlie Kirk, the Millennial right-wing influencer, had been touring college campuses. On this particular Tuesday, he'd brought his provocations to the University of Georgia. Athens, where the school's main campus is located,...

      

      
        AI Is Killing the Internet's Curiosity
        Matteo Wong

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.One of the most wonderful, and frustrating, things about Google Search is its inefficiency. The tool, at its most fundamental level, doesn't provide knowledge. Instead, it points you to where it may, or may not, lie. That list of blue links can lead you down rabbit holes about your favorite sports team ...

      

      
        The Century-Old Book With a Message for This Season
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here."We live in an age of human self-contempt," George Packer wrote this week. In an essay about Thomas Mann's 1924 novel, The Magic Mountain, Packer tells readers that he believes the classic work of literary modernism saved his life during a dark time in his early 20s. It might also have something to teach us today. These days, Packer writes, people think very little of their neighbors, whi...

      

      
        What the Democrats Couldn't Outrun
        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.Heading into the presidential election, voters voiced concerns about many issues: abortion, housing, the war in Gaza, immigration. But the one that really resonated at the polls had long dogged the Biden administration, appearing over and over as the top concern on voters' minds: the economy. In the end...

      

      
        The 'Brain Drain' in American Politics
        Stephanie Bai

        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."It's very easy to get jaded about politics today ... Poll after poll shows a dyspeptic public that hates Congress, disdains politics, and has little faith in government to fix anything." This observation, which could've been written today, was made by the Atlantic staff writer David A. Graham in February 2015, in a story ab...
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Tulsi Gabbard's Nomination Is a National-Security Risk

The Senate can stop her.

by Tom Nichols




President-elect Donald Trump has nominated former Representative Tulsi Gabbard as the director of national intelligence. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence was created after 9/11 to remedy what American policy makers believed was a lack of coordination among the various national-intelligence agencies, and the DNI sits atop all of America's intelligence services, including the CIA.

Gabbard is stunningly unqualified for almost any Cabinet post (as are some of Trump's other picks), but especially for ODNI. She has no qualifications as an intelligence professional--literally none. (She is a reserve lieutenant colonel who previously served in the Hawaii Army National Guard, with assignments in medical, police, and civil-affairs-support positions. She has won some local elections and also represented Hawaii in Congress.) She has no significant experience directing or managing much of anything.

But leave aside for the moment that she is manifestly unprepared to run any kind of agency. Americans usually accept that presidents reward loyalists with jobs, and Trump has the right to stash Gabbard at some make-work office in the bureaucracy if he feels he owes her. It's not a pretty tradition, but it's not unprecedented, either.

To make Tulsi Gabbard the DNI, however, is not merely handing a bouquet to a political gadfly. Her appointment would be a threat to the security of the United States.

Gabbard ran for president as a Democrat in 2020, attempting to position herself as something like a peace candidate. But she's no peacemaker: She's been an apologist for both the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad and Russia's Vladimir Putin. Her politics, which are otherwise incoherent, tend to be sympathetic to these two strongmen, painting America as the problem and the dictators as misunderstood. Hawaii voters have long been perplexed by the way she's positioned herself politically. But Gabbard is a classic case of "horseshoe" politics: Her views can seem both extremely left and extremely right, which is probably why people such as Tucker Carlson--a conservative who has turned into ... whatever pro-Russia right-wingers are called now--have taken a liking to the former Democrat (who was previously a Republican and is now again a member of the GOP).

In early 2017, while still a member of Congress, Gabbard met with Assad, saying that peace in Syria was only possible if the international community would have a conversation with him. "Let the Syrian people themselves determine their future, not the United States, not some foreign country," Gabbard said, after chatting with a man who had stopped the Syrian people from determining their own future by using chemical weapons on them. Two years later, she added that Assad was "not the enemy of the United States, because Syria does not pose a direct threat to the United States," and that her critics were merely "warmongers."

Gabbard's shilling for Assad is a mystery, but she's even more dedicated to carrying Putin's water. Tom Rogan, a conservative writer and hardly a liberal handwringer, summed up her record succinctly in the Washington Examiner today:

She has blamed NATO and the U.S. for Russia's invasion of Ukraine (again, to the celebration of both Russian and Chinese state media), has repeated Russian propaganda claims that the U.S. has set up secret bioweapons labs in that country, and has argued that the U.S. not Russia is wholly responsible for Putin's nuclear brinkmanship.


When she appeared on Sean Hannity's show in 2022, even Hannity blanched at Gabbard floating off in a haze of Kremlin talking points and cheerleading for Russia. When Hannity is trying to shepherd you back toward the air lock before your oxygen runs out, you've gone pretty far out there.

A person with Gabbard's views should not be allowed anywhere near the crown jewels of American intelligence. I have no idea why Trump nominated Gabbard; she's been a supporter, but she hasn't been central to his campaign, and he owes her very little. For someone as grubbily transactional as Trump, it's not an appointment that makes much sense. It's possible that Trump hates the intelligence community--which he blames for many of his first-term troubles--so much that Gabbard is his revenge. Or maybe he just likes the way she handles herself on television.

But Trump could also be engaging in a ploy to bring in someone else. He may suspect that Gabbard is unconfirmable by the Senate. Once she's turfed, he could then slide in an even more appalling nominee and claim that he has no choice but to use a recess appointment as a backstop. (Hard to imagine who might be worse as DNI than Gabbard, but remember that Trump has promised at various times to bring retired General Mike Flynn back into government. Flynn is a decorated veteran who was fired from Trump's White House in a scandal about lying to the FBI; he is now a conspiracist who is fully on board with Trump's desire for revenge on his enemies.

Gabbard has every right to her personal views, however inscrutable they may be. As a private citizen, she can apologize for Assad and Putin to her heart's content. But as a security risk, Gabbard is a walking Christmas tree of warning lights. If she is nominated to be America's top intelligence officer, that's everyone's business.

Last spring, I described how U.S.-government employees with clearances are trained every year to spot "insider threats," people who might for various reasons compromise classified information. Trump's open and continuing affection for Putin and other dictators, I said, would be a matter of concern for any security organization. Gabbard's behavior and her admiration for dictators are no less causes for worry--especially because she would be at the apex of the entire American intelligence community.

Presidents should be given deference in staffing their Cabinet. But this nomination should be one of the handful of Trump appointments where soon-to-be Majority Leader John Thune and his Republican colleagues draw a hard line and say no--at least if they still care at all about exercising the Senate's constitutional duty of advice and consent.

Related:

	Why Trump chose Gaetz, Hegseth, and Gabbard: retribution
 	Donald Trump is a national-security risk.
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The Loyalists Are Collecting Their Rewards in Trump's Cabinet

And Trump wants to bypass the Senate for some of his future appointees--raising concerns about who's next.

by Tom Nichols




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




A note from Tom:

As we were about to publish this newsletter, Donald Trump announced that he has asked the Fox News personality Pete Hegseth, a military veteran who has no experience in leading large organizations and no serious background as a senior leader in national-security affairs, to be his secretary of defense. This is exactly the kind of unqualified nomination that I was warning could be looming after this first group of nominees were announced--and it explains why Trump is determined to bypass the U.S. Senate to get some of his nominees confirmed. I will have more to say about Hegseth soon.



So far, the new Trump administration has a chief of staff, a "border czar," and a national security adviser; all three are White House positions controlled by the president. Donald Trump has also reportedly named six people to senior positions that require Senate confirmation: secretary of state, United Nations ambassador, secretary of homeland security, secretary of defense, CIA director, and administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency. (He has also chosen an ambassador to Israel.) His first picks are neither very surprising nor very impressive, but this is only the beginning.

His co-campaign manager Susie Wiles will make White House history by becoming the first female chief of staff. People around Trump seem relieved at this appointment, but she'll likely be saddled with Stephen Miller as a deputy, which could get interesting because Miller apparently has a tendency to get out of his lane. (According to a book by the New York Times reporter Michael Bender, Miller attended a tense meeting that included Trump, Attorney General Bill Barr, and General Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, during the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020. As the nation's leaders debated what to do, Miller interjected and said that America's major cities had been turned into war zones. General Milley, Bender writes, turned to Miller, pointed at him, and said: "Shut the fuck up, Stephen.")

The rest of the appointments are unsurprising, given the limited pool of Republicans willing to serve in another Trump administration. (Some Trump loyalists such as Senator Tom Cotton have reportedly declined a role in the administration, likely protecting their future for the 2028 GOP race to succeed Trump.) Marco Rubio, who sits on the Foreign Relations and Intelligence Committees in the Senate, was a reasonable choice among the Trump coterie to become America's top diplomat as secretary of state.

Likewise, Representative Mike Waltz of Florida is a reasonable choice for national security adviser--but again, that's in the context of the now-smaller universe of national-security conservatives in politics or academia willing to work for Trump at this point. He is a veteran, and like Rubio, he has served on relevant committees in Congress, including Armed Services, Foreign Affairs, and the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence. Waltz may be a credible voice on national security, but he was also a 2020 election denier. He pledged to oppose certifying Joe Biden's 2020 win and signed on to an amicus brief supporting a Texas lawsuit to overturn the election. He changed his mind--but only after the events of January 6.

Representative Elise Stefanik of New York, meanwhile, was bound to be rewarded for her loyalty. Although Vice President-elect J. D. Vance took the gold in the race to replace the disowned Mike Pence, Stefanik was a comer even by the standards of the sycophantic circle around Trump, and so she'll head to the United Nations, a low-priority post for Trump and a GOP that has little use for the institution. A former member of Congress from New York, Lee Zeldin (who was defeated in the 2022 New York governor's race) will head up the EPA, another institution hated by MAGA Republicans, thus making Zeldin's weak--or strong, depending on your view--legislative record on environmental issues a good fit for this administration.

This afternoon, Trump announced that John Ratcliffe will serve as CIA director. Ratcliffe previously served as director of national intelligence and will now be in a post that is functionally subordinate to his old job. Ratcliffe is a reliable partisan but an unreliable intelligence chief. The most baffling move Trump has made so far is the appointment of South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem to lead the Department of Homeland Security. Noem served four terms in Congress and is in her second as governor. She has very little relevant experience, especially as a government executive. (South Dakota might be a big place, but it's a small state; DHS has more than 260,000 employees, making it a bit more than a quarter the size of the entire population of Noem's home state.) DHS is a giant glob of a department--one I have long argued should never have existed in the first place and should be abolished--that has seeped across the jurisdictional lines of multiple institutions and, unlike some other Cabinet posts, requires someone with serious leadership chops.

DHS will also be central to some of Trump's most abominable plans regarding undocumented immigrants--and, potentially, against others the president-elect views as "enemies from within." (The "border czar" Trump has named, Tom Homan, once falsely implied that some California wildfires were worsened by an undocumented immigrant.) In that light, Noem is perfect: She is inexperienced but loyal, a political lightweight with no independent base of support or particularly long experience in Washington, and she can be counted on to do what she's told. She will be no John Kelly or Kirstjen Nielsen, her confirmed predecessors at DHS, both of whom were on occasion willing to speak up, even if ineffectively.

This first passel of nominees should gain Senate confirmation easily, especially Rubio. (Sitting members of the chamber usually have an easier time, as do people who have close associations with the Senate.) And given Trump's history and proclivity for mercurial and humiliating firings, few of them are likely to be very long in their post, and are probably better than the people who will later replace them.

But that in itself raises a troubling question. If Trump intends to nominate these kinds of fellow Republicans, why is he insistent that the new Senate allow him to make recess appointments?

For those of you who do not follow the arcana of American government, Article II of the Constitution includes a provision by which the president can make appointments on his own if the Senate is in recess and therefore unable to meet. The Founders didn't think this was a controversial provision; sometimes, presidents need to keep the government running (by choosing, say, an ambassador) even when the Senate might not be around--a real problem in the days when convening the Senate could take weeks of travel. Such appointments last until the end of the next legislative session.

For obvious reasons, the Senate itself was never a big fan of a device--one that presidents routinely used--that circumvents constitutional authority to confirm executive appointments, especially once the practice got out of hand. (Bill Clinton made 139 recess appointments, George W. Bush made 171, and Barack Obama made 32.) The Senate's response was basically to be wilier about not declaring itself in recess even when there's no one around, and when President Obama tried to push through some of these appointments in 2012, the Supreme Court sided with the Senate.

Now Trump wants to bring back the practice. The obvious inference to draw here is that after some fairly uncontroversial nominations, he intends to nominate people who couldn't be confirmed even in a supine and obedient Republican Senate. Perhaps this is too clever, but I am concerned that this first pass is a head fake, in which Trump nominates people he knows are controversial (such as Zeldin) but who are still confirmable, and then sends far worse candidates forward for even more important posts. Kash Patel--a man who is dangerous precisely because his only interest is serving Trump, as my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro has reported--keeps bubbling up for various intelligence posts.

"Ambassador Elise Stefanik" and "EPA Administrator Lee Zeldin" might not be great ideas, but they are not immediate threats to U.S. national security or American democracy. "CIA Director John Ratcliffe," by contrast, is cause for serious concern. If Trump is serious about his authoritarian plans--the ones he announced at every campaign stop--then he'll need the rest of the intelligence community, the Justice Department, and the Defense Department all under firm control.

Those are the next nominations to watch.

Related:

	Trump signals that he's serious about mass deportation.
 	Stephen Miller is Trump's right-hand troll. (From 2018)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The HR-ification of the Democratic Party
 	Anne Applebaum: Putin isn't fighting for land in Ukraine.
 	Genetic discrimination is coming for us all.




Today's News

	The judge in Trump's hush-money criminal case delayed his decision on whether Trump's conviction on 34 felonies should be overturned after his reelection.
 	A federal judge temporarily blocked a new Louisiana law that would have required the display of the Ten Commandments in all public classrooms, calling the legislation "unconstitutional on its face." Louisiana's attorney general said that she will appeal the ruling.
 	The Archbishop of Canterbury announced his resignation. An independent review found that he failed to sufficiently report the late barrister John Smyth, who ran Christian summer camps and abused more than 100 boys and young men, according to the review.




Evening Read


Illustration by Mark Pernice



AI Can Save Humanity--Or End It

By Henry A. Kissinger, Eric Schmidt and Craig Mundie

The world's strongest nation might no longer be the one with the most Albert Einsteins and J. Robert Oppenheimers. Instead, the world's strongest nations will be those that can bring AI to its fullest potential.
 But with that potential comes tremendous danger. No existing innovation can come close to what AI might soon achieve: intelligence that is greater than that of any human on the planet. Might the last polymathic invention--namely computing, which amplified the power of the human mind in a way fundamentally different from any previous machine--be remembered for replacing its own inventors?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: A former Republican strategist on why Harris lost
 	Trump's "deep state" revenge
 	The great conspiracy-theorist flip-flop
 	The two Donald Trumps
 	"Dear James": How can I find more satisfaction in work?




Culture Break


The Atlantic; Getty; HBO Max



Watch. These 13 feel-good TV shows are perfect to watch as the weather gets colder.

Read. "The first thing you need to know about the writer Dorothy Allison, who died last week at 75, is that she could flirt you into a stupor," Lily Burana 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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What the Democrats Do Now

Party leaders have spent much of the past six days dissecting what went wrong. Now they're pitching their vision for the future.

by Lora Kelley




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


Updated on November 12 at 1:01 p.m. ET


A few hours after Donald Trump was declared the winner of the presidential election, Senator Bernie Sanders released a fiery statement saying, in part, that "it should come as no great surprise that a Democratic Party which has abandoned working class people would find that the working class has abandoned them." He concluded that those concerned about democracy need to have some "very serious political discussions."

The statement drew both praise and pushback from some in the Democratic Party. But the serious discussions Sanders warned about have indeed begun over the past week. Plenty of blame has been tossed around: Democrats have pointed to the economy, identity politics, Joe Biden, racism, sexism, elitism, Liz Cheney, the war in Gaza, and much more as factors in Trump's resounding victory. Democrats will surely continue to dissect why voters moved to the right in almost every county, as one early analysis showed. Meanwhile, many Democrats are already sharing their vision for where the party should go next. Some are vowing to fight Trump at the state level, and others are pledging to find common ground with his administration. Those on the party's left, including Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, seem to be using this moment to push the party to embrace more progressive policies that serve the working class.

And the soul-searching about how to change a party overrun by elitism has begun. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, in a long thread on X yesterday, outlined what he saw as the party's major problems, which included fealty to a higher-income voter base and how the party "skips past the way people are feeling ... and straight to uninspiring solutions ... that do little to actually upset the status quo of who has power and who doesn't." Murphy's prescriptions included: "Embrace populism. Build a big tent. Be less judgmental." Representative Marie Gluesenkamp Perez, a car-repair-shop owner who won a very tight race against a MAGA Republican in Washington State, said, "We need people who are driving trucks and changing diapers and turning wrenches to run for office." It's not that lawyers should not be in Congress, she added, but "we need to change our idea of who is credentialed and capable of holding elected office."

Other Democrats have blamed ultraprogressive messaging for playing a role in the Democrats' loss, and suggested that the party needs to move on from that approach. Representative Tom Suozzi, who recently won the seat formerly occupied by George Santos on Long Island, told The New York Times that "the Democrats have to stop pandering to the far left." Representative Ritchie Torres, who represents the Bronx, told my colleague Michael Powell that "Donald Trump had no greater friend than the far left," which, Torres argued, "alienated historic numbers of Latinos, Blacks, Asians, and Jews with absurdities like 'Defund the police' or 'From the river to the sea' or 'Latinx.'" To move forward, he suggested that Democrats can't assume they "can reshape the world in a utopian way."

Messaging isn't everything, but given the Democrats' current position in Washington, it will be key in the years ahead: Facing a probable Republican trifecta--the GOP has won back control of the Senate, and is just four winnable districts shy of a majority in the House--that will stymie their ability to effect legislation, much of what Democrats can do in the years to come boils down to their messaging (and may rely on a new generation of messengers). As Representative Dean Phillips--the only elected Democrat who mounted a primary bid to unseat President Biden this year--put it when asked by a Washington Post reporter what the party must do to reinvent itself, "We have good product and terrible packaging and distribution."

As the Democratic Party starts to identify which lessons to take from last week's outcome, they'll be reckoning with the gaps between presidential and downballot results: Many Democratic Senate candidates did well in swing states where Trump won the presidential race, which has prompted questions about whether the Democrats' problem is more of a top-of-the-ticket one. And, for all the discussion coming from high-profile party members, reform for the Democrats may actually happen in a way that's more "organic" rather than centrally directed, Michael told me--including momentum originating in local campaigns. "I suspect if there's a change, it will come bottom-up and in fits and starts," he added. For example: "Bernie Sanders in 2016 was dismissed by all serious or self-serious political writers and politicians, and nearly changed the face of the party. I suspect in smaller form that's how change--if it comes about--will emerge."

Related:

	Mark Leibovich: In praise of clarity
 	The cumulative toll of Democrats' delusions






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump signals that he's serious about mass deportation.
 	The Democrats' Senate nightmare is only beginning.
 	The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity, Helen Lewis argues.
 	Helping Ukraine is Europe's job now.




Today's News

	Trump is expected to announce that Stephen Miller, his top immigration adviser and former aide, will serve as his deputy chief of staff for policy.
 	Trump said that Tom Homan, his former acting ICE director and a former Border Patrol agent, will be appointed as his "border czar," with a focus on maintaining the country's borders and deporting undocumented immigrants.
 	Representative Elise Stefanik of New York is Trump's selection to be the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations. Her nomination is likely to be confirmed by the incoming Republican-led Senate.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The Democrats never truly addressed the cost-of-living crisis, Annie Lowrey writes.
 	The Wonder Reader: Sleep is a universal human need, but there's no universal solution to struggling with it, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Lucy Murray Willis / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



To Find Alien Intelligence, Start With the Mountains

By Adam Frank

The Cambrian explosion [is] the most rapid, creative period of evolution in the history of our planet. In the blink of a geologic eye (hundreds of millions of years), all the basic biology needed to sustain complex organisms was worked out, and the paths to all modern life, ranging from periwinkles to people, branched off. Mega sharks hunted in the oceans, pterodactyls took to the skies, and velociraptors terrorized our mouselike mammalian ancestors on land.
 What drove this instantaneous, epic change in evolution has been one of the great unsolved problems of evolutionary theory for decades.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	There really is a deep state.
 	Why did Latinos vote for Trump?
 	The Trump-whim economy is here.
 	Trump is handing China a golden opportunity on climate.




Culture Break


Rosalind O'Connor / NBC / Getty



Watch. Saturday Night Live isn't bothering with civility anymore, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read (or skip). Lili Anolik's new book compares the authors and frenemies Joan Didion and Eve Babitz, but its fixation on their rivalry obscures the complicated truth, Lynn Steger Strong 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.

This article originally misstated Bernie Sanders's political party. He is an independent.
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Seven Stories About Promising Medical Discoveries

Read about breakthroughs to treat lupus, a possible birth-control revolution, a food-allergy fix that's been hiding in plain sight, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


In today's reading list, our editors have compiled stories about new and promising medical developments, including breakthroughs to treat lupus, a possible birth-control revolution, and a food-allergy fix that's been hiding in plain sight.



Your Reading List

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

The Coming Birth-Control Revolution

An abundance of new methods for men could transform women's contraception too.


By Katherine J. Wu

Why People Itch, and How to Stop It

Scientists are discovering lots of little itch switches.


By Annie Lowrey

A Food-Allergy Fix Hiding in Plain Sight

Why did it take so long to reach patients?


By Sarah Zhang

Bats Could Hold the Secret to Better, Longer Human Life

A team of researchers dreams of anti-aging, disease-tempering drugs--all inspired by bats.


By Katherine J. Wu

A Fix for Antibiotic Resistance Could Be Hiding in the Past

Phage therapy was once used to treat bubonic plague. Now it could help inform a new health crisis.


By Patience Asanga

The Cystic-Fibrosis Breakthrough That Changed Everything

The disease once guaranteed an early death--but a new treatment has given many patients a chance to live decades longer than expected. What do they do now?


By Sarah Zhang



The Week Ahead

	Red One, an action film starring Chris Evans and Dwayne Johnson as members of an elite team tasked with saving Santa Claus (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 6 of Cobra Kai, the final season about Johnny Lawrence, who reopens the Cobra Kai dojo, and his rivalry with Daniel LaRusso (part two premieres Friday on Netflix)
 	Set My Heart on Fire, a novel by Izumi Suzuki about a young woman who finds a surprising relationship in the club and bar scene of 1970s Tokyo (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alamy.





The Invention That Changed School Forever

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	America got the father it wanted.
 	George Packer: "The Magic Mountain saved my life."
 	A precise, cutting portrayal of societal misogyny
 	"Dear James": I love to drive fast, and I cannot stop.
 	The freedom of Quincy Jones




Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Why Democrats are losing the culture war
 	What can women do now?
 	The case for treating Trump like a normal president
 	Why Netanyahu fired his defense minister




Photo Album


Riders perform during a freestyle motocross show at the EICMA exhibition motorcycle fair in Rho, Italy. (Luca Bruno / AP)





Take a look at these photos of the week, showing a freestyle motocross exhibition in Italy, Election Day in the U.S., a volcanic eruption in Indonesia, 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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How Good Sleep Became a Business

Sleep is a universal human need, but there's no universal solution to struggling with it.

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.


If you tell five people you have trouble sleeping, you're likely to get suggestions for five items that you can purchase. "Sleep is going the way of other types of buyable 'wellness,'" my colleague Megan Garber wrote last year.

As anyone who has tried sleep hacks or sleep gadgets knows, what works for you is a very personal thing. Sleep is a universal human need, but there's no universal solution to struggling with it. And sometimes the problems behind bad sleep can't be solved by a mask or an app at all. Today's newsletter explores sleep hacks, old and new, and how they got so tied up in America's consumer culture.



On Sleep Tools

Your Pillows Might Be Killing Your Neck

By Olga Khazan

After waking up with a searing pain that radiates down to my shoulders, I hunt for the culprit.

Read the article.

Why Everyone Should Sleep Alone

By Mallika Rao

On the virtues of splitting up for the night

Read the article.

The Protestant Sleep Ethic

By Megan Garber

A recent memoir considers how much we concede when we regard rest as a call to judgment.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How smartphones hurt sleep: Blue light makes the brain think it's time to wake up, just as you're getting ready for bed, Olga Khazan wrote in 2015.
 	"I found the key to sleep": "It's my foot," Amanda Mull wrote in 2019.




Other Diversions

	The invention that changed school forever
 	America has an onion problem.
 	"Dear James": I love to drive fast, and I cannot stop.




P.S.


Courtesy of BD



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. BD, 73, in Nederland, Colorado, sent this photo of "watching beautiful crows on a cold winter day."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Taxonomy of the Trump Bro

It's not just one type of talkative dude who has boosted Trump.

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.


The MAGA hats were flying like Frisbees. It was two weeks before Election Day. Charlie Kirk, the Millennial right-wing influencer, had been touring college campuses. On this particular Tuesday, he'd brought his provocations to the University of Georgia. Athens, where the school's main campus is located, is an artsy town in a reliably blue county, with a famed alternative-music scene. (R.E.M., the B-52s, and Neutral Milk Hotel are among the many bands in the city's lore.) But that afternoon, the courtyard outside the student center was a sea of red, with thunderous "U-S-A!" chants echoing off the buildings. Kirk had arrived on a mission: to pump up Gen Z about the return of Donald Trump. He was succeeding.

I was standing in the back of the crowd, watching hundreds of young guys with their arms outstretched, hollering for MAGA merch. Once a stigmatized cultural artifact, the red cap is now a status symbol. For a certain kind of bro, MAGA is bigger than politics. MAGA makes you manly.

MAGA, as this week affirmed, is also not an aberration. At its core, it remains a patriarchal club, but it cannot be brushed off as a passing freak show or a niche political sect. Donald Trump triumphed in the Electoral College, and when all the votes are counted, he will likely have captured the popular vote as well. Although it's true that MAGA keeps growing more powerful, the reality is that it's been part of mainstream culture for a while. Millions of Americans, particularly those who live on the coasts, have simply chosen to believe otherwise.

Democrats are performing all manner of autopsies, finger-pointing, and recriminations after Kamala Harris's defeat. Many political trends will continue to undergo examination, especially the pronounced shift of Latino voters toward Trump. But among all the demographic findings is this particular and fascinating one: Young men are more conservative than they used to be. One analysis of   AP VoteCast data, for instance, showed that 56 percent of men ages 18-29 supported Trump this year, up 15 points from 2020.

Depending on where you live and with whom you interact, Trump's success with young men in Tuesday's election may have come as a shock. But the signs were there all along. Today, the top three U.S. podcasts on Spotify are The Joe Rogan Experience, The Tucker Carlson Show, and The Charlie Kirk Show. All three hosts endorsed Trump for president. These programs and their massive audiences transcend the narrow realm of politics. Together, they are male-voice megaphones in a metastasizing movement across America. In 2023, Steve Bannon described this coalition to me as "the Tucker-Rogan-Elon-Bannon-combo-platter right." Trump has many people to thank for his victory--among them men, and especially young men with their AirPods in.

Trump can often be a repetitive bore when speaking in public, but one of his more interesting interviews this year was a conversation with dude-philosopher Theo Von. As my colleague Helen Lewis wrote, Trump's "discussion of drug and alcohol addiction on Theo Von's This Past Weekend podcast demonstrated perhaps the most interest Trump has ever shown in another human being." (Trump's older brother, Fred Trump Jr., died of complications from alcoholism at the age of 42.) Similarly, five days before the election, Trump took the stage with Carlson for a live one-on-one interview. The two bro'd out in an arena near Phoenix, and that night, Trump was especially freewheeling--and uncharacteristically reflective about the movement he leads. (Trump looks poised to win Arizona after losing it in 2020.)

It's not just one type of talkative bro who has boosted Trump and made him more palatable to the average American. Trump has steadily assembled a crew of extremely influential and successful men who are loyal to him. Carlson is the preppy debate-club bro. Rogan is the stoner bro. Elon Musk is the tech bro. Bill Ackman is the finance bro. Jason Aldean is the country-music bro. Harrison Butker is the NFL bro. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is the crunchy-conspiracist bro. Hulk Hogan is the throwback entertainer bro. Kid Rock is the "American Bad Ass" bro. And that's hardly an exhaustive list. Each of these bros brings his own bro-y fandom to the MAGA movement and helps, in his own way, to legitimize Trump and whitewash his misdeeds. Some of these men, such as Kennedy and Musk, may even play a role in the coming administration.

My colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote this week that Democrats are losing the culture war. He's right, but Trumpism extends even beyond politics and pop culture. I've been thinking a lot about that day I spent at the University of Georgia. Students I spoke with told me that some frat houses off campus make no secret of their Trump support, but it seemed less about specific policies and more about attitude. That's long been the open secret to Trump: a feeling, a vibe, not a statistic. Even Kirk's "free speech" exercises, which he's staged at colleges nationwide for a while now, are only nominally about actual political debate. In essence, they are public performances that boil down to four words: Come at me, bro! Perhaps there is something in all of this that is less about fighting and more about acceptance--especially in a culture that treats bro as a pejorative.

These Trump bros do not all deserve sympathy. But there's good reason to try to actually understand this particular voting bloc, and why so many men were--and are--ready to go along with Trump.

Related: 

	Why Democrats are losing the culture war 
 	The right's new kingmaker






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What the left keeps getting wrong
 	Conor Friedersdorf: The case for treating Trump like a normal president
 	"You are the media now."
 	Why Netanyahu fired his defense minister




Today's News

	A federal judge granted Special Counsel Jack Smith's request to pause the election-subversion case against Trump after his presidential victory.
 	The Department of Justice charged three men connected to a foiled Iranian assassination plot against Trump.
 	Trump named his senior campaign adviser Susie Wiles as his White House chief of staff. She will be the first woman to hold the role.






Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: AI-powered search is killing the internet's curiosity, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The Books Briefing: A century-old novel offers a unique antidote to contempt and despair, Maya Chung writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Strange History Behind the Anti-Semitic Dutch Soccer Attacks

By Franklin Foer

Among the bizarrest phenomena in the world of sports is Ajax, the most accomplished club in the storied history of Dutch soccer ... Ajax fans tattoo the Star of David onto their forearms. In the moments before the opening kick of a match, they proudly shout at the top of their lungs, "Jews, Jews, Jews," because--though most of them are not Jewish--philo-Semitism is part of their identity.
 Last night, the club that describes itself as Jewish played against a club of actual Jews, Maccabi Tel Aviv. As Israeli fans left the stadium, after their club suffered a thumping defeat, they were ambushed by well-organized groups of thugs, in what the mayor of Amsterdam described as "anti-Semitic hit-and-run squads."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Josh Barro: Democrats deserved to lose.
 	The limits of Democratic optimism
 	The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition
 	The "Stop the Steal" movement isn't letting up.
 	Quinta Jurecic: "Bye-bye, Jack Smith."
 	Don't give up on America.




Culture Break


Matt Wilson / Paramount



Analyze. The comedian-to-campaign-influencer pipeline has muddled the genre of political comedy, Shirley Li writes.

Read. In Miss Kim Knows, Cho Nam-Joo captures both the universality of sexism and the specificity of women's experiences, Rachel Vorona Cote 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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AI Is Killing the Internet's Curiosity

Peering into the future of search

by Matteo Wong




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


One of the most wonderful, and frustrating, things about Google Search is its inefficiency. The tool, at its most fundamental level, doesn't provide knowledge. Instead, it points you to where it may, or may not, lie. That list of blue links can lead you down rabbit holes about your favorite sports team and toward deep understandings of debates you never knew existed. This tendency can also make it impossible to get a simple, straightforward fact.

But the experience of seeking information online is rapidly changing. Tech giants have for almost two years been promising AI-powered search tools that do provide knowledge and answers. And last week, OpenAI, Perplexity, and Google made announcements about their AI-powered search products that provide the clearest glimpse yet into what that future will look like. I've spent the past week using these tools for research and everyday queries, and reported on my findings in an article published today. "These tools' current iterations surprised and, at times, impressed me," I wrote, "yet even when they work perfectly, I'm not convinced that AI search is a wise endeavor."

The promise of AI-powered search is quite different from Google's--not to organize information so you can find it yourself, but to readily provide that information in a digestible, concise format. That made my searches faster and more convenient at times. But something deeply human was lost as a result. The rabbit holes and the unexpected obsessions are what's beautiful about searching the internet; but AI, like the tech companies developing it, is obsessed with efficiency and optimization. What I loved about traditional Google searches, I wrote, is "falling into clutter and treasure, all the time, without ever intending to. AI search may close off these avenues to not only discovery but its impetus, curiosity."




Illustration by The Atlantic



The Death of Search

By Matteo Wong

For nearly two years, the world's biggest tech companies have said that AI will transform the web, your life, and the world. But first, they are remaking the humble search engine.
 Chatbots and search, in theory, are a perfect match. A standard Google search interprets a query and pulls up relevant results; tech companies have spent tens or hundreds of millions of dollars engineering chatbots that interpret human inputs, synthesize information, and provide fluent, useful responses. No more keyword refining or scouring Wikipedia--ChatGPT will do it all. Search is an appealing target, too: Shaping how people navigate the internet is tantamount to shaping the internet itself.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	The AI search war has begun: "Nearly two years after the arrival of ChatGPT, and with users growing aware that many generative-AI products have effectively been built on stolen information, tech companies are trying to play nice with the media outlets that supply the content these machines need," I reported this past summer.
 	Google is playing a dangerous game with AI search: "When more serious health questions get the AI treatment, Google is playing a risky game," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in May.
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The Century-Old Book With a Message for This Season

Thomas Mann's <em>The Magic Mountain </em>offers a unique antidote to contempt and despair.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


"We live in an age of human self-contempt," George Packer wrote this week. In an essay about Thomas Mann's 1924 novel, The Magic Mountain, Packer tells readers that he believes the classic work of literary modernism saved his life during a dark time in his early 20s. It might also have something to teach us today. These days, Packer writes, people think very little of their neighbors, which is why so many are willing to accept when "our leaders debase themselves with vile behaviors and lies, when combatants desecrate the bodies of their enemies, when free people humiliate themselves under the spell of a megalomaniacal fraud." In some ways, we feel that "we deserve it."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	"Novel," a poem by Steven Duong
 	"Ode to Uncertainty," a poem by James Parker
 	A precise, cutting portrayal of societal misogyny


Mann's great work reflects his moral evolution in another dangerously divided era. When he started writing his novel, in 1912, he was an ardent defender of Germany's culture--and its imperialism. He was also, as Packer puts it, "hostile to democracy." When World War I erupted two years later, Mann stopped writing fiction and devoted his time to championing German domination and protecting his country from the spread of "liberal democracy." He rejected, too, the idea of the political artist, dismissing those who were "using art as a means to advance a particular view."

In 1919, after the war ended, he returned to his novel. Meanwhile, amid the chaos of a defeated Germany, the Nazi movement began to take shape. For a time, Mann hoped there might be some way to preserve conservative nationalism while staving off right-wing extremism. But he was frightened by strengthening reactionary currents, and horrified by the murder of his friend Walther Rathenau by ultranationalists; eventually, he came to accept what he called a "European-democratic religion of humanity" and fully embraced democracy.

The Magic Mountain's protagonist, Hans Castorp, undergoes a similar transformation. Midway through the novel, a vision of "brotherly love" comes to him in a dream, and he embraces what Packer calls "the bond that unites all human beings." By 1938, Mann was a champion of political freedom, a Nobel Prize winner, and an exile. Speaking against Hitler that year, he warned that democracy, "that form of government and of society which is inspired above every other with the feeling and consciousness of the dignity of man," was in danger. Like us, Mann was living through a dramatic and painful time. But, as Packer writes, he encouraged others to "resist the temptation to deride humanity."

These are difficult but bracing--even necessary--words to read in the days after a vote that affirmed American support for a leader who has threatened to govern as a dictator on his first day in office and has a history of inciting violence. "As a result of this election, the United States will become a different kind of country," David Frum wrote on Wednesday. The uncertainty he describes--what kind of country will we be?--can provoke despair.

Mann's story serves as a corrective to such pessimism. It took an entire war, and then the rise of fascism, for the author to let go of his old vision of order and embrace a new way of thinking. It took his protagonist seven years at a sanatorium to come to a novel, humanist understanding of life. The decades to come may bring their own shift away from an age of human self-contempt. As Mann wrote nearly a century ago, "Despite so much ridiculous depravity, we cannot forget the great and the honorable in man, which manifest themselves as art and science, as passion for truth, creation of beauty, and the idea of justice."






The Magic Mountain Saved My Life

By George Packer

When I was young and adrift, Thomas Mann's novel gave me a sense of purpose. Today, its vision is startlingly relevant.

Read the full article.





What to Read

The Last Cowboy, by Jane Kramer

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

From our list: Seven true stories that read like thrillers





Out Next Week

? Set My Heart on Fire, by Izumi Suzuki

? The New India, by Rahul Bhatia


? The Best of All Possible Worlds, by Michael Kempe







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Mario Tama / Getty; catchlights_sg / Getty.



Why Democrats Are Losing the Culture War

By Spencer Kornhaber

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.

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.
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What the Democrats Couldn't Outrun

For voters, the economy outpaced abortion and other policy issues.

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.


Heading into the presidential election, voters voiced concerns about many issues: abortion, housing, the war in Gaza, immigration. But the one that really resonated at the polls had long dogged the Biden administration, appearing over and over as the top concern on voters' minds: the economy. In the end, abortion--much as Democrats tried--wasn't the policy issue that defined the race. Instead, millions of Americans cast their vote based on fear and anger about the state of the economy--all stoked by Donald Trump, who claimed that he was the only one who could solve America's problems.

On Tuesday, Americans unhappy with the status quo rebuked the current administration for COVID-sparked inflation, following an anti-incumbent pattern that is playing out in elections worldwide. As my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote this week, the "everyday indignity" of heightened food prices, in particular, haunted and enraged American voters even after inflation cooled meaningfully from its 2022 peaks. Though the economy improved by many measures under President Joe Biden, the message from Democrats that you're doing fine didn't land--and even seemed patronizing--to Americans who saw high prices all around them. And as Annie noted, although wages have outpaced inflation in recent months, "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."

Trump's proposals on the economy were frequently incoherent; he scapegoated immigrants for Americans' financial woes and made promises about tariffs that economists said would lead to higher prices. Still, voters said consistently that they felt that Trump was the right person to handle the economy (even as Kamala Harris started to close in on Trump's lead on the issue), perhaps because of nostalgia for a pre-pandemic economy that's unlikely to return. For all the criticism Harris faced early in her campaign for not issuing clearer policy proposals (she ultimately did), Trump was the one whose appeal was rooted largely in "vibes": He brought heavy doses of hateful culture-war rhetoric to the race, spreading false and dangerous messages about transgender people, blaming immigrants for societal ills, and smearing women, including Harris.

Even though Trump was president just four years ago, he framed himself as the candidate of change, whereas Harris was pegged as the status-quo candidate and struggled to differentiate herself from Biden. Harris, of course, is not the incumbent president. But she was an imperfect messenger on the economy. Even as she started releasing more detailed economic-policy proposals, which included tackling price gouging and making housing more affordable, she was still the governing partner of a president whom voters blamed for inflation--a president whose policies she did not seem willing to openly break with. Trump seized on that dynamic, framing her as a continuation of the current administration and surfacing clips of Harris defending Bidenomics.

Democrats, meanwhile, tried to center abortion rights. When Harris took over for Biden, some pundits saw the issue as a strength for her. It was reasonable for Democrats to think appeals on abortion could work, Jacob Neiheisel, a political-science professor at SUNY Buffalo told me: In 2022, emphasizing abortion proved a decisive issue for Democrats in the midterm elections (though, he noted, it actually helped Democrats only in specific parts of the country--just enough to fend off a midterms "red wave"). But this time around, the economy mattered more: CNN national exit polling found that only 14 percent of voters said abortion was their top issue, compared with more than 30 percent who said that about the economy. And Trump, it seemed, managed to muddle the message on abortion enough that many voters didn't view him as patently anti-abortion (even as Democrats emphasized that he was responsible for the fall of Roe v. Wade). More than a quarter of women who supported legal abortion still chose Trump, according to exit polling.

Fears about the future of democracy were also at the top of voters' minds more commonly than abortion, according to CNN exit polling: 34 percent of voters said it was their top issue, suggesting that the Harris campaign's rhetoric about the existential threats posed by Trump did have some effect on voters' perceptions. My colleague Ronald Brownstein noted today that in national exit polling, 54 percent of voters agreed that Trump was "too extreme," "but about one in nine voters who viewed Trump as too extreme voted for him anyway."

For nearly a decade now, Trump has felt like the dominant figure in American politics. But as David Wallace-Wells noted in The New York Times yesterday, a Democrat has been president for 12 of the past 16 years. Democrats, he argues, for a generation now have been "the party of power and the establishment," with the right becoming "the natural home for anti-establishment resentment of all kinds--of which, it's now clear to see, there is an awful lot." Ultimately, much of the dynamic in this race came down to whether voters were hopeful or fearful about their and their country's future. When people have the choice to "vote hopes or vote fears," Neiheisel said, "fears tend to override."

Related:

	What swayed Trump voters was Bidenomics.
 	Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost




Today's News

	In a speech about Trump's electoral victory, President Biden urged Americans to "bring down the temperature" and promised a peaceful transfer of power.
 	Special Counsel Jack Smith has been speaking with Justice Department officials about how he can end the federal cases against President-elect Donald Trump, in accordance with the department's policy against prosecuting sitting presidents.
 	German Chancellor Olaf Scholz fired his finance minister yesterday, ending his coalition government. Scholz pledged to hold a confidence vote, which will likely lead to early elections in March.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: In 2015, David A. Graham wrote about America's dire lack of talented and experienced politicians. Almost a decade later, Stephanie Bai spoke with him to ask how much of his argument has held up, and how much has changed.
 	The Weekly Planet: A tiny petrostate is running the world's climate talks--again, Zoe Schlanger writes.




More From The Atlantic

	Triumph of the cynics
 	Democrats actually had quite a good night in North Carolina.
 	What the left keeps getting wrong




Evening Read


Sources: Israel Sebastian / Getty; Scharvik / Getty.



America Has an Onion Problem

By Nicholas Florko

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.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Matt Chase



Read. These seven books will grab your attention and make you put down your phone.

Listen. In the first episode of Autocracy in America, Anne Applebaum and Peter Pomerantsev look at how lies prime a society for a fall.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The 'Brain Drain' in American Politics

Americans have been jaded about their leaders for decades.

by Stephanie Bai




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.


"It's very easy to get jaded about politics today ... Poll after poll shows a dyspeptic public that hates Congress, disdains politics, and has little faith in government to fix anything." This observation, which could've been written today, was made by the Atlantic staff writer David A. Graham in February 2015, in a story about America's dire lack of talented and experienced politicians. He traced this problem back to 1955, when former Senator Joseph S. Clark Jr. wrote in The Atlantic that "we have too much mediocrity in the business of running the government of the country."

During this election cycle, voters and pundits alike grumbled about the options before them. A 2023 survey of American adults found that 84 percent of respondents think there is a leadership crisis in the U.S. government. Early exit polling from CNN revealed that 64 percent of Trump voters feel dissatisfied or angry with "the way things are going" in the United States. I spoke with David recently to ask him how much of his argument has held up a decade later, and how much has changed.



A Governance Problem

Stephanie Bai: In 2015, you wrote about the issue of mediocrity in politics--specifically, how our politicians don't seem to be the best and brightest minds that our populace has to offer. Almost a decade later, how do you think that argument has aged?

David A. Graham: The problem is much, much worse. Shortly after this article was published, Donald Trump started running for president. I think he's a good example of some of the things I wrote about before: He is very good at running for office, but a disaster in terms of governing because he doesn't understand how the system works.

He's also worsened a lot of the issues that I was thinking about then. His second term may produce a renaissance in hard-right political thought, and it will likely also accelerate most of the governance problems we see now. We've seen an exodus of experienced, serious policy makers who are disgusted with the state of things. They know they can't get anything done, and they think that some people in Congress are kind of clowns. So instead of getting better people in office, we're getting brain drain.

Stephanie: What do you think needs to be done to retain the talent in politics?

David: It feels like a vicious cycle. I mean, who wants to be a politician right now? It must take a lot of ego, and a lot of masochism. As long as you have Marjorie Taylor Greene as one of the most prominent members in Congress, you're not going to attract people who are more serious and can instill a better culture.

One precedent we could look at is the post-Watergate moment, when there was a huge loss of faith in the government. You saw a crop of young Democrats who ran for office with big dreams of reform, and many of them stuck around for a very long time in Congress as serious policy makers. Maybe our current political crisis will produce something like that. But Watergate was a more contained crisis of the executive branch; what we see now is dysfunction across the legislative and executive branches, which is harder to break out of.

Stephanie: That reminds me of a recent story you wrote about politicians in Ohio, in which you noted that some local leaders "find their paths to higher office blocked by the country's hyper-partisanship."

David: If you look at the people working in local offices, it's often a different kind of politician. When I talked to mayors in Ohio for this story, something that came up repeatedly was how often they spend time on things that are not especially partisan. Paving roads is nonpartisan. Cleaning up after storms is nonpartisan. These are things that have to get done. The question is: How do people like that rise higher?

The best-case scenario I heard is that if you have really good mayors who are schooled in that pragmatic, consensus-building style, maybe as they move up the political ladder, you'll see an improvement in our political culture. But that outcome remains to be seen, because they usually end up in these hyper-partisan statewide races--which are hard to win without becoming hyper-partisan.

Stephanie: Do you think this election has upended or complicated any conventional wisdom about what makes a politician successful?

David: One thing that I've been thinking about is the role of people such as Elon Musk, who has discovered that by owning X, contributing a ton of money to Trump, and controlling systems that are necessary to the federal government, like SpaceX, he can give himself something like political power without ever having to run for office. When our political systems start to slide toward dysfunction, people like Musk can emerge, and they can find ways to have a lot of power over citizens but not face any kind of accountability.

Read David's 2015 story here.
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        Photos From 1898: The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska (17 photos)
        More than 125 years ago, Erwin Barbour, a geology professor at the University of Nebraska, took an interest in what he described as an "agricultural movement"--the proliferation of creative and inexpensive homemade windmills on farms across Nebraska. In 1897, Barbour documented this phenomenon, traveling the state, photographing the mills, interviewing their inventors and owners, and estimating the costs and benefits. He found that both wealthy and poor farmers built a wide variety of mills, many ...

      

      
        Winners of the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024 (18 photos)
        The German Society for Nature Photography recently announced its winning images from the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024, selected from nearly 18,000 entries from 38 countries in 11 categories. This year's overall winner was Jaime Rojo, with a remarkable photograph of monarch butterflies clustered in trees in Mexico's El Rosario Monarch Butterfly Sanctuary. Competition organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us here.
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        Photos From 1898: The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 13, 2024

            	17 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            More than 125 years ago, Erwin Barbour, a geology professor at the University of Nebraska, took an interest in what he described as an "agricultural movement"--the proliferation of creative and inexpensive homemade windmills on farms across Nebraska. In 1897, Barbour documented this phenomenon, traveling the state, photographing the mills, interviewing their inventors and owners, and estimating the costs and benefits. He found that both wealthy and poor farmers built a wide variety of mills, many of them of novel or experimental design, made largely out of spare parts and scrap wood. These mills were used to pump water for irrigation and livestock, and to power farm machinery--often giving the owners a huge advantage in a time of drought. During a recent visit to the U.S. National Archives, I found and converted these images from an 1898 photo album that had not previously been digitized. Many of the woodcuts used in Barbour's 1899 report were based on these photographs.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man stands in a pasture next to a homemade windmill beside a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A four-blade mock turbine windmill, belonging to Friederich Ernstmeyer, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska, used to pump water for livestock. The eight-foot-diameter rotor is attached to the frame of an old mower that was mounted atop a tower of four cottonwood logs with the bark still on. Because the project used mostly found and unused parts, its total cost was 32 cents, which was the price of a long plank used for the rotor blades.
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                [image: The hand-lettered title page of a photo album for "The Homemade Windmills of Nebraska" for the Hydrographic Survey of Nebraska]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The hand-lettered title page of the photo album
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                [image: A man stands beside a large wooden structure in a farm field, with a sort of paddle-wheel style of a windmill inside the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical example of a jumbo, or "go-devil" mill, belonging to the Travis Brothers, market gardeners in Lincoln, Nebraska, used to irrigate five acres. The wind-driven sails, made from old coffee sacks, rotate and spin a pump handle, seen at center. The panels at either end of the box were designed to be raised or lowered to regulate the wind. Total cost for materials: $8.
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                [image: A many-bladed windmill sitting atop a wooden structure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 20-foot-diameter turbine windmill invented and built by J. W. Warner, seen near Overton, Nebraska. The mill powers two irrigation pumps, a feed grinder, and other farm machinery. The low positioning of the large rotor and the wide supporting structure were designed to help with stability during high winds. Total cost for materials: $80.
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                [image: A wood-and-steel windmill structure stands in a field. It is roughly built like a spindly merry-go-round, but with six flat panels instead of horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An experimental "merry-go-round" mill, designed and built by S. S. Videtto of Lincoln, Nebraska. The mill runs on a circular steel track, about 40 feet in diameter, and each sail panel is about 12 feet tall.
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                [image: Two men look at a paddle-wheel type of windmill built inside a large wooden box.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "baby jumbo" windmill, designed and built by J. L. Brown, proprietor of Midway Nurseries in Kearney, Nebraska, at a cost of $1.50. The planks for the structure and blades mostly came from old wooden grocery boxes, some with the labels still painted on. The mill pumps water to irrigate a garden, a strawberry patch, and other small crops.
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                [image: A farm shed with a circular wooden windmill mounted on its roof]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (1 of 2) A two-fan "battle axe" mill, designed and built by Elmer Jasperson, near Ashland, Nebraska. The small mill is mounted on the roof of a shed, and transmits power through chains and sprockets to a feed grinder below.
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                [image: A circular wooden windmill mounted on a roof, the circle split down the middle, with each half rotated slightly, to catch a passing breeze]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                (2 of 2) A closer view of Elmer Jasperson's mill, showing the rotated panels opened to catch any passing breeze, and drive the chain (at left) to power machinery below
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                [image: Two people and several cows stand beside a tall wooden structure supporting a four-bladed windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A typical "battle axe" windmill, belonging to Jacob Geiss, seen near Grand Island, Nebraska. The four-blade mill is used to pump water for 125 head of cattle.
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                [image: A tall windmill stands beside a blacksmith shop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This steel turbine windmill was designed and built by the Janak Brothers of Sarpy Mills, Nebraska. The mill's head could pivot to catch winds from any direction, but had to be adjusted manually. It was used to power the pump and all of the tools in the brothers' blacksmith shop.
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                [image: A horse and carriage stand behind a six-blade wooden windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A six-blade turbine built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island
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                [image: A person stands beside a large wooden paddle-wheel style windmill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A powerful "large jumbo" mill, designed by E. H. Cushman, stands at the Cushman Park Gardens, near Lincoln. Its 19-foot-wide sails drive two irrigation pumps. Total materials cost: $6.
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                [image: A small wooden windmill stands above a watering trough.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A second six-blade turbine mill designed and built by Frederick Mathiesen, seen near Grand Island. The nine-foot-diameter rotor pumps water for 50 head of cattle. Cost of materials: $1 to $5.
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                [image: Two children stand on the lower platform of a large windmill that has been built atop a barn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two children stand on the lower platform of the 36-foot-diameter Dutch-style mill built by August Prinz, near Chalco. The mill drives a feed grinder below with an estimated 8 horsepower, producing 200 to 300 bushels of ground feed a day.
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                [image: Two tall wooden windmills stand near an orchard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twin 20-foot-tall "battle axe" windmills stand on the farm of J. S. Peckham, near Gothenburg. Costing $25 each, the two mills irrigate a 15-acre orchard, pumping an average of 1,000 gallons an hour in a 15 mile-per-hour wind.
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                [image: A person stands beside a wooden windmill with small paddles for blades.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                P. Hargen's four-blade "battle-axe" mill, in Grand Island
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                [image: A farmhouse and a shed, each with a different style windmill mounted on top]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The home of August Prinz, near Chalco, showing two windmills: a homemade one built atop a shed (seen in photo 14 above), and a shopmade "Gem" steel mill atop the farmhouse.
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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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        Winners of the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 11, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography recently announced its winning images from the European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024, selected from nearly 18,000 entries from 38 countries in 11 categories. This year's overall winner was Jaime Rojo, with a remarkable photograph of monarch butterflies clustered in trees in Mexico's El Rosario Monarch Butterfly Sanctuary. Competition organizers were kind enough to share some of the winning and honored photographs with us here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A polar bear stands in a snowy landscape, battered by strong winds that blow the snow it has just shaken off.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shaking off the Snow. Runner-up, Mammals. "This picture was taken in Wapusk National Park on the coast of Hudson Bay, Canada, during a heavy snowstorm in November 2022. With a single vigorous movement, the polar bear (Ursus maritimus) shakes off the  powdery snow that has accumulated during the storm. A gust of wind picks up the snow and forms a decorative veil around the animal."
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                Daniel Valverde Fernandez / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight streams between tall tree trunks and branches that are covered with thousands of monarch butterflies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Forest of the Monarchs. Overall Winner. "Streaked with sunlight and crowded together for warmth in winter, monarch butterflies blanket fir trees in El Rosario Sanctuary. I requested special permits to work outside the sanctuary's operating hours and made this photograph shortly before sunset. Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve, Michoacan, Mexico."
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                Jaime Rojo / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A hyena cub snuggles up to its mother.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Affection. Highly Commended, Mammals. "Of all the animals that roam the savanna, spotted hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) get the most 'bad press.' They are often derided as one of the 'ugly five' and viewed as scavenging opportunists. For me, however, hyenas are extremely interesting creatures. Over the years, I have taken countless wonderful pictures capturing many different aspects of their behavior. In this photo, we see the gentle side of these often misunderstood, highly social animals: a hyena cub snuggles up lovingly to its disheveled and battered-looking mother."
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                Vanessa Beadling / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bison walks through a field on a misty day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King of the East. Highly Commended, Rewilding Europe Award. "This photograph shows one of the numerous European bison (Bison bonasus) reintroduced to Poland's Bialowieza National Park, near the border with Belarus. In 1927, the last free-living bison in the Caucasus was shot and the species was considered extinct in the wild in Europe. With the help of a small group of animals from zoological gardens and private owners, the European bison was saved from extinction. As of 2023, about 7,200 individuals exist in Europe. However, habitat fragmentation and low genetic diversity continue to pose challenges to the survival of this species."
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                Florian Smit / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A steep snow-covered mountaintop, seen through a break in clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Instant of Eternity. Highly Commended, Man and Nature. "The Aiguille du Plan, in the Mont Blanc massif, stands in the shadow of the Aiguille du Midi. The photograph was taken shortly after a thunderstorm, just as sunlight burst through the clouds, revealing the icy majesty of the mountain."
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                Thomas Crauwels / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sunlight streaming through tree trunks highlights swirling mist and water droplets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Water and Light.  Highly Commended, Nature's Studio. "Over thousands of years, the astonishing power of a steep mountain stream has carved deep furrows into the landscape. Copious meltwater from the last winter thunders down the valley. At a waterfall, the force of the falling water creates a strong wind that blows mist into the forest. The light of the setting sun breaks through the trees, casting beautiful rays. A slow shutter speed imparts a sense of movement to the still image."
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                Lukas Schafer / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of many dolphins swimming together]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Too Many Dolphins?. Highly Commended, Underwater World. "The encounter with this superpod of spinner dolphins (Stenella longirostris) was one of the most extraordinary experiences of my life. It was impossible to keep track of the number of individuals. There were dolphins everywhere; their vocalizations filled the ocean. Some of them stoically passed by, while others eyed me with curiosity."
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                Merche Llobera / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woodpecker, seen in silhouette, stretches out its wings as it comes in for a landing beside a tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Approach. Winner, Birds. "After observing a pair of nesting black woodpeckers (Dryocopus martius) for several days, I decided to set up a camouflage hide at a suitable distance. I installed the hide behind a fir tree so as not to disturb the birds and at the same time make my image visually more exciting by photographing through the branches. Once I had found a good angle, I just had to wait for the adult birds to appear. Here, you can see the male approaching with food for the hungry offspring in the brood cave."
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                Luca Melcarne / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An octopus moves underwater through darkness.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Night Crawler. Winner, Underwater World. "A common octopus (Octopus vulgaris) crawls across the seabed at night in search of prey. Thanks to a sophisticated combination of tactile abilities and nocturnal vision, octopuses are among the most effective nocturnal hunters in the sea."
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                Angel Fitor / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person in a safety vest holds traffic as a duck leads ducklings across a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                New World. Runner-up, Man and Nature. "For common mergansers (Mergus merganser) in Warsaw, the breeding season has become rather stressful. Ducklings hatch in a park about one kilometer away from the Vistula river. Each female duck has to relocate her ducklings to the river as quickly as possible because this is the only place in the park with food and shelter. To get to the river, the ducks must cross two canals and go through three underground passages created especially for this purpose. The final obstacle is a six-lane motorway. Every year, a group of volunteers helps the ducks cross this dangerous road by holding up traffic. This image shows a duck crossing a smaller road because it refused to use the nearby dark underground passage. The volunteer blocks traffic while the cameraman captures the scene."
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                Grzegorz Dlugosz / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small white bird flies in front of a wall of blue-tinted glacier ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Arctic Tern. Highly Commended, Birds. "Arctic terns (Sterna paradisaea) patrol along the front of a mighty glacier in search of food. Their hunt is particularly successful after the glacier has calved, dropping large chunks of ice into the sea and stirring up the marine plankton. The image was taken in July 2023 from a Zodiac in front of Monaco Glacier in Liefdefjord, northwestern Svalbard."
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                Arnfinn Johansen / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Lava flows among rough-surfaced volcanic rocks atop a volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Blood of the Earth. Highly Commended, Landscapes. "A huge stream of lava flows from an eruptive fissure into the deserted Valle del Bove in the southeastern crater of Mount Etna, Italy. Sulfurous vapors color the surrounding rocks bright yellow. Positioned at a distance away from the intense heat, I extended my tripod with the camera already mounted, held it up as far as I could above the glowing lava lake, and then took this shot with a remote shutter release."
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                Salvo Orlando / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wasp flies close to the ground, carrying a bee it has captured.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bee Wolf. Highly Commended, Other Animals. "A female bee wolf (Philanthus triangulum), or digger wasp, returns to its burrow with a honey bee (Apis mellifera) that it has paralyzed and will place in the burrow as a food source for its emerging offspring. Bee wolves lay their eggs in burrows that they dig in sandy soil."
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                Kevin Sawford / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A long-exposure image of clouds flowing through distant treetops]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As Time Goes By. Highly Commended, Landscapes. "The Debagoiena Valley lies in the heart of the Basque Country. Although perhaps best known for its industry, the valley also offers some of the most beautiful scenery in the region. The sun had not yet risen when I arrived, and low-hanging clouds were slowly drifting by. Using a long focal length and an extended exposure time, I tried to capture the smooth movement of the clouds by focusing on the treetops."
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                Inaki Bolumburu / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A lynx scratches on a fallen tree trunk, seen backlit at night, in a gentle rain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Night of the Lynx. Highly Commended, Mammals. "I have been using camera traps and flashes to photograph lynx (Lynx lynx) in southern Sweden for more than six years. After many attempts with classic image composition, I tried to rethink my approach. My aim was to photograph a backlit lynx on a tree trunk at night as a silhouette with a 'golden edge.' A softened main flash, whose light was bundled through a narrow tube about 40 cm long, was intended to simply reflect the animal's eyes. The gentle rain that night was a welcome bonus."
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                Felix Heintzenberg / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The ice of a tall glacier stands above rocky ground covered in grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Alpine Contrasts. Highly Commended, Landscapes. "Lush green grass grows high up in the mountains flanked by the shimmering blue ice of the jagged Aletsch Glacier in the background. The glacier once covered this entire landscape, but year after year the ice retreats farther and farther. Unfortunately, it will not take long for the glacier tongue to melt back so far that this picture will no longer be possible. In 2022 alone, the Aletsch Glacier lost 6 percent of its total volume."
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                Tobias Buttel / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A shedding reindeer walks through a field, with many bits of fur blowing away in a gust of wind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bad Hair Day. Highly Commended, Mammals. "During my visit to Svalbard, I was able to observe numerous Svalbard reindeer (Rangifer tarandus platyrhynchus), a small subspecies of the reindeer common in Northern Europe. During the summer months, these animals lose their thick winter coat. On a hike, I watched as a strong gust of wind blew off a large part of this reindeer's winter coat. Even the reindeer looks a little surprised."
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                Christian Biemans / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young sea lion swims in an underwater cave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At Peace. Highly Commended, Underwater World. "A playful young California sea lion (Zalophus californianus) strikes a peaceful pose in an underwater cave. This spot is particularly popular among juvenile seal lions, who dart through the water with enviable agility. As I was taking this photograph, there were other sea lions behind me, nibbling on my flippers, hair, and camera. Los Islotes, where this image was taken, is home to the southernmost breeding colony of California sea lions, and, despite the threat of climate change, it is the only colony in the Gulf of California with a growing population."
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                Henley Spiers / European Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024
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                [image: A person rides a horse down the median of a busy street, carrying a sign that reads "Vote."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vancie Tuner and her horse Clementine rally people on Main St. to vote on Election Day, November 5, 2024, in Driggs, Idaho.
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                [image: A group of Trump supporters raise their arms and cheer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                After the Fox Network called the election in his favor, supporters of Republican presidential nominee and former U.S. President Donald Trump celebrate  at the site of his rally at the Palm Beach County Convention Center, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: Donald Trump stands at a podium, smiling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Republican presidential nominee and former U.S. President Donald Trump arrives to speak during an Election Night event at the Palm Beach Convention Center on November 6, 2024, in West Palm Beach, Florida.
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                [image: A group of Harris supporters looks downcast.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holds her head as supporters of U.S. Vice President and Democratic presidential candidate Kamala Harris attend an Election Night event at Howard University, in Washington, D.C., on November 5, 2024.
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                [image: Kamala Harris gestures to a crowd, holding her hand to her chest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vice President Kamala Harris gestures as she delivers a concession speech for the 2024 presidential election on November 6, 2024, at Howard University.
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                [image: A close view of the upraised fists of a group of Harris supporters]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters react as Vice President Kamala Harris concedes the election during a speech at Howard University on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A colorful picture is projected onto the exterior of a cathedral.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An exterior view of the Sarum Lights light-show projection "Time" by Luxmuralis at Salisbury Cathedral, on November 5, 2024, in Salisbury, England. The immersive event sees the interior and exterior of the historic cathedral transformed with lights, soundscapes, and projection installations on the theme of time.
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                [image: A person carries a large carved fish on their shoulder during a protest march.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Protesters attend a "March for Clean Water" in London, England, on November 3, 2024, calling for the government to "stop the poisoning of Britain's waters."
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                [image: Several people ride old-fashioned high-wheel bicycles in a park. One tows along a dog in a basket in a small trailer attachment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants wearing historical costumes ride their high-wheel bicycles during the annual penny-farthing race in Prague, Czech Republic, on November 2, 2024.
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                [image: People watch a stunt performer who hangs from the handlebars of an upside-down motorcycle in midair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders perform during a freestyle motocross show at the EICMA exhibition motorcycle fair in Rho, on the outskirts of Milan, Italy, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: Two motorcycle riders lean close to the ground in a turn during a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Riders Francesco Bagnaia (left) and Jorge Martin compete during the MotoGP Malaysian Grand Prix at the Sepang International Circuit in Sepang, Malaysia, on November 3, 2024.
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                [image: A figure-skating pair wear robotic costumes while performing on ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Italy's Charlene Guignard and Marco Fabbri perform during the Free Dance at the ISU Grand Prix of Figure Skating in Angers, France, on November 2, 2024.
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                [image: A football player stands on his head during a celebration at a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Amon-Ra St. Brown of the Detroit Lions celebrates after scoring a touchdown during the first half of an NFL football game against the Green Bay Packers at Lambeau Field on November 3, 2024, in Green Bay, Wisconsin.
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                [image: A soldier wears goggles outfitted with antennae.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A soldier of Ukraine's 57th motorized brigade operates an FPV drone on the front line in the Kharkiv region, Ukraine, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past a large colorful mural of a face painted on a building's wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past a mural made by the Brazilian artist Kobra at the port zone of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of mounted security cameras, against a ball-shaped tower in the background, vaguely resembling a face]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security cameras are seen on the street of Lujiazui in the Pudong district of Shanghai, China, on November 5, 2024.
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                [image: A group of visitors walk on a cantilevered, glass-floored observation deck above a cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit the glass viewing platform of Shiniu Mountain Scenic Area in the city of Quanzhou, in China's Fujian province, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A distant view of hundreds of runners crossing a wide road bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Runners cross over the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge as they compete during the 2024 TCS New York City Marathon on November 3, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: An aerial photograph showing a cemetery illuminated with candles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph shows a cemetery illuminated with candles during All Saints' Day, a holiday to remember deceased loved ones, in Kielce, Poland, on November 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sergei Gapon / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of trees standing in a lake, topped with varying shades of autumn leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Colorful trees stand in the Hongze Lake wetland scenic spot in Suqian, in China's Jiangsu province, on November 3, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of cutout silhouettes of WWII-era soldiers stand in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ahead of this year's Remembrance Day commemorations, a view of "For Your Tomorrow," at Stowe Gardens, in Stowe, England, on November 7, 2024. The art installation features 1,475 silhouettes of World War II military personnel as a memorial to the soldiers killed in the 1944 D-Day landings 80 years ago.
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                [image: People enjoy themselves in a dimly lit indoor roller-skating rink.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People skate at Cascade Family Skating, an indoor roller-skating rink in Atlanta, Georgia, on November 3, 2024.
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                [image: Streaks of light cross the night sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The return capsule of the Shenzhou-18 manned spaceship (left) streaks across the sky after separating from the propulsion capsule and orbiting capsule on November 4, 2024, above Bayingolin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of China. The Shenzhou-18 crew, consisting of three Chinese astronauts, returned safely to Earth after more than six months aboard the Tiangong space station.
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                [image: A crowd watches as a person runs past carrying a flaming barrel on their shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People react as a participant carries a flaming tar barrel through the street in Ottery St. Mary, England, on Guy Fawkes night, November 5, 2024.
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                [image: Firefighters push a vintage car away from a burning home during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters and sheriff's deputies push a vintage car away from a burning home as the Mountain Fire burns in Camarillo, California, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A rescue worker climbs on part of a huge pile of damaged cars and flood debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the fire brigade who are part of a search-and-rescue unit climb atop cars and debris blocking a tunnel on the border of the Benetusser and Alfafar municipalities after recent flash flooding, on November 1, 2024, in Valencia, Spain. Spanish authorities confirmed that at least 200 people had died, mostly in the Valencia region, amid the flooding that swept eastern and southern parts of the country starting on Tuesday.
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                [image: A young surfer holds up peace signs at the camera while surfing a crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfer Kia Cruickshanks tests out Lost Shore Surf Resort, Scotland's first inland surf destination, on November 5, 2024, in Newbridge. The wave pool, located on the outskirts of Edinburgh, is set in a 60-acre country park, and will generate up to 1,000 waves an hour.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jeff J Mitchell / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People stand outside a building, looking up toward a distant ash cloud rising from an erupting volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki-Laki, as seen from Lewolaga village in East Flores, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on November 7, 2024
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                [image: A person stands beside a lake, looking toward distant steep mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A landscape view of the Basongcuo Scenic Area in autumn, seen on November 1, 2024, in Nyingchi, in the Tibet Autonomous Region of China.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Zhang Zhenqi / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people in red coats walk in a park on a snowy day, past trees with snow-covered trunks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk in a park on a snowy day in Moscow, Russia, on November 4, 2024.
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                [image: Cows and buffalo wade into a polluted river, through clumps of foam.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cows and buffalo wade into the polluted Yamuna River on a smoggy morning in New Delhi, India, on November 5, 2024.
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                [image: Workers position floating booms while harvesting cranberries in a bog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers position floating booms while harvesting cranberries at Rocky Meadow Bog, in Middleborough, Massachusetts, on November 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Charles Krupa / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird with bright-blue feathers and red beak walks through grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A western swamphen emerges from reeds to feed in the early hours of the day, in the meadows of the Kizilirmak Delta, which is home to 300 different bird species, in Samsun, Turkey, on November 4, 2024.
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                [image: A pelican walks in a street near a group of people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pelican named Ndagabar (which means "pelican" in the local Wolof language) has become a local icon in Saint-Louis, Senegal, seen here on November 2, 2024. Ndagabar has been cared for by retired fisherman Madiop Gueye for the past five years. The pelican spends its days roaming the neighborhood, playing with sheep, sneaking fish from local market stalls, chasing passing cars, and playfully pecking at passers-by.
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                [image: A macaque lies on its back as it's groomed by another on a table in a forest reserve.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Balinese long-tailed macaques roam free in the forest in Padangtegal, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia on September 28, 2024, in the Sacred Monkey Forest Sanctuary. Photo released on November 6, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/11/photos-of-the-week-flaming-barrel-scottish-surf-pelican-icon/680558/
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