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        The Celebrity Look-Alike Contest Boom
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The fad began with a Timothee Chalamet look-alike contest in New York City on a beautiful day last month. Thousands of people came and caused a ruckus. At least one of the Timothees was among the four people arrested by New York City police. Eventually, the real Timothee Chalamet showed up to take pictures with fans. The event, which was organized by a popular YouTuber who had recently received some attention for eating a tub of cheeseballs in a public park, captured lightning in a bottle. It did...

      

      
        Pete Hegseth Might Be Trump's Most Dangerous Cabinet Pick
        Jonathan Chait

        For a few hours, Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense was the most horrifying act of Donald Trump's presidential transition. Surely the Senate wouldn't confirm an angry Fox News talking head with no serious managerial experience, best known for publicly defending war criminals, to run the largest department in the federal government. Then, in rapid succession, Trump announced appointments for Matt Gaetz, Tulsi Gabbard, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The appearance of these newer and even ...

      

      
        Three Ways to Become a Deeper Thinker
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.What is the sound of one hand clapping?You may have encountered this cryptic question at some point. It is a koan, or riddle, devised by the 18th-century Zen Buddhist master Hakuin Ekaku. Such paradoxical questions have been used for centuries to train young monks, who were instructed to meditate on and debate them. This was intended to be taxing work that could induce maddening frustration--but t...

      

      
        Trump Is Building the Most Anti-Semitic Cabinet in Decades
        Franklin Foer

        Of all the promises, from quixotic to horrifying, that Donald Trump has made about the next four years, the one that seems least likely to be fulfilled is his vow to "defeat anti-Semitism." He has nominated a slew of cranks who have dabbled in the oldest conspiracy theory of them all, a belief that Jews control the world.Over the past decade or so, pernicious lies about Jewish villainy have drifted into the mainstream of American life. That's a fact Trump acknowledges when he talks about his plan...

      

      
        In Search of a Faith Beyond Religion
        Tope Folarin

        My immigrant parents--my father especially--are ardent Christians. As such, my childhood seemed to differ dramatically from the glimpses of American life I witnessed at school or on television. My parents often spoke of their regimented, cloistered upbringings in Nigeria, and their belief that Americans are too lax. They devised a series of schemes to keep us on the straight and narrow: At home, we listened to an unending stream of gospel music and watched Christian programming on the Trinity Broad...

      

      
        Cher Has a History Lesson for Us All
        Sophie Gilbert

        File this under something that should have been self-evident: When it came time for the artist known as Cher to finish her memoir, she discovered she had too much material. Where to even begin? Decades before Madonna had reinventions and Taylor Swift had eras, Cher had comebacks--triumphs over decline in which she'd reemerge stronger, shinier, and more resolute than ever. "It's a thousand times harder to come back than to become," she writes in the first volume of her autobiography, titled--natural...

      

      
        The Most Coveted Screenshot in the Literary World
        Jordan Michelman

        It's become one of the most important rites of passage in the book-publication process--more meaningful to some writers than a book party or book-cover reveal. For many authors, in fact, no book deal is complete until they've posted it.It is the Publishers Marketplace book-deal social-media post, a screenshot of the charmingly retro-looking blurb from a publishing-industry trade website that announces the details of an author selling their book.Search for "Publishers Marketplace" on Instagram or X...

      

      
        What Pete Hegseth's Nomination Is Really About
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDonald Trump's decision to tap Pete Hegseth for his Cabinet is one of his nominations that some are reading as pure provocation. Aside from being a veteran, Hegseth has little qualification to lead the Department of Defense. He's a Fox News host who has written a screed against DEI in the military. He has faced an allegation of sexual assault, which he denies, but the Trump team is not balking. "We look forward to his con...

      

      
        Why Oz Is the Doctor Trump Ordered
        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.Donald Trump appears to experience the world through the glow of a television screen. He has long placed a premium on those who look the part in front of the camera. Paging Dr. Mehmet Oz.Trump has picked Oz to lead the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. CMS, as the agency is known, falls under ...

      

      
        What the Men of the Internet Are Trying to Prove
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Death was in the discourse leading up to Friday night's boxing match between Jake Paul and Mike Tyson. Marketing the fight, the two combatants repeatedly threatened to kill each other; a Netflix promo documentary referenced the bitten and bloodied ear Tyson left Evander Holyfield with in a 1997 match; social-media chatter reveled in the possibility that Paul, one of the internet's favorite villains, would be murdered on air.But once the match began, streamed from a packed arena to 60 million hous...

      

      
        Another Theory of the Trump Movement
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In the decade since Donald Trump began to define American politics, critics have struggled to understand his massive appeal. They have perhaps sensed by now that Trump's support comes from someplace underneath conscious and rational political analyses. Who else but Sigmund Freud to help explain? "The past few years," the academic and critic Merve Emre wrote in an essay for The New Yorker this past June, "have...

      

      
        From Aunt Uncle to Private First Class, Delta Company
        Annie Liontas

        For Giovanni

The year my nephew becomes a man,
so do I, I guess.

He calls from boot camp after days of
hand-to-hand combat, voice husky. A few months
ago, at 17, playing Xbox, he could only imagine
what the inside of a gas chamber looked like.  

I do not cry. It's the testosterone: it
draws tears down to a reservoir
so deep in my body,
they turn to sheet ice.   

Aunt Uncle has a beard now. Aunt
Uncle has a jaw that makes it harder to sleep. Aunt
Uncle still wears earrings and makeup. Aunt
Unc...

      

      
        What to Read If You're Angry About the Election
        Ruth Madievsky

        A close friend--someone whom I've always thought of as an optimist--recently shared his theory that, no matter what time you're living in, it's generally a bad one. In each era, he posited, quality of life improves in some ways and depreciates in others; the overall quotient of suffering in the world stays the same.Whether this is nihilistic or comforting depends on your worldview. For instance, plenty of Americans are currently celebrating the outcome of the recent presidential election; many are indifferent to national politics;...

      

      
        Shortlisted Images for the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year
        Alan Taylor

        The Close-up Photographer of the Year competition is now in its sixth year, and recently released its shortlisted picks, with the winners set to be announced in January. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. Competition organizers were once again kind enough to share some of these amazing images with us here.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        Introducing 'Being Human'
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is launching Being Human, a new section and newsletter at TheAtlantic.com as part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health. The name describes The Atlantic's wide-ranging approach to health coverage, on what it means to live a life bound up in a body and conducted by a mysterious, fallible brain.The Atlantic grew its health-reporting team significantly ahead of this launch, and Being Human will broaden the magazine's existing coverage of the ideas and issues ...

      

      
        Put Down the Vacuum
        Annie Lowrey

        The other night, a friend came over. A dear friend. A friend who has helped me out when I've been sick, and who brought over takeout when I had just given birth. Still, before he arrived, I vacuumed.I thought about this while reading the Gender Equity Policy Institute's recent report on gender and domestic labor. The study finds that mothers spend twice as much time as fathers "on the essential and unpaid work" of taking care of kids and the home, and that women spend more time on this than men, ...

      

      
        The Cancer Gene More Men Should Test For
        Kristen V. Brown

        Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.When Mary-Claire King discovered the first gene linked to hereditary breast cancer in 1990, she also got to decide its name. She settled on the four letters BRCA, which had three distinct meanings. The name paid homage to UC Berkeley, where King worked at the time; more to the point, it was a nod to Paul Broca, the 19th-century French physician whose work estab...

      

      
        We're About to Find Out How Much Americans Like Vaccines
        Daniel Engber

        Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nominee to be the next secretary of Health and Human Services, is America's most prominent vaccine skeptic. An advocacy organization that he founded and chaired has called the nation's declining child-immunization rates "good news," and referred to parents' lingering doubts about routine shots as COVID-19's "silver lining." Now Kenned...

      

      
        A Ridiculous, Perfect Way to Make Friends
        Mikala Jamison

        Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.When I was teaching indoor cycling every week, an unexpected benefit of the gig was free ice cream. One of the class regulars had an ice-cream machine at home and sometimes brought samples for me to try, in flavors such as pumpkin and pistachio. I think he did this not only because he was a nice person but also because in class, I was the nicest version of myse...

      

      
        The Problem With Boycotting Israel
        Arash Azizi

        When you hear that thousands of writers have signed a petition, you can already guess what they are calling for: What other than boycotting Israel could generate such enthusiasm among the literati?A staggering 6,000 writers and publishing professionals have signed a letter to address "the most profound moral, political and cultural crisis of the 21st century." They are calling for a boycott of Israeli cultural institutions. The letter says that these institutions have played a crucial role in "no...

      

      
        Apple Lost the Plot on Texting
        Lila Shroff

        For a brief moment earlier this month, I thought an old acquaintance had passed away. I was still groggy one morning when I checked my phone to find a notification delivering the news. "Obituary shared," the message bluntly said, followed by his name. But when I opened my phone, I learned that he was very much still alive. Apple's latest software update was to blame: A new feature that uses AI to summarize iPhone notifications had distorted the original text message. It wasn't my acquaintance who...

      

      
        What Going 'Wild on Health' Looks Like
        Olga Khazan

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the bear-fondling, gravel-voiced Camelot scion, is President-Elect Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where presumably he will "go wild on health," to quote Trump. His nomination has raised concerns among public-health experts because many of Kennedy's views on health are, well, wild.To be sure, among Kennedy's battier ideas are a few reasonable ones, such as reducing obesity and cracking down on direct-to-consumer drug commercials and ...

      

      
        Your Armpits Are Trying to Tell You Something
        Yasmin Tayag

        Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.The last time I sweated through my shirt, I vowed that it would never happen again. Sweat shame had dogged me for too many years. No longer would armpit puddles dictate the color of my blouse. Never again would I twist underneath a hand dryer to dry my damp underarms. It was time to try clinical-strength antiperspirant.The one I bought looked like any old antip...

      

      
        I Used to Have Friends. Then They Had Kids.
        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,I'm in a strange situation of seeming basically like an extrovert but feeling quite lonely. I organize things with my smallish group of close friends, but as more of them have kids, those ge...

      

      
        The Business-School Scandal That Just Keeps Getting Bigger
        Daniel Engber

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.For anyone who teaches at a business school, the blog post was bad news. For Juliana Schroeder, it was catastrophic. She saw the allegations when they first went up, on a Saturday in early summer 2023. Schroeder teaches management and psychology at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business. One of her colleagues--a star professor at Harvard Business School named Francesca Gino--had just been accused of academic ...
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The Celebrity Look-Alike Contest Boom

Suddenly, these events are everywhere. What's going on?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The fad began with a Timothee Chalamet look-alike contest in New York City on a beautiful day last month. Thousands of people came and caused a ruckus. At least one of the Timothees was among the four people arrested by New York City police. Eventually, the real Timothee Chalamet showed up to take pictures with fans. The event, which was organized by a popular YouTuber who had recently received some attention for eating a tub of cheeseballs in a public park, captured lightning in a bottle. It didn't even matter that the winner didn't look much like the actor, or that the prize was only $50.



In the weeks since, similar look-alike contests have sprung up all over the country, organized by different people for their own strange reasons. There was a Zayn Malik look-alike contest in Brooklyn, a Dev Patel look-alike contest in San Francisco, and a particularly rowdy Jeremy Allen White look-alike contest in Chicago. Harry Styles look-alikes gathered in London, Paul Mescal look-alikes in Dublin. Zendaya look-alikes competed in Oakland, and a "Zendaya's two co-stars from Challengers" lookalike contest will be held in Los Angeles on Sunday. As I write this, I have been alerted to plans for a Jack Schlossberg look-alike contest to be held in Washington, D.C., the same day. (Schlossberg is John F. Kennedy's only grandson; he both works at Vogue and was also profiled by Vogue this year.)



These contests evidently provide some thrill that people are finding irresistible at this specific moment in time. What is it? The chance to win some viral fame or even just positive online attention is surely part of it, but those returns are diminishing. The more contests there are, the less novel each one is, and the less likely it is to be worth the hassle. That Chalamet showed up to his look-alike contest was magic--he's also the only celebrity to attend one of these contests so far. Yet the contests continue.



Celebrities have a mystical quality that's undeniable, and it is okay to want to be in touch with the sublime. Still, some observers sense something a bit sinister behind the playfulness of contest after contest, advertised with poster after poster on telephone pole after telephone pole. The playwright Jeremy O. Harris wrote on X that the contests are "Great Depression era coded,"  seeming to note desperation and a certain manic optimism in these events. The comparison is not quite right--although the people at these contests may not all have jobs, they don't seem to be starving (one of the contests promised only two packs of cigarettes and a MetroCard as a prize)--but I understand what he's getting at. Clearly, the look-alike competitions do not exist in a vacuum.



The startling multiplication of the contests reminds me of the summer of 2020, when otherwise rational-seeming people suggested that the FBI was planting caches of fireworks in various American cities as part of a convoluted psyop. There were just too many fireworks going off for anything else to make sense! So people said. With hindsight, it's easy to recognize that theory as an expression of extreme anxiety brought on by the early months of the coronavirus pandemic. At the time, some were also feeling heightened distrust of law enforcement, which had in some places reacted to Black Lives Matter protests with violence.



Today's internet-y stunts are just silly events, but people are looking for greater meaning in them. Over the past few weeks, although some have grown a bit weary of the contests, a consensus has also formed that they are net good because they are bringing people out of their house and into "third spaces" (public parks) and fraternity ("THE PEOPLE LONG FOR COMMUNITY"). This too carries a whiff of desperation, as though people are intentionally putting on a brave face and shoving forward symbols of our collective creativity and togetherness.

I think the reason is obvious. The look-alike contests, notably, started at the end of October. The first one took place on the same day as a Donald Trump campaign event at Madison Square Garden, which featured many gleefully racist speeches and was reasonably compared by many to a Nazi rally. The photos from the contests maybe serve as small reassurance that cities, many of which shifted dramatically rightward in the recent presidential election, are still the places that we want to believe they are--the closest approximation of America's utopian experiment, where people of all different origins and experiences live together in relative peace and harmony and, importantly, good fun. At least most of the time.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/11/celebrity-look-alike-contest-boom/680742/?utm_source=feed
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Pete Hegseth Might Be Trump's Most Dangerous Cabinet Pick

He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means <em>war</em> metaphorically.

by Jonathan Chait




For a few hours, Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense was the most disturbing act of Donald Trump's presidential transition. Surely the Senate wouldn't confirm an angry Fox News talking head with no serious managerial experience, best known for publicly defending war criminals, to run the largest department in the federal government. Then, in rapid succession, Trump announced appointments for Matt Gaetz, Tulsi Gabbard, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The appearance of these newer and even more aberrant characters, like a television show introducing a more villainous heel in its second season, muted the indignation over Hegseth.

Obscured in this flurry of shocking appointments is the fact that Hegseth's drawbacks are not limited to his light resume or to the sexual-assault allegation made against him. Inexperienced though he may be at managing bureaucracies, Hegseth has devoted a great deal of time to documenting his worldview, including three books published in the past four years. I spent the previous week reading them: The man who emerges from the page appears to have sunk deeply into conspiracy theories that are bizarre even by contemporary Republican standards but that have attracted strangely little attention. He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means war metaphorically. He may be no less nutty than any of Trump's more controversial nominees. And given the power he is likely to hold--command over 2 million American military personnel--he is almost certainly far more dangerous than any of them.

Hegseth began his involvement in conservative-movement politics as a Princeton undergraduate. He then joined the Army and quickly developed a profile, when not on active duty, as a budding Republican spokesperson. He testified against Elena Kagan's appointment to the Supreme Court (on the grounds that, while dean of Harvard Law School, she had blocked military recruiters from campus in protest of Don't Ask, Don't Tell) and lobbied in favor of the Bush administration's Iraq policy. As the Republican Party's foreign-policy orientation changed radically under Donald Trump, Hegseth's positions changed with it. But his devotion to the party remained constant. After stints running the advocacy groups Vets for Freedom and Concerned Veterans for America, and a failed Senate campaign, he finally settled at Fox News, where he joined a chorus in support of Trump.

Along the way, Hegseth has written five books. The first, extolling Teddy Roosevelt's legacy, revolves around ideas that Hegseth has since renounced after converting to Trumpism. Another is simply a collection of war stories. The other three, all published in the past four years--American Crusade (2020), Battle for the American Mind (2022), and The War on Warriors (2024)--lay out his worldview in florid, explicit, and often terrifying detail.

A foundational tenet of Hegseth's philosophy, apparently carrying over from his Roosevelt-worshipping era, is a belief in the traditional masculine virtues and the potential for war to inculcate them. Hegseth maintains that boys require discipline and must aspire to strength, resilience, and bravery. His preferred archetype for these virtues appears to be Pete Hegseth, whose manful exploits either on the basketball court (he played for Princeton) or the battlefield are featured in all three books.

David A. Graham: The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus

Hegseth complains that society no longer gives veterans like him their proper measure of deference. "Being a veteran no longer demands respect of the coastal elites or reverence from large swaths of the public," he writes--an observation that will sound strange to anybody who has ever attended a football game or listened to a speech by a politician from either party. "In previous generations, men had to find ways to salvage their honor if they didn't get to fight in a war." (The single strongest piece of evidence for Hegseth's thesis--the popularity of lifelong coastal elitist, proud war-avoider, and POW-mocker Donald Trump--goes unmentioned).

Hegseth's demand for greater respect grows out of his belief that he personally succeeded in the face of forbidding odds. "I had been an underdog my whole life," he writes. "I persisted. I worked my ass off." But the woke military, he complains, doesn't reward that kind of individual merit and grit. Instead, it has grown so obsessed with diversity that it promotes unqualified minorities and allows women in combat, reducing its effectiveness and alienating hard-working, meritorious soldiers such as, well, him. He also frets that the inclusion of women in combat erodes traditional gender norms. "How do you treat women in a combat situation," he asks, "without eroding the basic instinct of civilization and the treatment of women in the society at large?"

(The treatment of women by Hegseth specifically happens to be the subject of a recently disclosed police report detailing an alleged sexual assault of a woman at a 2017 political conference. Hegseth denies the allegation and says that the encounter, which took place while he was transitioning between his second and third wives, was consensual. He paid the alleged victim an undisclosed sum in return for her signing a nondisclosure agreement.)

One episode looms especially large in Hegseth's mind as the embodiment of the wokification of the military and its abandonment of traditional merit. In 2021, Hegseth, an active National Guard member, wished to join the Washington, D.C., unit protecting incoming President Joe Biden's inauguration. The National Guard, however, excluded him from the detail because he was deemed a security risk on account of a bicep tattoo of the "Deus Vult" symbol--a reference to the Crusades that is popular with some far-right activists.

The logic of the snub was straightforward. Biden's inauguration took place in the immediate aftermath of an insurrection attempt that had included many members of the armed forces, some operating within far-right networks. But to Hegseth--who protests that the Deus Vult tattoo is simply an expression of his Christian faith, not a white-nationalist symbol--the decision was an unforgivable personal affront.

He expresses indignation at the notion that he could even be suspected of harboring radical ideas. "I fought religious extremists for over twenty years in uniform," he writes. "Then I was accused of being one." This is not as paradoxical as Hegseth makes it sound. Many of the people most eager to fight against extremists of one religion are extremist adherents of another religion. An example of this would be the Crusades, an episode that Hegseth highlights in American Crusade as a model to emulate.

In any case, evidence of Hegseth's extremism does not need to be deduced by interpreting his tattoos. The proof is lying in plain sight. In his three most recent books, Hegseth puts forward a wide range of familiarly misguided ideas: vaccines are "poisonous"; climate change is a hoax (they used to warn about global cooling, you know); George Floyd died of a drug overdose and was not murdered; the Holocaust was perpetrated by "German socialists."

Where Hegseth's thinking begins venturing into truly odd territory is his argument, developed in Battle for the American Mind, that the entire basic design of the public education system is the product of a century-long, totally successful communist plot. Hegseth is not just hyperventilating about the 1619 Project, Howard Zinn, or other left-wing fads, as conservatives often do. Instead he argues that the entire design of the U.S. education system is a Marxist scheme with roots going back to the founding of the republic. The deist heresies of Ben Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, he writes, laid the groundwork to implant communist thought into the school system. Then, "American Progressives in the late 1800s blended the idea of Marxist government with aspects from the Social Gospel and the belief in an American national destiny in order to make Marxism more palatable to Americans."

The nefarious plan to turn America communist involves steps that appear anodyne to the untrained eye. "Yes, our modern social sciences--like 'political science,' previously known as 'politics,' and 'social studies,' previously known as individual disciplines like 'history, economics, geography and philosophy'--are byproducts of Marxist philosophy," he writes. "Let that sink in: the manner in which we study politics, history, and economics in American schools--public and private--today is the product of Marxists. That was always the plan, and it worked." Hegseth will no longer sit back and allow communist indoctrination to sap and impurify our precious bodily fluids.

The Marxist conspiracy has also, according to Hegseth, begun creeping into the U.S. military, the institution he is now poised to run. His most recent book calls for a straightforward political purge of military brass who had the gall to obey Democratic administrations: "Fire any general who has carried water for Obama and Biden's extraconstitutional and agenda-driven transformation of our military." Trump appears to be thinking along similar lines. He is reportedly working on an executive order that will fast-track the removal of officers "lacking in requisite leadership qualities" and compiling a list of officers involved in the Afghanistan retreat, who will likewise be shoved out.

To what end? Trump has already signaled his interest in two revolutionary changes to the Defense Department's orientation. One is to legalize war crimes, or at least cease enforcement of the rules of war. The president-elect has enthusiastically endorsed the use of illegal military methods and has pardoned American soldiers who committed atrocities against detainees and unarmed civilians, following a loud campaign by Hegseth on Fox News.

Graeme Wood: War crimes are not difficult to discern

In The War on Warriors, Hegseth makes plain that he considers the very idea of "rules of war" just more woke nonsense. "Modern war-fighters fight lawyers as much as we fight bad guys," he writes. "Our enemies should get bullets, not attorneys." He repeatedly disparages Army lawyers ("jagoffs"), even claiming that their pointless rules are "why America hasn't won a war since World War II." (Ideally, the secretary of defense would be familiar with historical episodes such as the Gulf War.)

Writing about his time guarding prisoners at Guantanamo Bay--where, as even the Bush administration eventually admitted, most detainees were innocent men swept up by American forces--Hegseth describes calls for due process as a stab in the back of brave soldiers like him. "The nation was dealing with legal issues (mostly led by weak-kneed, America-hating ACLU types) concerning enemy combatants, 'international rights' of illegal combatants, and the beginnings of extrajudicial drone attacks," he writes. "Not to mention the debate about the 'rights' of assholes (I mean, 'detainees') at Gitmo."

Trump's second and even more disturbing interest in having a loyalist run the department is his enthusiasm for deploying troops to curtail and if necessary shoot domestic protesters. His first-term defense secretaries blanched at these demands. Hegseth displays every sign of sharing Trump's impulses, but in a more theorized form.

The clearest throughline of all three books is the cross-application of Hegseth's wartime mentality to his struggle against domestic opponents. American Crusade calls for the "categorical defeat of the Left," with the goal of "utter annihilation," without which "America cannot, and will not, survive." Are the Crusades just a metaphor? Sort of, but not really: "Our American Crusade is not about literal swords, and our fight is not with guns. Yet." (Emphasis--gulp--his).

Battle for the American Mind likewise imagines the struggle against the communist educational plot as a military problem: "We are pinned down, caught in an enemy near ambush. The enemy has the high ground, and is shooting from concealed and fortified positions."

And The War on Warriors repeatedly urges Hegseth's readers to treat the American left exactly like foreign combatants. Describing the military's responsibility to the nation, he writes, "The expectation is that we will defend it against all enemies--both foreign and domestic. Not political opponents, but real enemies. (Yes, Marxists are our enemies.)" The Marxist exception swallows the "not political opponents" rule, because pretty much all of his political opponents turn out to be Marxists. These include, but are not limited to, diversity advocates ("They are Marxists ... You know what they are? They're traitors"), newspapers ("the communist Star Tribune"), and, as noted, almost anybody involved in public education.

Lest there be any ambiguity, Hegseth incessantly equates the left to wartime enemies. "They do not respect cease-fires, do not abide by the rules of warfare, and do not respect anything except total defeat of their enemy--and then total control," he writes at one point. At another, he argues, "We should be in panic mode. Almost desperate. Willing to do anything to defeat the 'fundamental transformation' of the American military and end the war on our warriors."

Hegseth's idea of illegitimate behavior by the domestic enemy is quite expansive. Consider this passage, recalling his time advocating for the Iraq War: "While I debated these things in good faith, the Left mobilized. Electing Obama, railroading the military, pushing women in combat--readiness be damned. The left has never fought fair." The most remarkable phrase there is "electing Obama." Hegseth's notion of unfair tactics used by the left includes not only enacting administrative policies that he disagrees with, but the basic act of voting for Democrats. The inability or unwillingness to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate political opposition likely endeared Hegseth to Trump, who shares the trait.

A Defense Secretary with a tenuous grip on reality, who can't differentiate foreign enemies from domestic political opponents, and who seems to exist in a state of permanent hysteria is a problem that the United States has never had to survive. The main question I was looking to answer when I started reading Hegseth's collected works was whether he would follow a Trump command to shoot peaceful protesters. After having read them, I don't think he would even wait for the order.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/pete-hegseth-books-trump/680744/?utm_source=feed
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Three Ways to Become a Deeper Thinker

You don't have to become a Buddhist monk to realize the value of contemplating hard questions without clear answers.

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.

What is the sound of one hand clapping?

You may have encountered this cryptic question at some point. It is a koan, or riddle, devised by the 18th-century Zen Buddhist master Hakuin Ekaku. Such paradoxical questions have been used for centuries to train young monks, who were instructed to meditate on and debate them. This was intended to be taxing work that could induce maddening frustration--but there was a method to it too. The novitiates were not meant to articulate tidy answers; they were supposed to acquire, through mental struggle, a deeper understanding of the question itself--for this was the path to enlightenment.

You don't have to be training to become a Buddhist monk to realize the value of hard questions without clear answers. Wrestling with a koan of your own--such as Why am I alive? or For what would I give my life?--can be a way to improve your emotional health and grow as a person. You might resist doing so because life's fundamental riddles are uncomfortable to contemplate, and the world gives you every opportunity to avoid them. But when you enter the mysterious world of unanswerable questions, you will surely grow as a person and change for the better.

Read: Why so many Americans are turning to Buddhism

The questions that matter most to us are typically those least likely to have clear answers. If you ask me, "Why do you love your wife?" I will struggle to answer convincingly. I know I do, but the reasons seem impossible to articulate. Anything I say ("Because she is good to me") will utterly miss the point and trivialize the relationship. Indeed, the fact that fairly trivial questions are easy to answer with clarity is no coincidence. ("How do I get to the supermarket?" Two right turns, then a left.) The celebrated psychotherapist Carl Jung considered this ease-of-answering test a way of understanding what matters most. "The greatest and most important problems of life are all fundamentally insoluble," he wrote in 1931.

We might call life's unanswerable riddles "right-brain questions." Neuroscientists interested in the hemispheric lateralization of the brain--how each side undertakes different functions--have shown that when people use deep understanding and intuition, as opposed to analytical method, to gain insight into problems, a burst of high-frequency, or gamma-band, activity appears in the right temporal lobe, corresponding with a change of blood flow in the right anterior superior temporal gyrus. This observation is consistent with the hypothesis of the British neuroscientist Iain McGilchrist, who has argued that people primarily use the right side of the brain when they ponder questions about life's meaning.

We generally resist the work involved with this kind of right-brain insight because confronting big problems that are difficult to resolve is uncomfortable. As some research shows, knotty life questions without clear answers can evoke a dark mood without any clear biological explanation. This can be particularly difficult for adolescents, pondering for the first time big questions about fate and death, emptiness and meaninglessness, guilt and condemnation.

You might conclude that, for the sake of your well-being, you should steer clear of such contemplation. But you'd be mistaken, in much the same way as you'd be mistaken in avoiding exercise because working out involves bodily discomfort. To begin with, sitting with issues of life, death, and love requires us to admit the limits of our understanding--to say "I don't know." Researchers have demonstrated in experiments that people are highly averse to giving this response, but doing so is a sign of cognitive health. It seems reasonable to extrapolate that learning to make this admission more easily could be a good way to improve your cognitive health.

Even an "I don't know" response can lead to a deeper, if unstated, understanding--with important benefits. In 2012, for example, two psychologists asked a sample of young adults how often they considered questions such as "Do you ever reflect on your purpose in life?" and "Do you ever think about the human spirit or what happens to life after death?" They found that the people who spent more time on these questions tended to score higher than their peers on a variety of measures defined as spiritual intelligence, critical existential thinking, sense of life's meaning, curiosity, and well-being. That certainly sounds like cognitive health to me.

From the June 1963 issue: "The Riddle," by Albert Camus

Taking the evidence all together, I'd propose a hypothesis that, as a society, we have become spiritually flabby and psychically out of shape because we haven't been getting in the reps on challenging existential questions. As much research has documented, anxiety and depression have been exploding in the United States, especially among young adults. I believe that this is not because we're thinking too much about the hard questions of life, but too little. As I've discussed previously, we pass our hours and days hypnotized by the trivia injected into our lives via our tech devices, and are less willing to delve into deeper matters. The elevated levels of sadness and fear are, I believe, at least in part the result of our philosophically sedentary lifestyle. Like the benefits of hard exercise, the short-term discomfort of big questions is necessary to avoid the long-term ill-health that comes from avoiding these questions.

To address this problem, I'd like to see a revolution in existential thinking, a craze for pondering life's mysteries. Social entrepreneurs could establish reading rooms and debating clubs in every city. Philosophers could become as popular as the hottest fitness influencers. That's my fantasy, anyway. But short of its becoming a reality, I can suggest a routine you can follow.

1. Schedule your mental workout.
 If you go to the gym, you probably do so at a planned time, involving particular exercises. And there are certain things you don't do while working out--eating pizza, taking a nap. You can use similar principles for your mental fitness. Choose a period of time each day--say, 30 minutes--that you can dedicate to weighing tough questions of real importance. First, ban all devices and allow no distractions; then figure out in advance what existential or spiritual challenges you plan to consider. You can use a paragraph or two of philosophy or scripture to focus your mind on a specific question, break it down, and improve your understanding.

In Tibetan Buddhism, this method is called analytical meditation, and similar practices exist in other traditions. As you may find in your initial weeks at the gym, the exercise is hard at first and tempting to abandon. But with discipline, the habit becomes easier, then pleasant, then indispensable. For many years, I have actually combined the two practices: Right after my morning hour in the gym, I'll spend the next half-hour (usually 6:30-7 a.m.) in meditation. At this point, I can't imagine starting my day any other way.

2. Go for a long walk.
 For some people, a good alternative is a long walk alone, without devices, as a way to give room to your right-brain questions. Philosophers have long advocated this technique--Immanuel Kant was reputedly such a regular walker, to aid his deep thinking, that neighbors set their watches by his passing. Research has shown that walking naturally stimulates creative thinking and facilitates the ability to focus without being distracted. I like to prescribe this practice--again, ideally in the early morning--to my students, especially if they have been feeling a sense of meaninglessness.

3. Invite boredom.
 One effect of our screen-centered culture is that we're never truly bored. This might sound great, like a quality-of-life enhancement. But it isn't. Experiencing boredom is crucial for abstract reasoning and insight, because it helps stimulate the brain's default-mode network, the set of brain regions that becomes active when the outside world does not impinge on our mind's attention. Neuroscientists have shown that such activity is vital for accessing high-level meaning. For this reason, building periods of boredom into our life really matters, because they no longer occur spontaneously. A good way to do this is to run errands and make short trips without taking your phone. At first, you will still feel the reflex to reach for it every few seconds. But fairly quickly, you will start to experience your default-mode network sparking up again, perhaps for the first time in a long time. In a deep cognitive sense, boredom is productive.

Arthur C. Brooks: To get out of your head, get out of your house

A decade ago, after a lengthy trip to India, I took a series of long walks to ponder unanswerable questions. Among other ones, I considered the question posed by the koan that opened this essay: What is the sound of one hand clapping? I aimed not to find an answer, but to gain a greater understanding of the question--which I hoped might help explain other mysteries of my life.

Over a few weeks, I came to comprehend that the sound of one hand clapping is an illusion. The hand's movement mimics clapping, but the only way to make the illusion a reality is to add a second hand. The sound of one hand clapping can be imagined, but the clap doesn't exist until another hand is present. With that realization, I recognized the koan's question as a way to understand the Buddhist doctrine of emptiness (sunyavada in Sanskrit), which says that no individual thing or person has any intrinsic existence, but exists only relationally, dependent on everything else. The concept of an individual nature is, like one hand clapping, an illusion.

On further reflection, this illuminated for me another ineffable mystery, one that I mentioned earlier: why I love my wife. By myself, I am the one hand clapping, an illusion of a human. I come fully into personhood only when I am completed by the presence of my mate. She is for me the other hand, creating the sound that is our life.
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Trump Is Building the Most Anti-Semitic Cabinet in Decades

Donald Trump has vowed to "defeat anti-Semitism." His Cabinet picks tell a very different story.

by Franklin Foer




Of all the promises, from quixotic to horrifying, that Donald Trump has made about the next four years, the one that seems least likely to be fulfilled is his vow to "defeat anti-Semitism." He has nominated a slew of cranks who have dabbled in the oldest conspiracy theory of them all, a belief that Jews control the world.

Over the past decade or so, pernicious lies about Jewish villainy have drifted into the mainstream of American life. That's a fact Trump acknowledges when he talks about his plans to "defend Jewish citizens in America." But he tends to focus on the problem at college campuses, which constitutes an incomplete diagnosis. It allows Trump to ignore his own complicity in unleashing the worst wave of anti-Jewish sentiment in generations.

In his first administration, Trump provided rhetorical cover for supporters who blared hateful sentiments--those "very fine people," Kanye West, and others. This time, he's placing them in the line of presidential succession. If confirmed, this crew would comprise the highest-ranking collection of White House anti-Semites in generations.

Take Matt Gaetz, Trump's nominee for attorney general. He is a fierce opponent of the Antisemitism Awareness Act, which would curtail federal funding for institutions of higher education that fail to address the hatred of Jews when it flourishes on their campuses. There are principled reasons for rejecting the bill. But in the course of arguing against it, Gaetz revealed himself. He asserted that the legislation's definition of anti-Semitism would penalize the belief that the Jews killed Jesus. This wasn't a point Gaetz made in the spirit of protecting free speech. He fervently believes it himself. "The Bible is clear. There is no myth or controversy on this," he posted on X. This is the canard from which the whole Western tradition of anti-Semitism flows, a belief officially repudiated by the Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council nearly 60 years ago.

And it wasn't a stray expression. In 2018, Gaetz invited Charles Johnson, a notorious figure on the alt-right, to attend the State of the Union address as his guest. Johnson is a textbook example of a Holocaust denier. He insists that only 250,000 Jews died--and only of typhus--during World War II. In a Reddit "Ask Me Anything" session, he wrote that he agreed with a commenter "about Auschwitz and the gas chambers not being real." When confronted with Johnson's record, Gaetz admitted that he hadn't properly vetted Johnson before extending him an invitation. Even so, he told Fox Business that Johnson is "not a holocaust denier." That defense, given all the evidence about Johnson presented to him, is tantamount to an endorsement.

The essence of conspiracism is the description of the hidden hand, the ubiquity of all-powerful evildoers. That is Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s overriding intellectual habit. He believes that the CIA killed his uncle, and he attributes autism to vaccines. In 2023, he was caught on video suggesting that COVID-19 might be a bioweapon. Espousing such a theory should be disqualifying for the job of running America's public-health system. But he went further. He said that the disease was designed to attack Caucasians and Black people. "The people who are most immune are Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese." (In case it needs saying, this is false.) As a well-practiced conspiracist, he knew to append his theory with a disclaimer, adding, "We don't know whether it was deliberately targeted or not," as if he were merely asking an innocent question. And when confronted with his own words, he denied any ill intent: "I haven't said an anti-Semitic word in my life."

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

But his insinuation echoed the medieval Christian libel that Jews had poisoned the wells of Europe, unleashing the Black Death. Kennedy's winking accusation also mimics a strain of white-supremacist pseudoscience, which asserts that Ashkenazi Jews are a distinct race from Caucasians. According to this bizarre, and bizarrely prevalent, theory, that's what makes Jews so pernicious: They can pass for white people while conspiring to undermine them.

Not so long ago, these sorts of comments would have rendered a nominee unconfirmable--or at least would have necessitated an excruciating apology tour. But anti-Semitism is no longer taboo. And it's telling that Trump has adopted Elon Musk as a primary adviser, because Musk is a chief culprit in the lifting of that taboo.

When Musk bought Twitter in 2022, he reversed a ban imposed by the company's previous regime that kept anti-Semites and Holocaust deniers off the platform. Under his ownership, anti-Jewish voices became unavoidable fixtures on the site, broadcasting their bigoted theories without any fear of consequences.

One reason they have little to fear is that Musk has displayed sympathy for their worldview. Like them, he harps on the wickedness of George Soros, whom he once likened to the comic supervillain Magneto, a mutant who plots to wipe out humanity. (Like Soros, Magneto is a Holocaust survivor.) This comparison almost explicitly admits its exaggeration of Jewish nefariousness. And if the thrust of his sentiments wasn't clear enough, he emphatically endorsed a tweet claiming that "Jewish communities have been pushing ... dialectal hatred against whites."

For a time, Musk refuted his critics by smearing them. He accused the Anti-Defamation League, the nation's leading Jewish civil-rights group, of orchestrating a campaign to destroy him. Eventually, to fend off an advertiser boycott, he apologized, visited Auschwitz, and called himself "aspirationally Jewish."

The presence of these conspiracists doesn't suggest that Trump will pursue policies that provoke Jewish suffering. His support for Israel might even win him the approval of a growing segment of organized Jewry. Instead, the danger posed by his appointees is that their mere presence in high office will make American anti-Semitism even more permissible; they will make conspiracies about Jews socially acceptable. Indeed, that might already have happened. Trump just proposed the most anti-Semitic Cabinet in recent history, and that fact has barely elicited a peep.
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In Search of a Faith Beyond Religion

Scholastique Mukasonga's <em>Sister Deborah</em> suggests that some people must look outside the traditional bounds of Christianity to find true spiritual freedom.

by Tope Folarin




My immigrant parents--my father especially--are ardent Christians. As such, my childhood seemed to differ dramatically from the glimpses of American life I witnessed at school or on television. My parents often spoke of their regimented, cloistered upbringings in Nigeria, and their belief that Americans are too lax. They devised a series of schemes to keep us on the straight and narrow: At home, we listened to an unending stream of gospel music and watched Christian programming on the Trinity Broadcasting Network. The centerpiece of their strategy, however, was daily visits to our small Nigerian church, in North Texas.

I quickly discerned a gap between the fist-pumping, patriotic Christianity that I saw on TV and the earnest, yearning faith that I experienced in church. On TV, it seemed that Christianity was not only a means of achieving spiritual salvation but also a tool for convincing the world of America's preeminence. Africa was mentioned frequently on TBN, but almost exclusively as a destination for white American missionaries. On-screen, they would appear dour and sweaty as they distributed food, clothes, and Bibles to hordes of seemingly bewildered yet appreciative Black people. The ministers spoke of how God's love--and, of course, the support of the audience--made such donations possible, but the subtext was much louder: God had blessed America, and now America was blessing everyone else.

In church, however, I encountered an entirely different type of Christianity. The biblical characters were the same, yet they were evoked for different purposes. God was on our side because we, as immigrants and their children, were the underdogs; our ancestors had suffered a series of losses at the hands of Americans and Europeans, just as the Israelites in the Bible had suffered in their own time. And like those chosen people, we would emerge victorious.

Over time, I learned that Christianity is a malleable faith; both the powerful and the powerless can use it to justify their beliefs and actions. This is, in part, the message of Scholastique Mukasonga's Sister Deborah, which was published in France in 2022 and was recently released in the United States, in a translation by Mark Polizzotti. Set in Rwanda in the 1930s, the novel spotlights a group of recently arrived African American missionaries who preach a traditional Christian message about a forthcoming apocalypse, but with a twist: They prophesize that "when everything was again nice and dry, Jesus would appear on his cloud in the sky and everyone would discover that Jesus is black." These missionaries are a destabilizing influence in a territory dominated by another version of Christianity, established and spread by the colonizing Belgians, that emphasizes the supremacy of a white Jesus.

Read: A family story about colonialism and its aftereffects

The most vital force in the novel is Sister Deborah herself. She is the prophetic, ungovernable luminary of the African American contingent, and possesses healing powers. Over the course of her time in Rwanda, she develops a theology that centers Black women; as a result, she is eventually castigated by her former mentor, Reverend Marcus, a gifted itinerant preacher who serves as the leader of the missionaries. Sister Deborah is a novel about the capaciousness of Christianity but also the limits of its inclusivity--particularly for the women in its ranks.

Those limits are evident throughout the novel. The first section is narrated by a woman, Ikirezi, who recalls her childhood in Rwanda. She'd been a "sickly girl" who required constant attention, yet her mother had avoided the local clinic: She had "no confidence in the pills that the orderlies dispensed, seemingly at whim." Ikirezi's mother eventually determines that her child's chronic illness comes "from either people or spirits." So, in a fit of desperation, she decides to take her to Sister Deborah. She doesn't know much about this American missionary except that she is a "prophetess" who possesses the gift of "healing by laying on hands." Upon learning of his wife's plans, Ikirezi's father explodes:

You are not going to that devil's mission. I forbid it! Didn't you hear what our real padri said about it? They're sorcerers from a country called America, a country that might not even exist because it's the land of the dead, the land of the damned. They have not been baptized with good holy water. And they are black--all the real padri are white. I forbid you to drag my daughter there and offer her to the demon hiding in the head and belly of that witch you call Deborah. You can go to the devil if you like, but spare my daughter!

Through Ikirezi's father's outburst, Mukasonga deftly sketches the two opposing Christian camps in the novel--one that depends on the Bible to protect its status, and the other that uses the Bible to attain status. The white padri (priests) seek to maintain their spiritual control of the local population by labeling the African American missionaries as evil interlopers. The missionaries, for their part, have positioned themselves as an alternative religious authority, and they begin to attract many followers, especially women, who are drawn to their energetic services and Sister Deborah's supernatural abilities.

Ikirezi's mother defies her husband and takes Ikirezi to see Sister Deborah. They arrive at the American dispensary, where Sister Deborah holds court "under the large tree with its dazzling red flowers, sitting atop the high termite mound that had been covered by a rug decorated with stars and red stripes." She asks the children who are gathered before her, Ikirezi among them, "to touch her cane while she lay her hands on their heads." Afterward, Ikirezi recalls "that under the palms of her hands, a great sense of ease and well-being spread through me." Ikirezi's depiction of Sister Deborah remains more or less at this pitch through the rest of this section: deferential and mystified, studied but also somewhat distant. As time passes, Ikirezi's reverence for Sister Deborah only grows, forming a scrim that obscures the healer in a hazy glow.

The novel then pivots to Sister Deborah's point of view; she expands on and revises Ikirezi's portrait of her life. As a child in Mississippi, Sister Deborah discovered that she had healing powers. Her mother pulled her out of school, dreading "people's vindictiveness as much as their gratitude" for her daughter's gift. Shortly afterward, Sister Deborah is raped by a truck driver, which shifts the trajectory of her life dramatically. She has a profound religious experience when she visits a local church, and soon after falls in with Reverend Marcus.

Reverend Marcus initially sees Sister Deborah as a tool to advance his own ambitions. He is concerned about the suffering of Black people around the world: "the contempt, insults, and lynchings they endured in America; the enslavement, massacres, and colonial tyranny forced upon them in Africa." His theology is focused not only on their salvation but on their ascendancy as well.

Sister Deborah begins to perform healings during Reverend Marcus's revival services, and eventually, he brings her along on a missionary trip to Rwanda. There, the reverend and Sister Deborah initially work in harmony, attracting devoted new converts. But their partnership begins to fray when a divine spirit informs Sister Deborah that a Black woman, not a Black Jesus, will save them. Reverend Marcus's response is both a warning and a prophecy: "If we follow you in your visions and dreams, we step outside of Christianity and venture into the unknown."

Although the reverend initially accepts Sister Deborah's "vision" of female power, he eventually uses it to undermine her, condemning her as a witch. Even within his progressive and radical theology, Reverend Marcus believes that women must serve men; in Mukasonga's telling, he is a man whose shortsightedness and thirst for power eventually overwhelm his generally good intentions. His behavior reflects a reality that many Christian women have experienced, Black women in particular. In Rwanda, Sister Deborah is contending with a caste system that installed white men at the top and placed Black women at the bottom. Sister Deborah's claim that the savior is a Black woman undermines that status quo. And the reverend's response reveals a contradiction that many Black Christian women have faced: They are encouraged to seek spiritual freedom but are still expected to remain subservient.

Read: Why did this progressive evangelical church fall apart?

What Reverend Marcus doesn't realize, however, is that his warning about "ventur[ing] into the unknown" has also given Sister Deborah a route for her own liberation. Like the women in Mukasonga's prior work--a collection of accomplished memoirs, novels, and short fiction--Sister Deborah explores and then occupies unfamiliar realms. Unfamiliar, that is, to men, who create hierarchies in which they can flourish and then mark any territory beyond their reach as benighted. Yet it is in those benighted spaces, Sister Deborah comes to believe, that Black women can thrive. A group of women begins to follow her, and she changes her name to Mama Nganga. Little girls collect "healing plants" for her. She treats local sex workers, and invites homeless women to stay with her. She constructs an ecosystem of care and protection for women and proudly claims the label that Ikirezi's father placed on her at the beginning of the novel: "I'm what they call a witch doctor, a healer, though some might say a sorceress," she declares. "I treat women and children." For Sister Deborah, Reverend Marcus's Christianity is inadequate because it prioritizes dominance over service. She abandons that approach in favor of pursuing the true mission of Jesus: to uplift and care for the most vulnerable.

Mukasonga's slim novel is laden with ideas, but perhaps the most potent and urgent is her assertion that sometimes, Black women cannot achieve true freedom within the confines of Christianity. By exposing how even progressive interpretations of the faith can uphold patriarchal norms, Mukasonga invites her reader to question the limitations imposed on marginalized believers. In Sister Deborah, real liberation lies in eschewing conformity to any dogma, even the Bible. But the novel is more than a critique of religious institutions: It is a call to redefine faith, perhaps even radically, on one's own terms.
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Cher Has a History Lesson for Us All

The singer has long stood for a brassy, strutting kind of survival. Her new account of her early life explains how that came to be.

by Sophie Gilbert




File this under something that should have been self-evident: When it came time for the artist known as Cher to finish her memoir, she discovered she had too much material. Where to even begin? Decades before Madonna had reinventions and Taylor Swift had eras, Cher had comebacks--triumphs over decline in which she'd reemerge stronger, shinier, and more resolute than ever. "It's a thousand times harder to come back than to become," she writes in the first volume of her autobiography, titled--naturally--Cher. And yet something in her soul seems to always relish the challenge. A walking, singing eye roll, Cher has never met an obstacle without theatrically raising a middle finger. Consider the gown she wore to present at the Academy Awards in 1986 after having been snubbed for her performance in Peter Bogdanovich's Mask: the cobwebbed, midsection-baring, black sequined supervillainess outfit that became known as her fuck the Oscars dress. Radiantly moody, she glowered her way right into awards-show history.

But much of that later timeline is for the second volume, supposedly arriving next year. Cher, which documents the four decades between her birth, in 1946, and the start of her serious acting career, in 1980, is concerned with the essentials: where she came from, who she is, all the incidents that helped her become one of music's most indelible mononyms. I guarantee that, as you read, you'll be able to conjure the sound of her voice in your mind, velvety and sonorous. ("You couldn't tell who was singing the baritone parts," The New York Times noted in 1988 about "I Got You, Babe," her duet with Sonny Bono, "but you had the disturbing feeling that it probably wasn't Sonny.") And likely her face, too: her doll-like features, sphinxlike smile, and black, black hair. More than anything, though, Cher has come to stand for a brassy, strutting kind of survival over the years, and on this front, her memoir is awash in insight and rich in details.

Cher is a bracing read, peppered with caustic quips and self-effacing anecdotes, but fundamentally frank. This, you might agree, is no moment for nostalgia. (She does not--forgive the cheap gag--actually want to turn back time.) "Ours was a sad, strange story of Southern folk coming from nothing and carving out a life after the Great Depression," Cher writes. "It wasn't pretty and it was never easy ... Resilience is in my DNA." Her grandmother was 12 years old when she became pregnant with Cher's mother, Jackie Jean; her grandfather Roy was a baker's assistant turned bootlegger who beat his new wife, made his daughter sing for pennies on top of the bars he'd drink at, and once tried to murder both his children by leaving the gas stove on. For much of Cher's infancy--she was born Cheryl Sarkisian but changed her name in 1978--she was raised by nuns, after her father abandoned her 20-year-old mother. Later, her mother, who had a muted acting career, cycled through seven or eight husbands and two illegal abortions that almost killed her. Although Jackie was a talented performer and luminously beautiful, "my mom missed out on several major acting roles because she refused to sleep with men who promised her a break," Cher notes. The stepfather who was kindest to young Cher was also a nasty drunk, to the point where, even now, "I still can't stand the sound of a belt coming out of pant loops."

From early childhood, Cher was a dynamo--singing perpetually into a hairbrush, dancing around the house, and peeing her pants during a screening of Dumbo rather than miss any of the movie. She dreamed of being a star, and, less conventionally, of discovering a cure for polio. ("When Jonas Salk invented a vaccine, I was so pissed off," she writes.) Because of her mother's erratic relationships, she moved constantly, all over the country. By 15, she was living in Los Angeles, where she recounts being leered at by Telly Savalas in a photographer's studio and spending a wild night or two with Warren Beatty. At 16, she met the man who'd become her partner in all senses of the word: a divorced, charming, slightly squirelly 27-year-old named Sonny Bono. "He liked that I was quirky and nonjudgmental," Cher writes. "I liked that he was funny and different. He was a grown-up without being too grown up, and I was a sixteen-year-old lying about my age." Their relationship was platonic at first--when she found herself homeless, she moved in with him, the pair sleeping in twin beds next to each other like characters in a 1950s sitcom. One day, he kissed her, and that was that.

If Cher's early life is a Steinbeckian saga of grim endurance, her life with Bono is a volatile scrapbook of life in 20th-century entertainment. Thanks to Bono's connections with Phil Spector, she became a singer, performing backing vocals on the Righteous Brothers' "You've Lost That Loving Feeling." When Cher and Bono formed a duo and became wildly famous in 1965 with "I Got You, Babe," the American musical establishment initially deemed her too outre in her bell bottoms and furs, and then--as the sexual revolution and rock music caught fire--too square. In her first flush of fame, the recently widowed Jackie Kennedy requested that Sonny & Cher perform for a private dinner party in New York. The fashion editor Diana Vreeland had Cher photographed for Vogue. At a party in his hotel suite, Salvador Dali explained to her that an ornamental fish she was admiring was actually a vibrator. ("I couldn't drop that fish fast enough.") Having entrusted all the financial details of their partnership to Bono, she was stunned when he revealed that they owed hundreds of thousands in back taxes, right as their musical success was stalling.

Read: What Madonna knows

"Remembrance of things past is not necessarily the remembrance of things as they were," Marcel Proust declared in In Search of Lost Time. Show-business memoirs can be gritty--Al Pacino's Sonny Boy recounts a similarly bleak childhood--but I'm hard pressed to think of another celebrity author so insistent on dispensing with rose-tinted reminiscences. Cher wants you to know that for most people--and absolutely for most women--the 20th century was no cakewalk. She loved Bono, and is the first to admit how enchanting their dynamic could be. But the partner she describes was controlling, vengeful (he reportedly burned her tennis clothes after he saw her talking to another man), and shockingly callous. When she left him, she discovered that her contract was one of "involuntary servitude"--he owned 95 percent of a company called Cher Enterprises, of which she was an employee who never received a paycheck. (His lawyer owned the other 5 percent.) Their divorce was finalized in 1975, a year or so after women were granted the right to apply for credit cards in their own names.

Promoting her book, Cher told CBS Sunday Morning, "I didn't want to give information, 'cause you could go to Wikipedia [for that]. I just wanted to tell stories." And she does, but in a form that can't help doubling as a broader history--an account of all the things women have suffered through (casting couches, financial ruin, humiliating public scrutiny) and fought for (authority over their own bodies). Unlike her mother, Cher was, via carefully coded language, offered a legal abortion in her doctor's office in 1975, during a period when her life was in flux. (Her second husband, the musician Gregory Allman, was addicted to heroin and had deserted her; she was about to return to work on her CBS variety show, also titled Cher.) "I needed to be at work on Monday," she remembers. "I needed to be singing and dancing. I had a child, mother, and sister to take care of. I knew I had to make a choice, and I knew what it was. It made it harder that I didn't have Gregory to talk to about it, but I made my decision and I was so grateful to my doctor's compassion for giving me one." (Cher and Bono's son, Chaz Bono, had been born in 1969. By 1976, Cher and Allman had reconciled, and Cher gave birth to Elijah Blue Allman.)

Gratitude. Compassion. Choice. What is resilience reliant on if not all three? We have to wait for book two for Cher's account of her ups and downs in the '80s and '90s--her new acting career, her Best Actress Oscar for Moonstruck, her turn to infomercials for income after a severe bout of chronic fatigue syndrome, her auto-tuned path with "Believe" to one of the best-selling pop singles of all time. But in Cher, she offers a persuasive, wry, rousing account of what made her, and what she was able to make in turn. "I've always thought that whether you get a break or not is purely down to luck," she writes, adding, "These were the key moments that changed my luck." But that read of things understates her sheer force of will--her outright refusal, as with the Oscars dress, to ever be counted out.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/11/cher-memoir-review/680726/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Coveted Screenshot in the Literary World

It's what proves you're a "real" writer.

by Jordan Michelman




It's become one of the most important rites of passage in the book-publication process--more meaningful to some writers than a book party or book-cover reveal. For many authors, in fact, no book deal is complete until they've posted it.

It is the Publishers Marketplace book-deal social-media post, a screenshot of the charmingly retro-looking blurb from a publishing-industry trade website that announces the details of an author selling their book.

Search for "Publishers Marketplace" on Instagram or X or Threads and you'll find hundreds upon hundreds of examples. The authors who are sharing deal announcements represent almost every genre: children's lit, grown-up thrillers, BookTok-influencer bisexual rom-coms, and all points between. Some posts are pretty minimal--the screengrab, a caption, perhaps a touch of winking irony to deflect from appearing too braggy. Others are unabashedly earnest in their enthusiasm, comporting the anachronistic typeface of Publishers Marketplace into new-media forms: dancing around it enthusiastically in a TikTok green screen, posting it alongside baby photos of themselves. ("My entire life has been about reaching my unreachable dreams," reads one.)

Authors have built their own galaxies of exalted cultural meaning out of the Publishers Marketplace deal-announcement screengrab--perhaps even more now, in an environment where anyone can self-publish independently. A significant number of Americans claim that they someday want to write a book. A commonly cited New York Times opinion piece from 2002 pegs it at upwards of 80 percent; more recent polling found that "more than half" of Americans have an idea for a novel. A deal is irrefutable evidence of the closest thing to employment that a would-be author can achieve. It's proof that the novel they've been working on for years hasn't just been a hobby; now it's officially a job (though sometimes a job barely begun--deals can be made on the basis of a sample chapter).

Once the rarefied air of authorial status has been attained, today's "Publishers Marketplace Official" writers (that's the going phrase on social media) can safely perform the ad hoc public role of The Author online. Some even share their own Publishers Marketplace-themed fan merch. Custom mugs seem especially popular; at least one publishing company, Avid Reader (a division of Simon & Schuster), offers a Publishers Marketplace-screengrab mug as part of its new-author welcome package.

Social media is ostensibly a form of publicity, a way to generate buzz for a book. But the deal post likely does very little to move copies. David Black, the founder of the eponymous New York literary agency known for representing hundreds of authors across genres, points out that many publication dates are usually years away from deal announcements. "In terms of sales," he told me, "the impact is not great." The post, instead, has become the visual icon of the modern literary era, an illustration of the anxieties, expectations, and terminal onlineness of being an author today.



Publishers Marketplace has been in business since the early 2000s, a literary-world counterpart to trade publications such as Variety and The Hollywood Reporter, which have covered film- and TV-industry business dealings for the past century or so. Today, the Bronxville, New York-based book-market site, billed as "essential" daily reading, operates with a modest crew of just five full-time employees. Every year, it announces about 14,000 unique book deals, which can be accessed using a $25-a-month membership model (popular with professionals in the field, such as agents and editors, who use it to monitor the publishing industry in real time), or a $10 "Quick Pass" that lasts 24 hours--ideal for those who just want to access and screenshot their own deal announcement once.

Every book deal--whether the humblest indie or the industry-shaking eight-figure multibook contract with international rights--is formatted the same way: The book's title is listed in a large font on top, followed by the name of the author(s), the publisher, and then a single paragraph containing essential information about the book in question, including the names of the agent and acquiring editor. Industry professionals are fluent in its secret language, which can include terms such as good deal and very good deal to indicate the range of dollar amounts offered for each book as an advance payment. As with a tombstone in the mergers-and-acquisitions business, there is an insider lingua franca that casual followers wouldn't know.

Read: How to write a book without losing your mind

For many authors and their social-media followers, such nuances matter less than the fact that a deal was secured at all. In the early days, typically agents with a Publishers Marketplace subscription would take a screenshot and share it with authors, who would place it on Facebook or what was then Twitter. Today, Instagram appears to be the dominant platform (despite Publishers Marketplace itself having no active presence on the app). Michael Cader, who founded Publishers Marketplace, said the staff is aware of the importance the site has gained on social media. In 2020, the company even started offering a ready-made "screengrab" click option that produces a version of a deal-announcement image for posting with a single click. "We know some authors think of it as a mark of arrival," he told me, "and we are honored to be able to help them memorialize and share their achievements."

I spoke with multiple writers working in diverse genres about the phenomenon, and they were, let's just say, a bit reticent about describing posting habits. Asking writers about what they do on social media is like asking someone whether they color their hair or are taking Ozempic--the details can feel embarrassing, even if the behavior itself is commonplace.

One of the top posts I saw on Instagram for Publishers Marketplace is this one by June CL Tan, an international best-selling author of contemporary young-adult fantasy novels, including Darker by Four. She told me that "Publishers Marketplace Official" really does have meaning as the first time that a book enters the public sphere. Trying to sell a book can take years, and the timing varies from author to author, project to project--and "many, if not most, authors suffer from imposter syndrome," she said. "Seeing the screengrab or the announcement on Publishers Marketplace does feel more official, as it can act as evidence that the deal is really happening." The journalist Jason Diamond, who announced the sale of his first novel in April, told me the post also externalizes what otherwise can feel like an isolating endeavor. "I don't want to sound like a sad bastard," he told me, "but being a writer can be a very lonely profession."

Deep down--or not even that deep down--people also see the post as a kind of status symbol, a "club jacket," as various people told me. "Writing a book is really fucking hard," Black said. "For some people, this kind of announcement is helpful because it carves out their place in the world."

Read: The authors who love Amazon

I'm convinced that the website itself, largely unchanged since the early 2000s, is the secret sauce to this whole thing: The naive, disarming, Web 1.0 charm of the Publishers Marketplace screengrab cuts through the ambient friction of our extremely online 21st-century lives, arriving as something rare, authentic, and complete. Though verily the modern publishing industry is changing--and self-publishing on Amazon and other platforms is thriving--many authors are still attached to the markers of success that they remember from the pre-digital era. They're chasing the feeling they get the first time they see their very own book at the library, in airport bookshops, on newspaper best-seller lists--things that they remember about the books they grew up reading. The post's old-fashioned look is a dopamine hit to an author's heart: What could be more tethered to tradition than the act of writing a novel, an art form that first became broadly popular in the 19th century?

The post is, of course, also a utilitarian initiation into what it means to be an author online--that is, self-promotional. Today's writers are ever more expected to turn themselves into brands. Noah Galuten, a James Beard Award-winning cookbook author (we share an agent), told me that he finds something "very performative" about the post. Yet it's also, simply, what is required in today's market. "Cynically, if I see someone posting that, I don't know--it seems a little thirsty," Galuten said. "But if I do know you, then I'm happy for you ... Like, what else am I supposed to post? A picture of myself cheering or signing a contract like an athlete?" Though the Publishers Marketplace post may not directly correlate to sales, it is a practical place to start the self-marketing journey, to make consumers out of followers.

Which gets at what really makes the post such a big deal: So many people claim to be working on a book, but getting paid for it matters. It's what turns a writer into an author.

Or so authors like to think. "After you make this post, what then?" Black, the agent, said. "You still have to do the work." After all, once the deal's procured, the book must still be edited; sometimes it hasn't been finished yet. But even if that next great American novel you so cheekily shared via screengrab fails to materialize--well, you might have to pay back the advance. Online, though, you'll still always be Publishers Marketplace Official.
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What Pete Hegseth's Nomination Is Really About

Revenge on the military is just the start of it.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Donald Trump's decision to tap Pete Hegseth for his Cabinet is one of his nominations that some are reading as pure provocation. Aside from being a veteran, Hegseth has little qualification to lead the Department of Defense. He's a Fox News host who has written a screed against DEI in the military. He has faced an allegation of sexual assault, which he denies, but the Trump team is not balking. "We look forward to his confirmation," Steven Cheung, a Trump spokesperson, said in reply to news reports about the allegation. At another time in our history, many lines in Hegseth's latest book alone might have disqualified him on the grounds of being too juvenile. In the introduction of The War on Warriors, he criticizes the "so-called elites directing the military today": "Sometime soon, a real conflict will break out, and red-blooded American men will have to save their elite candy-asses."

Focusing on scandals and inflammatory rhetoric, however, may serve as a diversion from a bigger, more alarming strategy. The real danger of Hegseth's appointment lies in the role he might play in Trump's reimagined military. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with the staff writer Tom Nichols about Trump's grander plan to centralize control. "He's going for the trifecta of putting nakedly loyalist, unqualified people into these jobs as a way of saying to everyone in those departments, I'm in control. I run these. You're going to do what I say. And forget the Constitution. Forget the law. Forget everything except loyalty to Donald Trump," Nichols says.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There is such an overwhelming amount of noise around Donald Trump's proposed nominees--their histories, their scandals, their beliefs--that it's easy to lose sight of one important pattern, which is Trump placing people in charge of critical Cabinet positions who are utterly loyal to him, so ultimately the real control of those agencies lies with the White House.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today we are going to talk about a key pillar of that strategy to centralize control: Trump's plans for the military.

Rosin: Okay. Ready?
 Tom Nichols: Ready.


Rosin: Our guest is staff writer Tom Nichols, who's a professor emeritus at the Naval War College.

Tom, welcome to the show.

Nichols: Thanks, Hanna.

Rosin: So there is so much to talk about in terms of Trump's proposed appointments, but today we're going to talk about military- and security-related appointments because they are such high-stakes positions. From Trump's choice during this transition period, what are you picking up about his attitude towards the military establishment?

Nichols: I think his appointments, particularly for secretary of defense--and some of the rumors that have been floated out of Mar-a-Lago about prosecuting military officers and wholesale firings--these are really direct shots at the senior officer corps of the United States, and I think of it as a direct attack on our traditions of civil-military affairs.

He is trying to send a message that from now on, America's military officers are supposed to be loyal to him, first and foremost, and not the Constitution, because he still carries a pretty serious grudge against a lot of top military and civilian people during his first term as president who got in his way--or he thinks got in his way--about doing things like, you know, shooting protesters and using the military in the streets of the United States. So he's sending a pretty clear message that this time around, he's not going to brook any of that kind of interference.

Rosin: So you think the source of his resistance or hostility towards the military are specific actions that they prevented him from taking, or is it things that, say, generals have said about him--negative things that they've said about him?

Nichols: Oh, I don't think we have to pick between those. He believes in a world where he has total control over everything, because that's how he's lived his life. So, of course, he's angry about all of that stuff--reportedly, you know, going back to things like Bob Woodward's accounts, where he calls the defense secretary and says, I want to kill Bashar [al-]Assad, the leader of Syria, and James Mattis says, Yeah, okay. We'll get right on that, and then hangs up the phone and says, We're not doing that.

Rosin: Right. So he doesn't want anyone to say, We're not doing that, anymore?

Nichols: No matter what it is and no matter how unconstitutional or illegal the order, he doesn't want anybody to say, We're not doing that. And remember, the first time he ran, he said things like, If I tell my generals--"my generals," which is a phrase he loves--if I tell my generals to torture people, they'll do it. And of course, immediately, a lot of very senior officers said, No. No, sir. We will not do that. That's an illegal order. We can't do that. He doesn't want to hear any of that guff this time around.

Rosin: So one thing is: He doesn't want any future resistance from military leaders who might, you know, counter things he wants done. Another is: He seems to be purging from the past. NBC reported this weekend that they were drawing up a list of military officers who were involved in the withdrawal from Afghanistan, seeing whether they could be court-martialed. How do those two things fit together? Why is that part of the picture?

Nichols: Well, the most important thing about that report from NBC is: It's not about Afghanistan. If it really were about that and people were looking at it closely--you know, you have to remember that a big part of why that was such a mess, and Biden bears a lot of responsibility for that bungled pullout, but Trump's the guy who negotiated the agreement and demanded that everybody stick to it.

So this is not about Afghanistan. This is about two things: It's telling former officers who crossed him that I am going to get even with you. I think a lot of this is just him trying to cut a path to get to people like Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs. And it's also a warning for the future that says, No matter what you do, no matter where you go, even if you retire, I can reach out and touch you. So if you're a colonel or a captain or a general or an admiral, and you think about crossing me, just remember, I will get you for it.

And that's what I mean about an attack on civil-military relations. Because the other problem, and the reason this whole Afghanistan thing is such nonsense, is these were officers who were following the legal and lawful orders of their commander in chief. If this report is confirmed, it's a huge muscle flex to say, There is no senior military officer who's beyond my retribution if he doesn't, or she doesn't, do what I want done--no matter how illegal, no matter how unconstitutional, no matter how immoral. All I want to hear out of you is, Yes, sir, and that's it.

Rosin: Can he do this? In other words, can you reach deep down enough in the military hierarchy to actually accomplish what he's trying to accomplish?

Nichols: Sure. It doesn't take many people. There's a bunch of kind of legalistic stuff that's going to be difficult. The military--and I've actually counseled other people not to get wrapped up in the legality stuff, because that's not what this is about. This is an effort at political intimidation. But you'd have to find people who are going to hold an Article 32 hearing. It's kind of like--the military has its own version of, like, a grand jury, and you'd have to find people willing to do that, but you could reach down and find some ambitious and not very principled lieutenant colonel somewhere who says, Sure. I'll be that prosecutor. I'll do that.

You don't need thousands and thousands of people. You just need a handful of men and women who are willing to do this kind of stuff. And yeah. Sure--he can get it done. Remember, this is the president who decided that the military didn't have the authority to punish its own war criminals and intervened and started handing out dispensations.

Rosin: Yeah. All right. Well, let's talk about someone who encouraged him not to punish those war criminals.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: And that is Pete Hegseth, who he nominated for secretary of defense. Tom, in the circles of military people you know, how did people react to that nomination?

Nichols: Well, I've been careful not to ask anybody I know who's still serving, because I don't want to put them on the spot. But a lot of the people that I worked with and a lot of my colleagues from my days working with the military, I think the first reaction was something along the lines of: If this is a joke, it's not funny. Are we being pranked? Are we being punked? I mean, the idea of Pete Hegseth running the Defense Department was so spectacularly bizarre--it's right up there with Matt Gaetz running Justice.

And so now, as it's sinking in, I think there's a real horror here--and not just about what could happen in foreign policy. I mean, my biggest clench in my stomach is thinking about a nuclear crisis where the president really needs the secretary of defense--needs this sober and mature and decent man to give him advice--and he turns, and what he gets is Pete Hegseth. You know--

Rosin: Let's say who Pete Hegseth is, now that you've painted the picture--

Nichols: Well, let me just add, though, that for a lot of my military friends and former military friends, there's a whole other problem, which is: Unlike other departments, the secretary of defense holds the lives of millions of Americans in his hands.

Rosin: Wait. What do you mean? You mean because, because--why? What do you mean by that?

Nichols: Well, because those folks who serve in our military are completely dependent on the DOD for their housing, their medical care, where they're going to live, what places they get assigned to, you know, all of that stuff. The SecDef doesn't make those decisions individually every day, but if he turns out to be a terrible manager, the quality of life--and perhaps the actual lives of people in the military--can be really put under a lot of stress and danger by somebody who just doesn't know what he's doing.

It's not like--Ben Carson's a good example, right? Ben Carson was sent to HUD. He had no idea what he was doing. The department pretty much ran itself. And it's not like the daily life of hundreds of thousands of people were going to be affected because Ben Carson didn't know what the hell he was doing. That's different than people who live under a chain of command to which they are sworn to obey, that goes all the way to the E-Ring of the Pentagon, to the chair Pete Hegseth would be sitting in. That's a very different situation and very dangerous.

Rosin: Yeah, I see what you're saying. I mean, at HUD, you go home at 5 o'clock.

Nichols: Exactly.

Rosin: It's not like that--it's not like that in the Department of Defense. So it's totally obvious to you and the people you know why he's unqualified. Can we just quickly make that case? So he was a weekend host, Fox & Friends. He did end up serving overseas, and I think he has a Bronze Star.

Nichols: He was a major. Yeah, he actually was a major. I think he has two Bronze Stars. Look, I'm, you know--

Rosin: So how does that compare to other people who've held this position?

Just so we know.

Nichols: Well, other people who have held these positions had long experience in the national-security and national-defense realm as senior executives who have come all the way up. Look--I think Don Rumsfeld was one of the worst secretaries of defense ever, but he had served in related capacities and had administered a gigantic company that he was the head of. Now, that doesn't mean he had good judgment, but he--you know, the Defense Department ran every day, and things got done every day.

Ash Carter was a well-known--for, you know, 30 years--a well-known defense intellectual who had contributed substantively to everything about defense, from conventional forces to nuclear weapons. I think one thing people need to understand is how much of dealing with the defense department is just dealing with the intricacies of money.

Hegseth's going to sit at the top of all that, with no experience in any of this--not in budgeting, not in strategy, not in dealing with allies. I keep having these just head-spinning moments where I think about the first day in the office, and Pete Hegseth has to make calls to his equivalents, to his opposite numbers, as they do in this job. That's another thing that you don't do if you're the secretary of HUD--you don't call all the housing secretaries on the planet to say hello. Hegseth is going to be on the phone with the Russian minister of defense. He's going to be on the phone with the Chinese minister of defense. The people that have had these jobs have had exposure to folks like that. This is a guy who's done none of that-- nothing. There's literally zero background.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, what he lacks in qualifications and experience and everything else, he seems to make up for in this very forceful ideology that he has. I spent the weekend reading his latest book, [The] War on Warriors. Can we just talk about it for a minute?

I mean, here's what I understand about it. He tells this kind of alternate history of the downfall of the American military. It basically adds up to DEI. It goes: While we were fighting in Afghanistan, we missed the real war, which was happening at home, which was, you know, women in combat roles and DEI all over the place--so basically, a war against what he calls "normal dudes," who have always fought and won our wars.

Now, I'm going to torture you by reading one passage, and then I would love to get your opinion about how widespread this ideology is, this idea that the culture war has utterly shaped the military. Is he an outlier, or do a lot of people think this? So here's the quote: "DEI amplifies differences, creates grievances, [and] excludes anyone who won't bow down to the cultural Marxist revolution ripping through the Pentagon. Forget DEI--the acronym should be DIE or IED. It will kill our military worse than any IED ever could."

Where do these ideas come from? Is this just sprouted from his own head, or is there--inside the military, as far as you know--like, a grand resistance against DEI initiatives?

Nichols: This comes from, like, morning editorial meetings at Fox.

Rosin: Uh-huh. (Laughs.)

Nichols: Because I worked with senior military officers, including a lot of my students who had just come back from deployments, and you just didn't hear anybody talk this way about, you know, Marxism rampant in the Pentagon and DEI is destroying us--in part, because a lot of those folks were standing right next to people that Hegseth would say were DEI promotions. This is kind of the out-of-control bro culture that Hegseth came up in, and some of it's just generational, I suppose, within the military. But what I found is actually that the military, for all of its flaws, is a pretty meritocratic institution.

Have there been cycles of this, where there's a lot of sensitivity training and DEI issues? Yeah, of course, because we're a more diverse country. I'm sorry, but welcome to the world of the 21st century. And what Hegseth and other guys are doing in that book--which is just kind of a big, primal, bro-culture yawp--is saying, I just don't like this.

So I just think the idea that somehow Hegseth--he wasn't chosen because of this. He was chosen because he's a fawning sycophant to Donald Trump. He looks good on TV, which is really important to Trump. And he basically has made it clear, he'll do anything Trump tells him to do, which is--I think you see this in all of Trump's appointments.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. So to summarize: He hates DEI. He pushed Trump to intervene in the case of those service members who were accused of war crimes.

What is this reimagined military? Like, how do you think Trump sees a reimagined military? What is the American military for? What is it doing under his vision? I mean, if it's just window dressing--like, he wants a nice parade, and he wants a lot of military officers parading with him, and he wants it to look a certain way--that's one thing. But if the intention is to use it for mass deportations or for turning against internal protesters, then that's different. Then we're living in a different country.

Nichols: And he just said that, right? He said, I'm going to do mass deportations, and I'm going to get the military involved. And one thing I can tell you that I know from more than 25 years of teaching military officers: They hate the idea of any internal role. The ethos of the American military officer is that they are there to defend the United States and not to be in the streets of the United States. And this is an old tradition that goes back a long way. And Trump just doesn't care about that. He thinks it's his private security force to be ordered around at his beck and call.

Rosin: I will say, about Hegseth: Most of the things in his book did not surprise me. The one thing that did surprise me is: It does seem to be a sustained argument for why the left is the actual enemy, like a foreign enemy. He talks about how they move, how they fight, how to root them out. I mean, the language is very resonant with Trump's idea of "the enemy from within."

Nichols: Right. I mean, part of the problem I had with it, you know, is that sometimes I--you just kind of stop and say, This is childish, right? That it comes across as this really sort of adolescent fantasy of, you know, the "internal enemy," and how, you know, Christian warriors like me are going to save America, and all that stuff.

Rosin: And what men do and what women do and all that.

Nichols: Well, that's the thing. I think, interestingly enough, if there's stuff in the book that could really hurt him in terms of his nomination, ironically, it is the utter contempt with which he speaks of women not being in combat. And, of course, Hegseth knows better. I mean, in a foreign deployment, there's a lot of places where a combat role and a noncombat role are separated by yards. Just ask Tammy Duckworth.

But, again, it's this culture of, What would his future--because you asked what Trump's future Army would look like. But, again, Hegseth--and I keep coming back to this word adolescent or juvenile--it's lots of tough white guys with, you know, beautiful women cheering them on, going into battle from foreign shores to the streets of Baltimore or San Francisco, if that's what it takes, all in the name of this kind of civilizational rescue.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we move from defense to intelligence. Who is Tulsi Gabbard, and what are her qualifications for the director of national intelligence?

[Break]

Rosin: Tulsi Gabbard. Let's move on to her. She's his pick for director of national intelligence. She also served in the military, the Hawaii National Guard. You've called her a national-security risk, but before we get into that, what does the director of national intelligence do? Why was that office founded?

Nichols: Right. After 9/11, after all the reports and postmortems, one concern was that every part of the American intelligence community, and there's, like, a dozen and a half agencies that do this stuff--NSA, CIA, the FBI--that they weren't talking to each other. I have to say, back at the time--I was against this, and I still am--they bolted on this big office called the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, and that DNI is supposed to ride herd on all of these intelligence agencies.

Now you're supposed to have this one person who represents the community, who kind of straightens out these internal squabbles and has access to everything, because the DNI sits on top of the CIA, the NSA, and all the other agencies. And that's a really potentially powerful office.

Rosin: Okay, so good timing. It's now a big and powerful office. That's the job. What's your reaction to the pick?

Nichols: Well, she literally has no experience in any of this--nothing, zero, like, not even tangentially. Her supporters say, Well, she's a lieutenant colonel. Yes, and her deployments were as support missions to a medical unit, a police unit, and a civil-affairs unit.

She's, even in the military, never had anything to do with intelligence, intelligence gathering, analysis--nothing. Her only other qualifications are that, you know, she was in Congress and attended committee hearings. But she wasn't on the Intelligence Committee. So you have somebody who has no executive experience, has no intelligence experience, has no background in the field but is, just like Pete Hegseth, totally loyal, totally supportive, and looks good on TV.

Rosin: Right. And why is she a security risk?

Nichols: Because her views about people like Assad and Putin would really be disqualifying.

Rosin: Can you just--what are her views that she's voiced? What has she said?

Nichols: Right. Putin is misunderstood. We basically caused the Ukraine war. There's a kind of seriousness issue with Tulsi Gabbard, too. I find her sort of ethereal and kind of weird, to be honest with you. But she said, Zelensky and Putin and Biden--they all need to embrace the spirit of aloha.

Rosin: Oh, boy. Yeah.

Nichols: Yeah. So, you know, I'm sorry, but if you have a top-secret, code-word, compartmented-information clearance, I don't really want to hear about how you think you should help Putin embrace the spirit of aloha.

With Assad, it's even scarier. I mean, she has been an apologist and a denier of some of the terrible things he's done. She met with him outside of government channels when she was a congressperson, and she took a lot of flak for that. And she said, Well, I just think you have to listen to everybody. You can't solve these problems unless you go and listen.

Rosin: Yeah. So as far as you could tell, what's the long game here? Is Trump just looking for someone who will stay out of his way so he can communicate with whatever foreign leaders he wants in whatever way he wants, and there won't be anybody looking over his shoulder?

Nichols: There's some of that. He resists adult supervision in everything, as he has in his whole life. But I think there's something much more sinister going on here. If you really want to subvert a democracy, if you really want to undermine the thousands and thousands of people who work in the federal workforce and do things that are pretty scary--you know, investigate your enemies, send troops into the streets, and so on--the three departments you absolutely need are Justice, Defense, and the intelligence community.

Justice because you control the national cops, the FBI, and the national courts. The military because that is a huge source of coercive power, obviously. And the intelligence community because information is power, but also because the intelligence community is one of the other two branches that actually has people in it who have some control over coercive means, who have some ability to use violence.

So I think that he's going for the trifecta of putting nakedly loyalist, unqualified people into these jobs as a way of saying to everyone in those departments, I'm in control. I run these. You're going to do what I say. And forget the Constitution. Forget the law. Forget everything except loyalty to Donald Trump. And that means you at the CIA, you at the FBI, you at the Justice Department, the courts, the cops, the military. And I think that's what's going on here.

And I'll add one other thing: If all of these nominees get turfed, that doesn't mean the people coming in will be better.

Rosin: Yeah. Yeah. You know what this is reminding me of? Our colleague Peter Pomerantsev, who writes about autocracy and democracy--he always talks about how fear and humor are closely linked in an eroding democracy. Because there is a sort of, like, troll-joke factor to some of these nominations, but underneath it is just this chilling fear that you described. Like, a strategy of the triumvirate of power, you know?

Nichols: Absolutely. And they get you used to it by doing things that are so shockingly unthinkable that it becomes thinkable.

Rosin: Yeah.

Nichols: I mean, imagine if we were sitting here, you know, five years ago. Actually, let's talk about Hegseth again for one moment: Hegseth's extramarital affairs apparently helped cost him the leadership of the VA.

Rosin: Yeah, you know, Tom, I was remembering that when I was first a reporter, the kind of thing that would sink a nominee was you failed to pay your nanny's taxes.

Nichols: Or John Tower--drinks too much, hard drinker.

Rosin: And now we have a nominee with a sexual-assault allegation. Now, he denies the allegation, but he did end up paying the woman who accused him as part of a nondisclosure agreement. And it's like, Nah, he's fine, you know.

Nichols: Yeah, I know: Whatever. I mean, again, writing the kind of book he wrote would almost--the preface to that book should have been, I want to never be confirmed for anything ever.

Rosin: Right.

Nichols: Right? And this was my argument about why we shouldn't have elected Donald Trump back in 2016. He wears down our standards to the point where vulgarity and crudeness and criminality and incompetence all just become part of our daily life. When I look back ten years, just in a decade of my life, I think, The amount of change that has happened in the political environment in America is astonishing, and purely because we have signed on to this kind of, as you say, sort of comical and trashy but chilling change, you know, step by step by step, every day. We didn't do this all in one year. We did this, like, you know, the frog-boiling exercise.

Rosin: Yeah, I feel that way about the last two weeks. You glided by this, but I just want to say: Unless Trump gets around the usual rules, all of these nominees do still need to be approved by the Senate.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: So you would likely need four senators to oppose. What are the chances of that happening?

Nichols: My big fear--you know, I suppose I could start every sentence these days with, "My big fear," you know. (Laughs.) One of my many fears is that Gaetz is the political equivalent of a flash-bang grenade that is just thrown into the room, and everybody's blinded, and their ears are ringing, and they're like, Oh my God, Matt Gaetz. What kind of crazy nonsense was this? And when everybody kind of gets off the floor and collects themselves, Trump says, Okay, fine, I'll give you Gaetz. And then he gets everybody else.

Rosin: Yeah.

Nichols: I'm writing something right now, actually, where I argue that the Senate should take these four terrible nominations--Gaetz, Gabbard, Hegseth, and throw in Robert F. Kennedy [Jr.], who is not a threat to the existence of the United States but to the health and well-being of millions of its children--just take these four as a package, and say, Look--you're gonna get a lot of other stuff. You're not getting these four. That's the end of it. Because if they go one by one by one, Trump will wear them down. And I think that's what I'm worried about. Now, with that said, the Senate, you know, my old neighborhood--the one thing that the senators love is the Senate.

Rosin: Meaning what?

Nichols: Meaning, they love the institution.

Rosin: They love to have the power of the Senate, the decorum of the Senate.

Nichols: Yeah. They believe in the institution. I mean, you know, you can see it with somebody like Susan Collins. Susan Collins loves being a senator and loves the romance of the Senate itself more than, you know, than anything. And they don't like a president walking in and saying, Listen--I want some guys, and the way you're going to do this is with a recess appointment, where you're going to go out and take a walk. They don't like that. And I wonder if John Thune really wants to begin his time as Senate majority leader--one of the most important positions in the American government--being treated like a stooge.

Rosin: Well, that's what we'll be watching for. Thank you for joining me today, Tom.

Nichols: My pleasure, Hanna. Always nice to talk with you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Sara Krolewski, and 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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Why Oz Is the Doctor Trump Ordered

Nothing about Trump 2.0 is mere bluster.

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.


Donald Trump appears to experience the world through the glow of a television screen. He has long placed a premium on those who look the part in front of the camera. Paging Dr. Mehmet Oz.

Trump has picked Oz to lead the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. CMS, as the agency is known, falls under the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Last week, Trump nominated Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to serve as HHS secretary. As you may have guessed, Kennedy and Oz are not only friends but kindred spirits. Oz is a global adviser at iHerb, a for-profit company that offers "Earth's best-curated selection of health and wellness products at the best possible value." He and Kennedy, two relative outsiders, are now positioned to enjoy a symbiotic relationship within Trump's chaotic ecosystem.

Oz was last seen running for a Pennsylvania Senate seat in 2022. He lost to John Fetterman, who, despite dealing with the aftereffects of a stroke, carried the state by five points. Throughout that race, Oz struggled to combat the perception that he was a charlatan and carpetbagger who primarily lived in New Jersey. (Fetterman's team repeatedly tagged Oz as an out-of-touch elitist, trolling him, for example, when he went grocery shopping for crudites and lamented high prices.) After that electoral defeat, Oz's political dreams seemed all but dashed. But he wisely remained loyal to Trump--a person who has the ability to change trajectories on a whim.

In the pre-Trump era, it might have been a stretch to describe CMS administrator as an overtly political position. But Oz's objective under Trump couldn't be clearer. In a statement, Trump, using his reliably perplexing capitalization, telegraphed that Oz will bring a certain ethos to the job--a little MAGA, a little MAHA. Oz, Trump promised, will "cut waste and fraud within our Country's most expensive Government Agency, which is a third of our Nation's Healthcare spend, and a quarter of our entire National Budget." And, because he's Trump, he mentioned Oz's nine daytime Emmy Awards.

Some 150 million Americans currently rely on the agency's insurance programs, including Medicaid, Medicare, and Obamacare. Oz has been a proponent of Medicare Advantage for All. Though that sounds like the Medicare for All initiative championed by progressives such as Senator Bernie Sanders, the two programs are quite different. At its core, Medicare for All would set the U.S. on a path toward nationalizing health care. Trump would never go for that. But Medicare Advantage already exists within America's patchwork private/public system, and Oz might push to strengthen it. He could also face budgetary pressure to weaken it. Oz's own health-care views haven't remained consistent. Though he once praised the mandatory universal models of Germany and Switzerland, as a Republican politician he threw his support behind privatized Medicare.

When asked about Oz's nomination, Fetterman, his former opponent, told CNN: "As long as he's willing to protect and preserve Medicaid and Medicare, I'm voting for the dude." Some people were pissed. Victoria Perrone, who served as the director of operations on Fetterman's Senate campaign, called out her old boss on social media: "Dr. Oz broke his pledge to 'do no harm' when he said red onions prevent ovarian cancer. My sis died of OC in 6/2022. This is a huge personal betrayal to me. We know he won't protect the Medicaid that paid for her treatments," Perrone posted on X. "I feel like I've been duped and 2 years of working on your campaign was a waste," she added.

The above argument is illustrative of another reality Trump acknowledged in announcing his pick: "Make America Healthy Again" keeps growing. Oz, Trump declared, "will work closely with Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to take on the illness industrial complex, and all the horrible chronic diseases left in its wake." He went a step further, promising that Oz will bring "a strong voice to the key pillars of the MAHA Movement." Oz holds degrees from Harvard and Penn, and he worked as a professor of surgery at Columbia. In spite of that pedigree, Oz has spent years facing credible accusations of medical quackery for his endorsement of dietary supplements. In 2014, he received a dramatic dressing-down on Capitol Hill. Senator Claire McCaskill read three statements that Oz had made on his eponymous show:

"You may think magic is make-believe, but this little bean has scientists saying they've found the magic weight-loss cure for every body type: It's green coffee extract."
 "I've got the No. 1 miracle in a bottle to burn your fat: It's raspberry ketone."
 "Garcinia cambogia: It may be the simple solution you've been looking for to bust your body fat for good."


Oz's defense that day was that his job was to be a "cheerleader" for the Dr. Oz audience. "I actually do personally believe in the items I talk about in the show. I passionately study them. I recognize oftentimes they don't have the scientific muster to present as fact, but nevertheless, I would give my audience the advice I give my family," he testified.

He emerged from that hearing largely unscathed. Two years later, Oz would go on to read what he claimed were Trump's medical records on that same show. He famously praised Trump's testosterone levels and supposed all-around health. Four years after that, once Trump was president, Oz sent emails to White House officials, including Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner, pushing them to rush patient trials for hydroxychloroquine, an unproven treatment for COVID.

In the next Trump administration, those are the sorts of exchanges Oz could be having with Kennedy--or with Trump himself. How did we get here? Oz landed this gig because he's good on TV, yes, but also because, when he entered the political arena, he fully aligned himself with Trump. The 47th president rewards loyalty. If there's one thing that's become clear from his administration nominations so far, it's that.

Some of Trump's appointments will be less consequential than others. Anything involving the health and well-being of tens of millions of Americans is inarguably serious. Oz's confirmation is not guaranteed, but his selection has already confirmed that nothing about Trump 2.0 is mere bluster.

Related:

	Trump is coming for Obamacare again. (From January)
 	Why is Dr. Oz so bad at Twitter? (From 2022)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Another theory of the Trump movement
 	What the men of the internet are trying to prove
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Today's News

	Republican members of the House Ethics Committee blocked the release of the investigation into the sexual-misconduct and drug-use allegations against former Representative Matt Gaetz.
 	Jose Ibarra, who was found guilty of killing Laken Riley on the University of Georgia campus, was sentenced to life in prison without possibility of parole.
 	Trump tapped former WWE CEO Linda McMahon, who previously led the U.S. Small Business Administration during Trump's first term, to be the secretary of education.






Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: Drought is an immigration issue, and Trump's climate policies are designed to ignore that, Zoe Schlanger writes.
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Put Down the Vacuum

By Annie Lowrey

The other night, a friend came over. A dear friend. A friend who has helped me out when I've been sick, and who brought over takeout when I had just given birth. Still, before he arrived, I vacuumed.
 I thought about this while reading the Gender Equity Policy Institute's recent report on gender and domestic labor. The study finds that mothers spend twice as much time as fathers "on the essential and unpaid work" of taking care of kids and the home, and that women spend more time on this than men, regardless of parental and relationship status. "Simply being a woman" is the instrumental variable, the study concludes.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The cancer gene more men should test for
 	We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines.
 	Apple lost the plot on texting.
 	What going "wild on health" looks like




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty



Read. If you feel upset about the election, these seven books are a prescription for rage and despair, Ruth Madievsky writes.

Gather. Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise--they're also a ridiculous, perfect way to make friends, Mikala Jamison 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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What the Men of the Internet Are Trying to Prove

Jake Paul is an emblem of a generation starving for purpose while gorging on spectacle.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Death was in the discourse leading up to Friday night's boxing match between Jake Paul and Mike Tyson. Marketing the fight, the two combatants repeatedly threatened to kill each other; a Netflix promo documentary referenced the bitten and bloodied ear Tyson left Evander Holyfield with in a 1997 match; social-media chatter reveled in the possibility that Paul, one of the internet's favorite villains, would be murdered on air.

But once the match began, streamed from a packed arena to 60 million households, it felt morbid in an unexpected way--in the way of a retirement home, not a slasher movie. Paul, a 27-year-old YouTube star, jabbed and jabbed with the precision of a piston. Tyson, the 58-year-old heavyweight legend who retired nearly two decades ago, hobbled around the ring and gnawed his glove anxiously, only occasionally returning fire. He looked his age, and at times quite a bit older. Six rounds into the eight-round match--which ended in a unanimous decision for Paul--the commentator Rosie Perez, a longtime friend of Tyson's, dropped any pretense of being entertained. This was, she said, "a hard story to watch."

As I took that story in, I thought not only about how old Tyson is, but about how old the internet is--how far we are into the process of reality being hollowed-out by digital forces. The ropes advertised tech products: Meta Quest, the VR headset; DraftKings, the gambling network repopularizing one of humankind's oldest addictions. Paul cut an imposing figure, his neck as thick as a ship's mast, his tattooed legs swathed in diamond-draped shorts. It was breathtaking to remember that, a little more than decade ago, he became famous as a happy-go-lucky teen goofing around online with his brother, Logan. Now he's an emblem of a generation of men--and a wider culture--starving for purpose while gorging on spectacle.

To trace the Paul brothers' career is to trace a few epochs of the internet. They got famous on Vine in 2013 by doing boys-will-be-boys stuff: tasing each other, jumping on strangers' backs, talking to pineapples in the supermarket. These hijinks were like a last flare of the internet's OMG-so-random era, when logging on felt like an escape to a fantasy world of cat videos and violent stick-figure cartoons. But soon, the Paul brothers came to represent a new paradigm, in which distinctions between the online world and the offline world became more blurred. They were some of the first influencers, leveraging their lives into clickbait.

Which means that, suddenly, they needed to figure out what to do with the eyeballs they'd attracted. They began to augment their antics with charity efforts and self-help content. Jake joined a Disney Channel show as an actor but left halfway through its second season, then rebranded as a rapper. Logan founded a podcast that now has more than 4 million subscribers on YouTube. The continual search for the next gimmick also subjected the Pauls to plenty of internet outrage. They earned backlash for offenses as varied as insulting Kazakhstanis, publicizing shady cryptocurrency ventures, and filming a dead body. Their cockiness grew with each attempted cancellation; they tended to apologize and then bounce onward.

Yet to call these guys pure trolls isn't quite right. Every time I see Jake speak, I discern something searching and sad within his boastfulness. In a video endorsing Donald Trump before the 2024 election, he delivered familiar MAGA talking points in a tone of puppy-eyed desperation. "I don't come to you to make this video to create more division," he said. "I believe love is the key to the universe and that we should all love each other more and more and more." The video made me think less about his politics than about his soul. He seemed like a man looking for a cause, and finding it--as so many others have--in Trump's promise to transform everything.

At first, boxing appeared to be just another stunt. In 2018, Logan booked a match against another YouTuber, and Jake fought on the undercard. In the years after that, Logan--whose intense, reptilian demeanor belies presidential aspirations--moved into the scripted battling of WWE. Jake, who has more of a crazy-fox kind of personality, stuck with boxing. In both cases, picking up an athletic side hustle was savvy. Combat sports have experienced a renaissance of cultural relevance over the past decade, driven by legalized betting and the popularity of MMA. Trump has deep links to the world of wrestling; just this past weekend he went to a UFC match. If you're a man making entertainment for other men these days, chances are you have some sort of relationship to combat sports.

Read: Can a boxer return to the ring after killing?

Even so, Jake's boxing career has been more durable and significant than anyone would have predicted in 2018. His fight with Tyson produced his 11th win out of 12 bouts. He says he wants to become a bona fide champion, and followers have been treated to footage of him sparring, ice-bathing, and scarfing hamburgers to bulk up. He started his own promotion company; he even tried (unsuccessfully so far) to get fighters to unionize. Why is he doing all of this? Aren't there easier ways to make money? In a 2023 Netflix documentary about Jake, Logan explained, "He definitely found something with boxing that I think gave him worth"--worth that he didn't get from "making stupid little insignificant vlogs on YouTube."

Those stupid vlogs were, in some ways, quite significant, helping rewire the aspirations of an entire culture. A Morning Consult survey last year found that a majority of Gen Z--and 41 percent of all American adults--want to be influencers. Trump waged his presidential campaign by enlisting online entertainers in the Paul brothers' model, such as the prank-pulling Nelk Boys. (He also joined Logan on his podcast.) Yet for all the growth of the influencer economy, the career path can be hellish, involving constant hustle, relentless criticism, and existential meaninglessness. Mugging to the camera for views certainly doesn't fit neatly with old ideals of masculinity. In that 2023 documentary, Logan remarked, proudly and disgustedly, "We're fucking media whores." Jake explained his turn to boxing like this: "I was sick of not being respected."

In this context, the popularity of combat sports is more than just a fad. Today's American dream tends to involve virtual pursuits--influencing, making a killer app, getting lucky with crypto--but the gladiatorial ring is a macho, meat-space proving ground. No wonder Elon Musk challenged Mark Zuckerberg to a cage match. In the case of the Paul brothers, winning substantiates their right to do what they've always done: peacock. As Norman Mailer wrote of Muhammad Ali, reflecting on his tendency for trash talk, "The closer a heavyweight comes to the championship, the more natural it is for him to be a little bit insane, secretly insane, for the heavyweight champion of the world is either the toughest man in the world or he is not, but there is a real possibility he is. It is like being the big toe of God."

The problem for Jake Paul is that he really doesn't have anywhere near a claim to "toughest man in the world." He's widely seen as an interloper, a clown, disrupting and degrading a sport that's supposed to be meritocratic. His fights have almost all been novelty bouts against influencers and stars from other sports (his only loss was to the most qualified professional boxer he's previously fought). The respect he's seeking still hasn't been found. In publicity leading up to Friday's fight, he played up the idea that defeating the legendary Mike Tyson would shut up his doubters forever. "I want him to be that old savage Mike," Jake said at a press conference. "I want the hardest match possible Friday night, and I want there to be no excuses from everyone at home when I knock him out."

But as probably could have been predicted, Tyson turned out to be a 58-year-old man whose body has taken a lifetime of abuse, facing a wealthy 27-year-old who's devoted his past few years to training. Jake set out to prove he was something realer than a media whore, but he showed only that he had the clout to overhype a terribly unfair fight. Coming so soon after an election partly decided by highly online men who feel their status to be under threat, this outcome seems like an omen: Old systems may soon be torn down, with little to replace them but bluster spun as redemption.

"There's a shift in the world, and good is rising," Jake said, sweating and panting, in the after-match interview. "The truth is rising. I'm just honored to be a part of America. It feels like we're back, baby."
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Another Theory of the Trump Movement

Who else but Sigmund Freud to help explain?

by Elizabeth Bruenig




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


In the decade since Donald Trump began to define American politics, critics have struggled to understand his massive appeal. They have perhaps sensed by now that Trump's support comes from someplace underneath conscious and rational political analyses. Who else but Sigmund Freud to help explain? "The past few years," the academic and critic Merve Emre wrote in an essay for The New Yorker this past June, "have given us a Freud for the pandemic, a Freud for Ukraine and a Freud for Palestine, a Freud for transfemininity, a Freud for the far right, and a Freud for the vipers' nest that is the twenty-first-century American university." History has now given us another iteration: a Freud for the Trump movement.

Consensus on the causes of Trump's sweeping electoral victory has formed around the idea that voters were responding to Democratic performance on material matters, namely inflation and immigration. But the Trump movement has never been, to my mind, strictly concerned with tangible issues; part of the allure is immaterial by nature, addressed to elemental human urges. Trump offered something special on that count from the beginning--a politics consisting not mainly of a positive vision but rather of a series of opportunities to own the libs. In this project, rational policy details aren't a priority and are sometimes absent altogether; the point is domination of one's enemies, a libidinal desire.

Consider the recent post-election slogan "Your body, my choice," also engineered to upset and humiliate liberals: It's an overt statement of sex and dominion. And Trump draws that out in people. "Disinhibition," the New York Times writer Ezra Klein wrote recently, "is the engine of Trump's success. It is a strength." Trump is in touch with the impulses and desires that run counter to social norms, and he invites his audience to put aside the usual internal barriers to acting on or voicing them. This moment is an opportune one for a revival of Freud, whose work, with its signature focus on subterranean inner worlds, helps make sense of these tendencies and their implications for politics.

Read: Washington is shocked

The temptation to psychologize one's political opponents typically wins out after defeat, the political theorist and professor Corey Robin told me recently. (An easy claim to test: Among the surge of post-election takes is a subgenre of explanatory pieces evaluating the psyches of unexpected Trump voters--suggestions that Latinos are wedded to political strongmen, or that conservative wives cast their votes for right-wingers purely out of fear or submission.) In those periods, "Freud is mobilized to explain why the left failed--not because of institutions or specific forms of economic power or the Cold War, etc., but instead because of psychic structures that the left never really touched," Robin said. Freud offers something more than simply assigning diagnoses to opponents: "an archaeology of the mind," Robin told me, that aims to unearth emotions and desires that people aren't necessarily aware of themselves.

That sort of excavation can be useful. Freud helps in forming an account of what people are drawn to in Trump--what pleasure, what gratification. Gary Greenberg, a writer and psychotherapist, argued in a 2018 Guardian essay that Trump is a figure who beckons America back to prior states of development--an indicator that the death drive is at work. Trump, Greenberg wrote, "urges us all to shake loose the surly bonds of civilized conduct: to make science irrelevant and rationality optional, to render truth obsolete, to set power free to roam the world, to lift all the core conditions written into the social contract--fealty to reason, skepticism about instincts, aspirations to justice." Trump is, in other words, an atavist, inviting citizens to satisfy all of their hungry drives, all of their libidinous instincts: His America is a place for malign energies to express themselves in action. There's a certain pleasure in that, perhaps, a kind of psychic relief--to lose oneself in a radical movement and to express feelings normally prohibited by society.

Today's left-of-center would also be wise to consider what Freud might teach them about countering an appeal like Trump's. In an essay published in Jacobin shortly before the election, the author and psychoanalyst Eric Reinhart argued that liberals have still failed to reckon with the psychological tendencies Freud identified that facilitate mass political movements like those of the president-elect. "Proponents of progressive ideals must instead take the reality of aggression, racism, and sadomasochism seriously as enduring political feelings, including in their own ranks, that require constructive political redress," Reinhart wrote. This doesn't mean indulging those feelings--rather, it means offering a politics built to contain them. "To craft an effective liberal or left politics, we must stop vainly demanding that people be more reasonable and own up to the persistent reality of destructive human tendencies that manifest not only around Trump but also in countless contexts throughout history," Reinhart wrote.

Read: What to read if you're angry about the election

Freudian psychoanalysis has, in the past several decades, faded from a feverish mid-century peak. In 1960, psychoanalysts occupied the majority of psychiatry positions in the United States, but the latter half of the century saw the advent of a vituperative discursive conflict over the validity of some of Freud's key claims and the credibility of psychoanalysis as an effective, scientific method of clinical treatment. The debate raged across disciplines--by that time, Freud and the psychoanalytic model had been absorbed into numerous other fields, including literature, politics, and sociology. And though psychoanalytic treatment has been largely replaced by more familiar forms of psychiatric care, such as psychopharmacology (the treatment of mental illness with medication) and standardized therapy, Freud's contributions remain useful.

Psychoanalyzing one's enemies always comes with a certain degree of condescension, which is unfortunate, because the Freudian lens is an egalitarian approach so long as its advocates recognize that they, too, are ruled by motivations they cannot easily recognize or define. "Most, probably, of our decisions to do something positive," the economist John Maynard Keynes wrote in 1936, "the full consequences of which will be drawn out over many days to come, can only be taken as a result of animal spirits--of a spontaneous urge to action rather than inaction, and not as the outcome of a weighted average of quantitative benefits multiplied by quantitative probabilities." I believe this insight bears wide application: I'm affected enough by vibes and instincts to believe that some part of my mind beneath my conscious thoughts plays an important role in my day-to-day life and decision making, and I suspect the same is true of others. It seems to me that avid Trump support must be anchored in such parts. In that case, whatever explains the Trump movement has in some sense always been with us and has visited us historically before; let's pray that this time, the fever breaks quickly.
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From Aunt Uncle to Private First Class, Delta Company

A poem for Wednesday

by Annie Liontas




For Giovanni
 
 The year my nephew becomes a man,
 so do I, I guess.
 
 He calls from boot camp after days of
 hand-to-hand combat, voice husky. A few months
 ago, at 17, playing Xbox, he could only imagine
 what the inside of a gas chamber looked like.  
 
 I do not cry. It's the testosterone: it
 draws tears down to a reservoir
 so deep in my body,
 they turn to sheet ice.   
 
 Aunt Uncle has a beard now. Aunt
 Uncle has a jaw that makes it harder to sleep. Aunt
 Uncle still wears earrings and makeup. Aunt
 Uncle no longer bleeds--does the nephew?  
 
 Each Sunday, I send him letters signed: Love, Aunt
 and wonder who wrote them.
 
 I wonder, too, about the boy
 he put his hands on, which of them drew
 blood first.  
 
 That day at the park, not so long ago, the ground
 played to dust beneath our feet.
 My nephew shot a look at me and said:  
 I didn't know you were one of they-them.  
 But I'm not them, I tried to explain, I'm us.  
 His expression was tough to read-for the first time,
 I can picture him in fatigues.
 
 All through childhood, he looked
 like that emoji, the one with glasses.
 Strangers often mistook him for older than he was.  
 Once, when we were skating,  
 I watched him slice up
 the ice so he could check on
 a small child who had fallen.  
 
 Yesterday, a man
 at a cafe told me I look like the frontman for U2.  
 Nowhere in my letters does it say that,
 or how I am changing
 the way leaves do, as if they must be on fire
 before they fall. I drop
 
 the envelopes in the mailbox, and they are weightless
 as boyhood--the way I imagine it to be.  
 I write: Do not forget who you are.  
 Do not lose yourself.  
 
 It was me who gave him that name the day he was born:
 Big Head. Years ago, in the darkness, I changed
 his diaper and felt his legs reaching like a spider's.  
 
 I couldn't believe how excited a little kid could get
 over strawberry yogurt, which tells you I knew nothing
 about the joy collecting inside of him.  
 
 Now he does drills, and the parts that were once
 boy harden like fruit skins in the sun. He packs a
 rucksack, leaving most things behind. I want to shout
 that we're still with him:  
 Aunt, Uncle.
 
 In my letters, I don't--
 I do not say I'm scared for what comes next.  
 Instead, I ask if
 he's been eating. I ask about the pancakes.  
 I ask about brotherhood.  
 When finally he gets to see his mother, he cries
 like a man--like a man--
 and then pulls up to a little window for fries and a McFlurry.
 When I hear about all this, it will not be from him.  
 
 I never could
 get him to read. Instead, we went ice
 skating, he showed me his bikes, his tricks. We walked the boards.  
 And then, for his 18th birthday, to say goodbye,
 I took him axe throwing,  
 watched him hit
 the bullseye over and over,
 the blade sinking deep into the splintered wood,
 
 while I found it once or twice,
 both of us still
 just boys, deep down.
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What to Read If You're Angry About the Election

These seven books aren't a cure for rage and despair. Think of them instead as a prescription.

by Ruth Madievsky




A close friend--someone whom I've always thought of as an optimist--recently shared his theory that, no matter what time you're living in, it's generally a bad one. In each era, he posited, quality of life improves in some ways and depreciates in others; the overall quotient of suffering in the world stays the same.

Whether this is nihilistic or comforting depends on your worldview. For instance, plenty of Americans are currently celebrating the outcome of the recent presidential election; many are indifferent to national politics; many others are overwhelmed with anger and despair over it. Looking at the bigger picture, I think the upsides of contemporary life--antibiotics, LGBTQ acceptance, transcontinental FaceTime--outweigh the horrors more often than not. I'll also concede that this decade comes with a continuous drip of bad news about ghastly acts of violence, erosion of human rights, and climate disaster. Perhaps unsurprisingly, a 2023 Gallup poll found that rates of depression in the United States have hit a record high.

What can people turn to when the itch to burn everything down, or to surrender to hopelessness, feels barely suppressible? I agree with the novelist Kaitlyn Greenidge that there is power in "naming reality"--in telling, and writing, the truth about what's happening around us. For those who are despondent about Donald Trump's victory and feel unable to make a difference, reading might be a place to start. This doesn't necessitate cracking open textbooks or dense political tracts: All kinds of books can provide solace, and the past few decades have given us no shortage of clear-eyed works of fiction, memoir, history, and poetry about how to survive and organize in--and ultimately improve--a broken world.

Reading isn't a panacea. It's a place to begin and return to: a road map for where to go from here, regardless of where "here" is. Granted, I am perhaps more comfortable than the average person with imperfect solutions. As a clinical pharmacist, I can't cure diabetes, for example, but I can help control it, make the medications more affordable sometimes, and agitate for a better health-care system. Similarly, these seven books aren't a cure for rage and despair. Think of them instead as a prescription.








Which Side Are You On, by Ryan Lee Wong

Wong's novel opens with a mother picking up her son from the airport in a Toyota Prius, her hands clutching the wheel in a death grip. Wry, funny moments like this one animate Wong's book about the dilemma of trying to correct systemic problems with individual solutions. It's 2016, and spurred by the real-life police shooting of Akai Gurley, 21-year-old Reed is considering dropping out of Columbia University to dedicate himself to the Black Lives Matter movement. Reed wants nothing more than to usher in a revolution, but unfortunately, he's a lot better at spouting leftist talking points than at connecting with other people. Like many children, Reed believes that his family is problematic and out of touch. His parents, one a co-leader in the 1980s of South Central's Black-Korean Coalition, the other a union organizer, push back on his self-righteous idealism. During a brief trip home to see his dying grandmother, Reed wrestles with thorny questions about what makes a good activist and person. Later, in the Prius, Reed's mother teaches him about the Korean concept of hwabyung, or "burning sickness"--an intense, suppressed rage that will destroy him if he's not careful--and Reed learns what he really needs: not sound bites but true connection. Wong's enthralling novel is a reminder that every fight for justice is, at heart, a fight for one another.






Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, by Rebecca Solnit

Solnit's short manifesto about the revolutionary power of hope is a rallying cry against defeatism. She begins by critiquing the progressive tendency to harp on the bleakness of societal conditions, insisting that despair keeps oppressive systems afloat. Hope and joy, by contrast, are essential elements of political change, and celebrating wins is a worthy act of defiance against those who would prefer that the average person feel powerless. Originally published in 2004 after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, and updated in 2005 and 2016, Hope in the Dark provides modern examples of gains on race, class, environment, and queer rights. That said, this is not a feel-good book. It does not sugarcoat, for instance, the fact that we are headed toward ecological disaster. And if you look up the latest figures on the gender wage gap, you'll find that they've hardly budged from those cited by Solnit years ago. Still, her deft logic and kooky aphorisms ("Don't mistake a lightbulb for the moon, and don't believe that the moon is useless unless we land on it") have convinced me that to give up hope is to surrender the future. Fighting for progress can be exhausting and revelatory, full of both pain and pleasure. Solnit insists that doing so is never a waste.

Read: Trump won. Now what?








Women Talking, by Miriam Toews

The inspired-by-true-events premise of Toews's seventh novel is literally the stuff of nightmares. In a remote Mennonite colony, women who have suffered mysterious attacks in the night learn that they've been drugged and raped by several men from their community. One woman is pregnant with her rapist's child; another's 3-year-old has a sexually transmitted infection. The novel takes place in the aftermath of the discovery, just after the men have been temporarily jailed. They are set to be bailed out in two days, and the colony's bishop demands that the victims forgive them--or else face excommunication and be denied a spot in heaven. The women meet in secret to decide what to do: Comply? Fight back? Leave for an outside world they've never experienced? Even against this harrowing backdrop, Toews's signature humor and eye for small moments of grace make Women Talking an enjoyable and healing read. The women's discussions are both philosophical (they cannot read, so how can they trust that the Bible requires them to forgive the men?) and practical (if they leave, do they bring their male children?). Any direction they choose will lead to a kind of wilderness: "When we have liberated ourselves," one woman says in a particularly stirring moment, "we will have to ask ourselves who we are."






Good Talk, by Mira Jacob

Jacob's graphic-memoir-in-conversations took major guts to write. It begins like this: The author's white in-laws throw their support behind Trump's 2016 presidential campaign, and her otherwise loving family toes the edge of collapse. Good Talk is a funny and painful book-length answer to questions from Jacob's 6-year-old son, who is half Jewish and half Indian, about race, family, and identity. Jacob, who was raised in the United States by parents who emigrated from India, gorgeously illustrates her formative experiences, touching on respectability politics, colorism within the Indian community, her bisexuality, and her place in America. She refuses to caricaturize the book's less savory characters--for example, a rich white woman who hires Jacob to ghostwrite her family's biography and ends up questioning her integrity and oversharing the grisly details of her 2-year-old's death from cancer. Jacob's ability to so humanely render the people who cause her grief is powerful. My daughter is too young to ask questions, but one day, when she begins inquiring about the world she's inheriting, I can tell her, as Jacob told her son, "If you still have hope, my love, then so do I."

Read: Hope and the historian








The Twenty-Ninth Year, by Hala Alyan

Startling, sexy, and chaotic, The Twenty-Ninth Year is a collection of poems narrated by a woman on the verge--of a lot of things. She's standing at the edge of maturity, of belonging as a Palestinian American, of recovery from anorexia and alcoholism. It's a tender and violent place, evoked with images that catch in the throat. The first poem, "Truth," takes the form of a litany of confessions: "I broke / into the bodies of men like a cartoon burglar"; "I've seen women eat cotton balls so they wouldn't eat bread." That Alyan is a clinical psychologist makes sense--her poems have a clarity that can't be faked. Dark humor softens the blow of lines such as "I starved myself to starve my mother" and "Define in, I say when anyone asks if I've ever been in a war." She reckons with the loneliness of living in exile and the danger of romanticizing the youthful conviction that there is something incurably wrong with you. A shallow read of the collection might be: I burned my life down so you don't have to. But I return to the last line of the book: "Marry or burn; either way, you're transfiguring." There is always something to set aflame; more optimistically, there is always something left to salvage. The Twenty-Ninth Year is, in the end, a monument to endurance.






Riot Baby, by Tochi Onyebuchi

If you're sick of books described as "healing" or "hopeful," look no further than Riot Baby. Onyebuchi's thrilling 2020 novella asks just how far sci-fi dystopias are from real life. Kev, a Black man born during the Rodney King riots in Los Angeles, California, spends much of his 20s in prison after a botched armed robbery. His sister, Ella, has more supernatural problems: She sees the past and the future and, when fury takes over, can raze cities to the ground--yet she could not protect her brother from the violence of incarceration. When Kev is paroled and a new form of policing via implantable chips and pharmaceutical infusions brings "safety" to the streets of Watts, Ella understands that the subjugation of her community is not a symptom of a broken system; rather, it is evidence of one "working just as designed," as Onyebuchi put it in an interview. Ella must make a wrenching choice: fight for a defanged kind of freedom within such a system or usher in a new world order no matter the cost. In real life, too often, you cannot control your circumstances, only your actions. But you may find relief in reading a book that reaches a different conclusion.

Read: When national turmoil becomes personal anxiety








Let the Record Show: A Political History of ACT UP New York, 1987-1993, by Sarah Schulman

This 700-plus-page history of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power's New York chapter is, I promise you, a page-turner. Schulman and the filmmaker Jim Hubbard, who were both in ACT UP New York, interviewed 188 members over the course of 17 years about the organization's work on behalf of those living with HIV/AIDS--"a despised group of people, with no rights, facing a terminal disease for which there were no treatments," Schulman writes. Part memoir and part oral history, Let the Record Show is a master class on the utility of anger and a historical corrective to chronicles that depict straight white men as the main heroes of the AIDS crisis. In reality, a diverse coalition of activists helped transform HIV into a highly manageable condition. "People who are desperate are much more effective than people who have time to waste," Schulman argues. ACT UP was known for its brash public actions, and Schulman covers not just what the group accomplished but also how it did it, with electrifying detail. There can be no balm for the fact that many ACT UP members did not survive long enough to be interviewed. There is only awe at the way a group of people "unable to sit out a historic cataclysm" were determined to "force our country to change against its will," and did.
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        Shortlisted Images for the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 20, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The Close-up Photographer of the Year competition is now in its sixth year, and recently released its shortlisted picks, with the winners set to be announced in January. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. Competition organizers were once again kind enough to share some of these amazing images with us here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young wallaby tries to snuggle into its mother's pouch, but his feet rest across his own forehead at the opening.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wallaby Baby. Animals. "A baby wallaby tries to settle into the warm security of its mother's pouch, but because it has grown quite large, it is not easy to fit inside. After several tries and with a great deal of persistence, it finally managed to fold its long legs in and get comfortable. This image was captured at a conservation center in France."
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                Pedro Jarque Krebs / cupoty.com
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two stag beetles battle, seen in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clash of the Titans. Insects. "This is the moment that two male stag beetles begin their battle for a female. They live in oak forests, in the Voronezh region of Russia in this case, and are difficult to find."
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                [image: Small mites walk across the face of a lizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiny Host. Animals. "After several hours of trekking into the Sumatran forest of Indonesia, we waited until nightfall before we went looking for reptiles and amphibians. Some species were active in the dark; others were resting on branches like this lizard, the Kloss's forest dragon. After taking a few wide-angle shots, I noticed the small mites moving across the reptile's skin and decided to take some close-up photos to capture these fascinating details."
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                [image: An upward-looking view of a pine marten in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pine Marten Portrait. Animals. "I placed camera traps in the Szucsi forest of Hungary and monitored the animals' movements over a long period of time. In winter, I noticed that a pine marten appeared every day. I set up my GoPro camera in the most picturesque spot under the trees, and set it to be triggered when it detected any movement. After many experiments, I finally captured this photograph with the pine marten in it."
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                [image: A sea star with many branching legs holds tight to part of a sea sponge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Holding On. Underwater. "Basket stars like to position themselves on the reef so they can reach higher into the water column to feed more easily. The variation in their perch of choice and the position of their arms can create some really dramatic opportunities to capture their incredible patterns combined with the beautiful hues of their surroundings, making them my favourite subject to photograph underwater. In False Bay, Cape Town, South Africa, basket stars are generally seen holding onto fans. They have feet that tightly wrap around the fan, leaving their intricate tendrils free to stretch out and grab food. Seeing a basket star using its arms to grab onto a sponge is very unusual behavior from what I have seen, resulting in a photograph unlike that of any basket star I have ever captured."
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                [image: A pair of damselflies are silhouetted against the rising sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demoiselles at Dawn. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I took this photo to capture the tranquil beauty of dawn, where even the smallest creatures come to life in the golden light of a new day. I had arrived long before dawn to look for banded demoiselle damselflies and although there were many around, it was these two perching on a blade of grass that caught my eye, especially as I knew the sun would be rising behind them."
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                [image: A seahorse rests among a cluster of sea tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Portrait of a Pot-Bellied Seahorse. Underwater. "Pot-bellied seahorses are a relatively common sight in the waters around Sydney, often seen using their prehensile tails to cling to sea tulips. On this particularly surge-heavy day, I spotted one seahorse clinging tightly, doing its best to hold on in the shifting water. My goal for this shot was to capture not only the seahorse but also the motion of the surrounding sea tulips in the surge."
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                [image: A damselfly in flight, seen close-up, facing the camera]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crystal Blue Flight. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I waded into the water of a pond in Texas to get as close to the familiar bluet damselfly as my lens' minimum focus distance would allow. I love taking macro photographs of flying insects, and my favorite shots are when I catch the front of the subject dead-on. I had noticed that in the fall, the males of this species will hover over the water late in the day, which gave me the opportunity to get this kind of shot."
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                [image: Smoothly eroded striated stone, looking almost like folded cloth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canyons. Intimate Landscape. "On my many visits to this section of coastal Northumberland, I've only seen this area of beach uncovered and clear of sand, pebbles and seaweed on the one occasion. Fortunately the tide was out and the light was not too harsh, allowing me to capture the exquisite naturally sculptured sandstone before it disappeared beneath the sea."
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                [image: A distinctive lobster-like caterpillar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stauropus Fagi. Invertebrate Portrait. "I was looking for spiders in my garden at night when I discovered this distinctive caterpillar of the lobster moth (Stauropus fagi). Sitting on a branch, it seemed very calm. I decided to take several handheld shots for a stack, when it curled up its abdomen toward its head, adopting the threatening appearance of a spider."
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                [image: A stork holds a small fish in its bill, wading in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Successful Hunter. Animals. "This is a black stork, photographed from one of Bence Mate's hides in the Pusztaszer Landscape Protection Area in Hungary. The challenge I faced, except for the situation itself, was using a short lens with a very shallow depth of field. This made it essential for both the prey and the bird's eye to be on the exact same focal plane to ensure that both were sharp."
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                [image: An aphid caught in a spider web]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Colourful Death. Insects. "In my father's garden in the Netherlands, I was looking for spider webs to experiment with, hoping to create a more graphic image. An aphid had flown into a spider web and tried in vain to escape from the sticky threads. The aphid was still alive, and I experienced for the first time how it must feel to be stuck in a spider web. To capture this emotion, I made a close-up. The flashlight created beautiful colors in the wings and made the wires stand out white against the black background."
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                [image: Cottonwood tree trunks in a fierce winter storm]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Cottonwoods. Intimate Landscape. "During the pandemic, I woke up one morning to a fierce winter storm. As I looked out of my condominium window onto Toronto, Canada, I was amazed at how strong the winds were. I had an urge to go out shooting, and I decided that I would do some street photography, shooting people in downtown Toronto battling the fierce winds, driving snow, and bitter cold. I hadn't been downtown for a while due to the pandemic. When I got to the financial district, I found no one. The place was a ghost town, with windows and businesses boarded up. I was shocked. It looked like something out of a movie. So I quickly altered my plan and drove down to the Toronto lakefront to see whether there were any photographic opportunities. The conditions were extremely challenging and I was getting cold, so I decided to pack it in and head home. As I was walking back to the car, I looked up and saw this striking scene. The chaos of the interwoven trees caught my eye. I immediately realized the potential for an image. I loved how the high winds had driven snow into the bark of the bare tree trunks."
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                [image: A tiny mite sits on a slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Camouflage. Arachnids. "On the forest floor, among decaying wood and leaves, there's much more activity than one might expect to find. Sometimes it can be worthwhile to point the camera at a specific area and simply wait for an interesting creature to pass by, rather than chasing after it. This time, I was lucky enough to find a tiny mite, probably no larger than 0.5 mm, on one of the slime molds. It is so perfectly camouflaged that it looks like part of the slime mould."
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                [image: An insect rests on a fungus amid a swirl of spores.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Own Galaxy. Insects. "During a night walk in Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary in Goa, India, I found this bracket fungus. It was producing clouds of spores, which drew me over. As I approached, an insect landed on the fungus. Using an LED torch allowed me to backlight the scene and capture the swirls of spores around the fungus and insect."
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                [image: Blades of kelp flowing gently in water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flowing Kelp. Plants. "This image was made during a surface interval between dives at one of my favorite dive sites on Santa Barbara Island in Channel Islands National Park. As the boat drifted over a kelp forest, I saw the potential and quickly grabbed my camera. I singled out this particular giant kelp frond that was ever so slightly submerged underwater."
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                [image: A stink bug nymph feeds on a beetle that is trying to fly away.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Harpooned. Insects. "The beetle in the stink bug's grasp was still struggling and fluttering in an attempt to escape, so I waited to fire off the shots when I thought it would be most still."
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                [image: A scorpion glows under UV light on desert sand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire Stream Scorpio. Arachnids. "I was searching for scorpions at night in the Thar Desert of Rajasthan, India. After spotting this one, I approached it slowly and very cautiously so as not to disturb it. Once close enough, I lit up the ripples in the sand with an LED torch and made the scorpion glow blue with the help of a faint UV light."
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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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Introducing 'Being Human'

<em>The Atlantic</em> expands health coverage with new section, reporting on the body, mind, and how we live




Today The Atlantic is launching Being Human, a new section and newsletter at TheAtlantic.com as part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health. The name describes The Atlantic's wide-ranging approach to health coverage, on what it means to live a life bound up in a body and conducted by a mysterious, fallible brain.

The Atlantic grew its health-reporting team significantly ahead of this launch, and Being Human will broaden the magazine's existing coverage of the ideas and issues that readers encounter every day: wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg said of the expansion: "The Atlantic's health team produces the smartest, most analytically acute, and best-written stories of any journalism outfit nationally, and with this new expansion, we're going to be comprehensive in a way we haven't been before. In an age of mass confusion--not just about health, of course--I think our team is perfectly positioned to bring clarity to this important coverage area."

Being Human launches with new reporting on the BRCA gene needing a rebrand, by Kristen V. Brown; how the broad support for vaccines in America may be tested by the incoming Trump administration, by Daniel Engber; and the way people are thinking about deodorant all wrong, from Yasmin Tayag.

Find more stories at the Being Human section, and please reach out with questions or interest in interviewing our writers about their reporting.

Press Contact: Anna Bross | press@theatlantic.com
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Put Down the Vacuum

Americans need to get off the tidiness treadmill.

by Annie Lowrey

The other night, a friend came over. A dear friend. A friend who has helped me out when I've been sick, and who brought over takeout when I had just given birth. Still, before he arrived, I vacuumed.

I thought about this while reading the Gender Equity Policy Institute's recent report on gender and domestic labor. The study finds that mothers spend twice as much time as fathers "on the essential and unpaid work" of taking care of kids and the home, and that women spend more time on this than men, regardless of parental and relationship status. "Simply being a woman" is the instrumental variable, the study concludes.

The time gaps are large for all women, and especially large for certain subgroups. Moms with a high-school education or less spend 19 hours a week on cleaning and child care, versus seven hours for dads with a comparable education. Latina mothers devote 26 hours a week to chores and kids, Latino dads less than a third of that time.

Remarkably, having a male domestic partner means more work for women, not less. Married women spend more time on housework than single women; married men spend roughly the same amount as single men. Women's lower wages and higher propensity to take part-time jobs explain some of the difference: To maximize the household's total income, the person earning more does less around the house. But other studies have found that women who earn as much as or more than their male partner still devote more time to domestic care. Queer relationships, unsurprisingly, tend to be more equitable.

Perhaps most enraging: The gender divide results in women having fewer hours than men to devote to socializing, exercising, going out, or practicing a hobby. No wonder women tend to experience more stress and burnout.

A generation after the publication of Arlie Russell Hochschild's The Second Shift, a lot has changed, and nothing has changed. Women are much more likely to work outside the home, but the distribution of work within the home has not become commensurately equitable. Surveys show that women are not exactly happy with the situation. What would it take for things to be different?

It was once thought that technology was part of the answer. Decades of labor-saving innovations cut the hours Americans spent on chores. A dishwasher saves a household an estimated 200 hours a year, a laundry machine three-plus hours of backbreaking work per load. Yet even as technology improved, homes got bigger, filled with more items to care for. As my colleague Derek Thompson has noted, standards of cleanliness have risen over time too: "Automatic washers and dryers raised our expectations for clean clothes and encouraged people to go out and buy new shirts and pants; housewives therefore had more loads of laundry to wash, dry, and fold."

You see this tidiness treadmill on TikTok and Instagram: People recommend how to wash your walls, "refresh" your furniture season by season, and organize everything in your pantry in clear acrylic bins. This labor isn't time-saving; it is never-ending.

The Gender Equity Policy Institute suggests, well, policy changes, including "use it or lose it" parental-leave programs for new fathers, caregiving credits for the Social Security system, and expanded early-child-care programs. But the report acknowledges that the unhappy divide is cultural, and requires cultural shifts as well.

Caretaking is a central way that women perform their gender. The advertising of domestic goods and cleaning products remains intently focused on women. The majority of children still grow up watching their mother do more housework than their father. The gender chore gap shows up in children as young as 8.

Men doing more housework is an obvious solution, but not one that I am particularly hopeful about. Virtually every woman I know who is unhappy with her household division of labor has tried and failed to get her male partner to pick up the slack. The belief that men care less about having a messy home is pervasive, and supported by at least some evidence. In one anthropological study, researchers had people give them a video tour of their house. Mothers almost unanimously apologized for the rooms not being tidier. "Fathers in their home tours would walk in the same rooms their wives had come through and often made no mention whatsoever of the messiness," UCLA's Jeanne Arnold reported. "This was pretty astonishing."

Perhaps the problem is women, and the remedy is for women to do less housework and tolerate a consequentially messier home. "The tidiness level of a home is a matter of simple preference with no right or wrong," my colleague Jonathan Chait has written, offering an "easy answer" to the chore wars. "My wife and I happily learned to converge on each other's level of tidiness. We settled--fairly, I think--on a home that's neater than I'd prefer to keep it, but less neat than she would."

Yet men are perfectly capable of recognizing a mess when it is not theirs. The sociologists Sarah Thebaud, Leah Ruppanner, and Sabino Kornrich asked people to look at photographs of an open-plan living room and kitchen; half saw a living space cluttered with dishes and laundry, and the other half saw a tidy area. The participants rated how clean the room was on a 100-point scale, and said how urgent they thought it was for the owner to take care of it. Men and women had essentially the same ratings of how clean the space was and how important tidying up was.

In a second experiment, the same researchers told study participants that the photos were taken by someone looking to rent out their place on an Airbnb-type site. Some participants viewed rooms hosted by "Jennifer," some by "John." The participants thought that Jennifer's clean space was less tidy than John's, and were more judgmental in their assessments of the female host.

Women internalize this kind of judgment, making the individual desire to keep things clean inextricable from the social expectation to do so. Women are critiqued for having pans in the sink and grime on the countertops in a way that men aren't. Women's cortisol levels go up when their space is messy in a way that men's cortisol levels don't. Asking women to clean less means asking women to accept more criticism, to buck their culture, to put aside their desire for a socially desirable space. At the same time, men internalize the message that an untidy home is not their responsibility.

The best path forward might be for men and women to applaud messy, normal, mismatched, lived-in spaces. We should recognize that multinational conglomerates are in the business of devising problems that need solutions, which are conveniently available at Walmart and Target; we should admit that everything done in front of a camera is a performance, not reality; we should acknowledge that being welcomed into someone's house is a gift of connection, not an invitation to judge. Easy enough for me to say. I am one of the millions of us who cannot seem to put down the vacuum, even if I do not want to pick it up.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/11/why-women-cant-put-down-the-vacuum/680714/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Cancer Gene More Men Should Test For

BRCA mutations are inextricably linked with breasts, but they can also lead to cancer in the pancreas, the prostate, and maybe more parts of the body.

by Kristen V. Brown




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When Mary-Claire King discovered the first gene linked to hereditary breast cancer in 1990, she also got to decide its name. She settled on the four letters BRCA, which had three distinct meanings. The name paid homage to UC Berkeley, where King worked at the time; more to the point, it was a nod to Paul Broca, the 19th-century French physician whose work established a link between family history and breast cancer. It was also an abbreviation for breast cancer.

A few years after King discovered BRCA1, a second BRCA gene, BRCA2, was identified. Together, they now have more name recognition than probably any other gene, their profile boosted by research that has shown staggering effects on cancer risk. Awareness campaigns followed. A 2013 New York Times op-ed in which Angelina Jolie revealed she'd had a preventive double mastectomy because of her own BRCA mutation drove many women to seek DNA tests themselves. The BRCA genes became inextricably linked with breasts, as much as the pink ribbons that have become an international symbol of breast cancer. And in driving more women to find out if they have BRCA mutations, it's helped to greatly reduce the risk of hereditary breast cancer.

But in the three decades since the genes were discovered, scientists have learned that BRCA mutations can also lead to cancer in the ovaries, the pancreas, and the prostate. More recently, they have been linked with cancers in other parts of the body, such as the esophagus, stomach, and skin. As many as 60 percent of men with changes in BRCA2 develop prostate cancer, yet men are generally far less aware than women that BRCA mutations can affect them at all.

"It's a branding problem," Colin Pritchard, a professor of laboratory medicine and pathology at the University of Washington, told me. Men with family histories of breast cancer may not realize that they should get screened. Physicians, too, lack awareness of which men should get tested, and what steps to take when a mutation is found. Now Pritchard and other researchers are working to rebrand BRCA and the syndrome associated with it so that more men and their doctors consider testing.

Normally, the BRCA genes produce proteins that help repair damaged DNA throughout the body. Most people who carry mutations that impair the gene's function are diagnosed with hereditary breast and ovarian cancer syndrome. (Having HBOC means a person is at increased risk for cancer, not that they already have an illness.) Most breast-cancer cases have no known hereditary link, but more than 60 percent of women with a harmful BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation will develop breast cancer, compared with about 13 percent of the wider female population. Men, of course, can get breast cancer too, but it's rare, even among BRCA-mutation carriers.

Read: Cancer supertests are here

The full significance of the link between BRCA mutations and pancreatic and prostate cancer has become clear only recently--perhaps in the past decade, said Pritchard. The exact risk these mutations impart to men varies widely in studies. But it's clearly significant: Not only are men with BRCA mutations more likely to develop prostate cancer, they are also more likely to develop the more aggressive forms of the disease.

Roughly one in 400 people carry a harmful mutation in BRCA1 or BRCA2, and half of them are men. But women are far more likely to have been tested for the mutations--up to 10 times as likely, according to one study. "Beyonce's dad was the only man that I had ever heard of who had it," Christian Anderson, a 46-year-old social-sciences professor in Washington State who carries a BRCA2 mutation, told me. Anderson got tested after his sister was diagnosed with breast cancer, but countless men like him go undetected. Only about half of Americans get an annual physical, and doctors aren't always aware of BRCA-screening recommendations for men. Many men who do test for a BRCA mutation report doing it for their daughters, and studies have shown that they tend to be confused about their risks of developing cancer themselves.
 
 BRCA-awareness campaigns have led many women to get tested; in the two weeks after Angelina Jolie's viral op-ed, researchers found that BRCA-testing rates went up by 65 percent. In that case, more people may gotten tested than needed to, but in general, the rise in cancer screenings and elective surgical interventions have helped reduce the rates of deaths from breast and ovarian cancers. Education about the genes' links to other cancers could do the same for men. To that end, Pritchard argued in a 2019 Nature commentary that Hereditary Breast and Ovarian Cancer syndrome should be renamed King Syndrome after Mary-Claire King. "We need to really rethink this if we're going to educate the public about the importance of these genes for cancer risk for everyone, not just women," he told me.

Read: I'll tell you the secret of cancer

As understanding of BRCA's risks for men has grown, Pritchard's idea has started to catch on. King, who is now a professor of genome sciences and medicine at the University of Washington, demurred when I asked her whether the syndrome associated with the BRCA genes should be renamed after her, but agreed that awareness campaigns have focused too narrowly on breasts and ovaries. "We need to bring this awareness to men in the same way that we have for 30 years now to women," she told me.

How exactly Pritchard's plan might be put into action is unclear. Gene names are overseen by an international committee and rarely changed. That's part of why Pritchard is suggesting that the name of the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations become King Syndrome--no single governing body oversees that. Recently, ClinGen, an international group of researchers that works to parse the medical significance of genes, recommended that HBOC be rechristened BRCA-related cancer predisposition. (Pritchard told me he thinks that name isn't quite as "catchy" as King Syndrome.)

Uncoupling the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations from breasts would likely be only the first step in getting more at-risk men screened for cancer. It would also be an important step in understanding the full impact of BRCA mutations on men. Because fewer men than women have been tested for BRCA mutations, scientists still don't have a complete picture of their risk. For example, Pritchard told me, it's only as more attention has been drawn to male BRCA risk that researchers have discovered mutations are linked to especially aggressive forms of prostate cancer. Penn Medicine recently launched a program dedicated to men and BRCA in part to continue this sort of research.

Read: Scientists have been studying cancers in a very strange way for decades

BRCA's name is a legacy of a time when scientists thought genetics would offer a simple way to diagnose and treat disease--that one specific mutation would point definitively to one specific cancer. But today, "the idea that a gene would only affect one type of cancer risk is probably outmoded," Pritchard said. The more scientists explore the human genome, the more complex its connections to health appear. It turns out that when genes don't work like they should, the possible consequences may very well be infinite.
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We're About to Find Out How Much Americans Like Vaccines

Empowering Robert F. Kennedy Jr. will test one of American public health's greatest successes.

by Daniel Engber




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nominee to be the next secretary of Health and Human Services, is America's most prominent vaccine skeptic. An advocacy organization that he founded and chaired has called the nation's declining child-immunization rates "good news," and referred to parents' lingering doubts about routine shots as COVID-19's "silver lining." Now Kennedy may soon be overseeing the cluster of federal agencies that license and recommend vaccines, as well as the multibillion-dollar program that covers the immunization of almost half the nation's children.



Which is to say that America's most prominent vaccine skeptic could have the power to upend, derail, or otherwise louse up a cornerstone of public health. Raising U.S. vaccination rates to where they are today took decades of investment: In 1991, for example, just 82 percent of toddlers were getting measles shots; by 2019, that number had increased to 92 percent. The first Trump administration actually presided over the historic high point for the nation's immunization services; now the second may be focused on promoting vaccines' alleged hidden harms. Kennedy has said that he doesn't want to take any shots away, but even if he were to emphasize "choice," his leadership would be a daunting test of Americans' commitment to vaccines.



In many ways, the situation is unprecedented: No one with Kennedy's mix of inexperience and paranoid distrust has ever held the reins at HHS. He was trained as a lawyer and has no training in biostatistics or any other research bona fides--the sorts of qualifications you'd expect from someone credibly evaluating vaccine efficacy. But the post-pandemic era has already given rise to at least one smaller-scale experiment along these lines. In Florida, vaccine policies have been overseen since 2021 by another noted skeptic of the pharmaceutical industry, State Surgeon General Joseph Ladapo. (Kennedy has likened Ladapo to Galileo--yes, the astronomer who faced down the Roman Inquisition.) Under Ladapo's direction, the state has aggressively resisted federal guidance on COVID-19 vaccination, and its department of health has twice advised Floridians not to get mRNA-based booster shots. "These vaccines are not appropriate for use in human beings," Ladapo declared in January. His public-health contrarianism has also started spilling over into more routine immunization practices. Last winter, during an active measles outbreak at a Florida school, Ladapo abandoned standard practice and allowed unvaccinated children to attend class. He also seemed to make a point of not recommending measles shots for any kids who might have needed them.



Jeffrey Goldhagen, a pediatrics professor at the University of Florida and the former head of the Duval County health department, believes that this vaccine skepticism has had immense costs. "The deaths and suffering of thousands and thousands of Floridians" can be linked to Ladapo's policies, he said, particularly regarding COVID shots. But in the years since Ladapo took office, Florida did not become an instant outlier in terms of COVID vaccination numbers, nor in terms of age-adjusted rates of death from COVID. And so far at least, the state's performance on other immunization metrics is not far off from the rest of America's. That doesn't mean Florida's numbers are good: Among the state's kindergarteners, routine-vaccination rates have dropped from 93.3 percent for the kids who entered school in the fall of 2020 to 88.1 percent in 2023, and the rate at which kids are getting nonmedical exemptions from vaccine requirements went up from 2.7 to 4.5 percent over the same period. These changes elevate the risk of further outbreaks of measles, or of other infectious diseases that could end up killing children--but they're not unique to Ladapo's constituents. National statistics have been moving in the same direction. (To wit: The rate of nonmedical exemptions across the U.S. has gone up by about the same proportion as Florida's.)
 
 All of these disturbing trends may be tied to a growing suspicion of vaccines that was brought on during COVID and fanned by right-wing influencers. Or they could be a lingering effect of the widespread lapse in health care in 2020, during which time many young children were missing doses of vaccines. (Kids who entered public school in 2023 might still be catching up.)



In any case, other vaccination rates in Florida look pretty good. Under Ladapo, the state has actually been gaining on the nation as a whole in terms of flu shots for adults and holding its own on immunization for diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis in toddlers. Even Ladapo's outlandish choice last winter to allow unvaccinated kids back into a school with an active measles outbreak did not lead to any further cases of disease. In short, as I noted back in February, Ladapo's anti-vaccine activism has had few, if any, clear effects. (Ladapo did not respond when I reached out to ask why his policies might have failed to sabotage the state's vaccination rates.)



If Florida's immunization rates have been resilient, then America's may hold up even better in the years to come. That's because the most important vaccine policies are made at the state and local levels, Rupali Limaye, a professor and scholar of health behavior at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Each state decides whether and how to mandate vaccines to school-age children, or during a pandemic. The states and localities are then responsible for giving out (or choosing not to give out) whichever vaccines are recommended, and sometimes paid for, by the federal government.



But the existence of vaccine-skeptical leadership in Washington, and throughout the Republican Party, could still end up putting pressure on local decision makers, she continued, and could encourage policies that support parental choice at the expense of maximizing immunization rates. As a member of the Cabinet, Kennedy would also have a platform that he's never had before, from which he can continue to spread untruths about vaccines. "If you start to give people more of a choice, and they are exposed to disinformation and misinformation, then there is that propensity of people to make decisions that are not based on evidence," Limaye said. (According to The New York Times, many experts say they "worry most" about this aspect of Kennedy's leadership.)



How much will this really matter, though? The mere prominence of Kennedy's ideas may not do much to drive down vaccination rates on its own. Noel Brewer, a behavioral scientist and public-health professor at the UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me that attempts to change people's thoughts and feelings about vaccines are often futile; research shows that talking up the value of getting shots has little impact on behavior. By the same token, one might reasonably expect that talking down the value of vaccines (as Kennedy and Ladapo are wont to do) would be wasted effort too. "It may be that having a public figure talking about this has little effect," Brewer said.



Indeed, much has been made of Kennedy's apparent intervention during the 2019 measles crisis in Samoa. He arrived there for a visit in the middle of that year, not long after measles immunizations had been suspended, and children's immunization rates had plummeted. (The crisis began when two babies died from a vaccine-related medical error in 2018.) Kennedy has been linked to the deadly measles outbreak in the months that followed, but if his presence really did give succor to the local anti-vaccine movement, that movement's broader aims were frustrated: The government declared a state of emergency that fall, and soon the measles-vaccination rate had more than doubled.



As head of HHS, though, Kennedy would have direct control over the federal programs that do the sort of work that has been necessary in Samoa, and provide access to vaccines to those who need them most. For example, he'd oversee the agencies that pay for and administer Vaccines for Children, which distributes shots to children in every state. All the experts I spoke with warned that interference with this program could have serious consequences. Other potential actions, such as demanding further safety studies of vaccines and evidence reviews, could slow down decision making and delay the introduction of new vaccines.



Kennedy would also have a chance to influence the nation's vaccine requirements for children, as well as its safety-and-monitoring system, at the highest levels. He'd be in charge of selecting members for the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which makes recommendations on vaccines that are usually adopted by the states and result in standardized insurance coverage. He'd also oversee the head of the CDC, who in turn has the authority to overrule or amend individual ACIP recommendations.



Even if he's not inclined to squelch any determinations outright, Kennedy's goal of giving parents latitude might play out in other ways. Brewer, who is currently a voting member of ACIP (but emphasized that he was not speaking in that capacity), said that the committee can issue several different types of rulings, some of which roughly correspond to ACIP saying that Americans should rather than may get a certain vaccine. That distinction can be very consequential, Brewer said: Shots that are made "routine" by ACIP get prioritized in doctor's offices, for instance, while those that are subject to "shared clinical decision-making" may be held for patients who ask for them specifically. Shifting the country's vaccination program from a should to a may regime "would destroy uptake," Brewer told me.



Those would seem to be the stakes. The case study of vaccine-skeptical governance that we have in Florida may not look so dire--at least in the specifics. But Kennedy's ascendancy could be something more than that: He could steer the public-health establishment off the course that it's been on for many years, and getting back to where we are today could take more years still.
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A Ridiculous, Perfect Way to Make Friends

Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise.

by Mikala Jamison




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When I was teaching indoor cycling every week, an unexpected benefit of the gig was free ice cream. One of the class regulars had an ice-cream machine at home and sometimes brought samples for me to try, in flavors such as pumpkin and pistachio. I think he did this not only because he was a nice person but also because in class, I was the nicest version of myself: warm, welcoming, and encouraging to the point of profound corniness, despite my usual caustic tendencies.

I noticed this friendliness in others too. Two people who met in my class started dating. Strangers who became friends there went out for post-workout coffees. Two of the other class regulars invited me to go skiing with them. Many of the good friends I have at age 35 are people I met in exercise classes I attended regularly. These experiences have convinced me that group fitness classes are the best place to make friends as an adult--an idea supported by research that suggests that the glow of exercise's feel-good chemicals has interpersonal benefits.

Once, countless friendships were born in what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg called "third places": physical spaces that aren't a home or a workplace, don't charge (much) for entry, and exist in large part to foster conversation. Over the past several decades, though--and especially as a result of the pandemic--third places such as bars and cafes have begun playing a much smaller role in social life, depriving American adults of opportunities for chance encounters that can lead to friendships. Perhaps that's partly why Americans rank improving their relationships among their top New Year's resolutions.

Group fitness classes don't exactly fit the definition of a third place: They cost money, and the primary activities within them are sweating, grunting, and skipping a few reps when the instructor isn't looking. But they fulfill many conditions that social-psychology research has repeatedly shown to help forge meaningful connections between strangers: proximity (being in the same place), ritual (at the same time, over and over), accumulation (for many hours), and shared experiences or interests (because you do and like the same things).

From the December 2019 issue: I joined a stationary-biker gang

Sussing out shared interests can be horribly awkward when you meet someone new at work or even at a party. Group fitness classes make it a little easier, Stephanie Roth Goldberg, an athlete psychotherapist in New York, told me. "Automatically, when you walk into a fitness class, you likely are sharing the idea that 'We like to exercise,' or 'We like to do this particular kind of exercise,'" she said. "It breaks the ice differently than standing in a bar or at someone's house." Of course, breaking the ice still requires someone to say something, which, if you're sweaty and huffing, is frankly terrifying. Whether I'm an instructor or a classmate, one simple tactic has never failed me: I simply walk up to someone after class and say, "Hey, good job!"

Proximity, ritual, and accumulation all require a certain amount of time, which can be hard to come by in a country that requires and rewards long hours at work. But you're already making time for exercise class, and it provides those conditions; benefitting from them mostly requires acknowledging that you've already set yourself up for friendship. Danielle Friedman, a journalist and the author of Let's Get Physical, told me that breaking through what she calls the "social code of anonymity" is key to making friends. "If you've been going to the same class for a while and start seeing the same people, don't pretend like you've never interacted before," she said.

That kind of friendliness requires adopting the cliched feel-goodery inherent in many group fitness classes. In my spin classes, I'd cringe whenever I caught myself doling out motivational platitudes--mostly "We're all in this together!" because I needed the reminder too, as I tried to talk and spin at the same time. Inevitably, though, someone would "Woo!" in response and reenergize the whole room. I'd load up my playlists with high-tempo remixes of early-aughts Top 40 hits and catch people singing along. One of my favorite instructors in a class I attended regularly instituted "Fun Friday," when we'd warm up by doing silly little relay races or grade-school-style games; my blood ran cold the first time she told us to partner up for this cheesefest, but I had a blast. Everyone did.

In a world that prizes ironic detachment, embracing such earnest silliness can feel deeply uncomfortable. But--and you might as well get used to hearing this kind of phrase now, if you're going to start attending classes--you just have to push through. "When you're sweating, feeling a little out of control of your physical self, whooping and yelling, there's a vulnerability," Friedman said. "If you buy in, then you've shared something. There aren't that many contexts as adults where you have that opportunity to be vulnerable together."

Read: Why making friends in midlife is so hard

A room full of grown adults flailing, shouting, and running miles without ever going anywhere is a fundamentally ridiculous prospect. Ridiculous things, however, play a crucial role in connecting with others: They make us laugh. Studies show that laughing with others facilitates social connection by helping us feel that we have more in common. The "happy hormones" released during exercise--endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin--are also associated with bonding. In particular, exercising in sync with others promotes close relationships.

Even if you don't find your next best friend at Zumba, getting into a fitness habit of some kind might help you meet people and make friends in other spaces. "The more that people can step out of their comfort zone in one setting, the less intimidating it is to do in other settings," Goldberg said. Perhaps you'll even become the version of yourself who inspires people to bring you homemade ice cream. Win-win.
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The Problem With Boycotting Israel

Writers should build bridges instead of walls.

by Arash Azizi




When you hear that thousands of writers have signed a petition, you can already guess what they are calling for: What other than boycotting Israel could generate such enthusiasm among the literati?

A staggering 6,000 writers and publishing professionals have signed a letter to address "the most profound moral, political and cultural crisis of the 21st century." They are calling for a boycott of Israeli cultural institutions. The letter says that these institutions have played a crucial role in "normalizing ... injustices" and that cooperating with them harms Palestinians--the implication being that withholding cooperation will help Palestinians. Signatories include some of the best writers alive. If you like to read, chances are a favorite of yours is on here. Among the best-known are the novelists Percival Everett, Sally Rooney, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Annie Ernaux. Some of my own favorites include the Indian writer Arundhati Roy, the Canadian novelist Miriam Toews, and the British critic Owen Hatherley.

Read: The cowardice of open letters

Predictably, the letter has led to a backlash. Almost 1,000 writers issued a counter-letter. They include the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright David Mamet, the essayist Adam Gopnik, the historian Simon Sebag Montefiore, and the Nobel laureate Herta Muller. My favorite signatory on this one is another Nobel laureate, the fiery left-wing feminist Austrian Elfriede Jelinek, known for her 1983 masterpiece The Piano Teacher.

I am as horrified as anyone by Israel's brutal and criminal war in Gaza and its decades-long regime of occupation. As a writer, my primary solidarity is with the dozens of journalists killed in the conflict in the past year, the majority of whom were Palestinian. But I also have no doubt as to which side of this literary civil war I am on.

I've never joined a cultural boycott of any country--not Israel, not Russia, and not Iran, my own country of birth. The latter informs my outlook on the issue.

I grew up in one of the most culturally isolated countries on Earth. Our case was of course very different from Israel's. Iran's isolation was partly the doing of its own government, which banned foreign cultural products that violated its religious and political strictures--meaning most of them. Cinemas hardly ever showed newly released foreign films (rare exceptions included Michael Moore's Sicko and Frank Darabont's The Green Mile). The censors constrained what foreign literature Iranian publishers could translate and publish.

But our isolation also owed to the international sanctions on Iran that made any financial exchange with foreign entities into a potentially criminal affair. For example, we might have accessed banned foreign literature by ordering copies in original languages from abroad--except that this was not so easy in a country that had no credit cards, partly because international banks faced legal penalties for transacting with anybody inside it. When I was a teenager, my mom once helped me order a copy of Susan Sontag's Against Interpretation through Amazon, using a prepaid card we went to some trouble to obtain from Dubai. The ordering process was labyrinthine, and even then, the book took six months to arrive. (My Palestinian friends in the occupied West Bank tell me of similar travails, because their post is sometimes held by Israel for months.) In 2002, Iran's clandestine nuclear program was exposed, and the United States imposed a progression of sanctions that effectively blocked even this circuitous route. Today, many such simple exchanges between Iran and Western countries are close to impossible.

Some opponents of the Iranian regime abroad have reinforced Iran's isolation by equating cultural exchange with an unwanted "normalization" of the regime. They have protested the inclusion of Iranian films at festivals and the travel of Western cultural figures to Iran. I left Iran in 2008, but I have never supported such efforts, because I saw for myself how cultural isolation served Iran's oppressors. Many of us in Iranian society wanted nothing more than to find allies, counterparts, and inspiration abroad, and our regime wanted nothing less for us. Boycotting the country simply advanced the cause of our adversaries--namely, to cut the Iranian population off from influences that could bolster its courage and expand the reach of its solidarity.

That the Iranian people yearned for such contact was evident to those Western thinkers who did manage to visit. Jurgen Habermas, Immanuel Wallerstein, Michael Ignatieff, and Richard Rorty were among those who traveled to Iran and were treated like pop stars, filling meeting halls and taking part in enthusiastic exchanges with Iranians. Sadly these visits have dwindled in recent years, not just because of the regime's restrictions, but also because sanctions make any such exchange a tremendous hassle and a potential violation of U.S. law. (Foreign visitors also fear coming, because of the regime's grim track record of taking Western citizens hostage.) That Iranians can still enjoy a good deal of foreign literature in Persian translation owes entirely to the courage and persistence of Iranian publishers, many of whom have tangled with both the censors, who determine what is permissible, and the sanctions, which make dealings with publishers around the world difficult.

When I hear of boycotts on Israeli writers, I think of those Israeli writers who have been published in Persian translation regardless of these obstacles. I ask myself who would benefit if fewer Iranians could read Amos Oz's enchanting fairy tale, Suddenly in the Depths of the Forest, rendered in Persian by the Marxist poet Shahrouz Rashid. The book tells of two children in an unnamed village who decide, against the advice of their parents, to seek out a demon that has taken all the animals away. Some critics saw this story as an allusion to the Holocaust. I remember discussing it with friends in Tehran and finding within it our own meanings and references. We dreamed of meeting Oz, who died in 2018, and of sharing our interpretations with him. What good is served by severing such cross-cultural exchange?

Some supporters of boycotts will address these concerns by saying that their means are selective, that they punish only those writers or other artists who are linked, financially or ideologically, with states engaged in objectionable behavior, and that doing so has a track record of success in changing state behavior. But the question of which artists to tar as complicit with their governments' policies is not a simple one, and boycotts are a blunt instrument at best.

For instance, the writers' petition explicitly calls for sanctioning only those Israeli cultural institutions that are "complicit in violating Palestinian rights" or "have never publicly recognized the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people." Any Israeli cultural institution that has had to rely on state funding, in any form or at any point, could conceivably fall afoul of this criterion. Perhaps this explains why LitHub, the outlet that first published the letter, has done away with niceties and simply headlined it as a "pledge to boycott Israeli cultural institutions," as have most other outlets.

Read: When writers silence writers

Since it was founded in 2005, the Palestinian-led movement for boycotts, sanctions, and divestment (BDS) against Israel has shown that it likes to paint with a broad brush, censuring organizations that promote contact between Palestinians and Israelis on the grounds that they "normalize" Israel: In the past, BDS has boycotted the Arab-Jewish orchestra started by the Palestinian scholar Edward Said; one of its most recent targets was Standing Together, a courageous group of anti-war Israeli citizens, both Jewish and Palestinian, whose leaders and members have faced arrest in their long fight against Israel's occupation. A similar zeal seems to animate those who have promoted a boycott of Russian culture following Moscow's invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Many of those who advocate cultural sanctions point to South Africa as the shining example of boycott success. As is often the case with politicized appeals to history, the purpose here is to draw a strong moral injunction: Who could possibly stand on the side of the apartheid regime, which was triumphantly brought down in the 1990s and replaced by a multiracial democracy? But the history of the boycott movement against South Africa is more complicated than those analogizing it commonly acknowledge.

Started in 1959 following a call by the African National Congress, the movement encompassed pledges not to work with South African universities or publishers and not to perform in South African venues. Several major U.S. publishers refused to provide books to South African libraries. The boycott's proponents included not only fiery left-wingers but liberal doyens, such as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin and the American Library Association (ALA), which refused to work with any publisher that traded with South Africa. In 1980, the United Nations General Assembly voted to back the boycott and asked member states to "prevent all cultural, academic, sports, and other exchanges with the racist regime of South Africa." When apartheid finally collapsed in the 1990s, Nelson Mandela proudly proclaimed the return of his country to the international community.

But for all that they may have achieved, the boycotts were far from uncontroversial, even among opponents of apartheid. Many South African trade unions and social movements were in favor of them, but the Congress of South African Trade Unions, the main workers' organization that helped bring down the regime, was concerned that divestment could lead to the loss of jobs and pensions. Parts of that group embraced selective boycotts instead of a blanket ban.

Sanctions were even more contested in the art world. In 1975, Khabi Mngoma, the legendary principal of Johannesburg's African Music and Drama Association (AMDA), which had produced stars such as Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela, visited New York to campaign against the boycott movement. "We feel isolated inside South Africa," he told The New York Times, "and we also feel isolated by the outside world."

Mngoma was especially incensed that Black Americans were boycotting his country. "The students in our school, for example, would gain tremendously simply by being exposed in seminars and other classes to the expertise of black American artists," he said. "By staying away, blacks here do us a great disservice." But the zealots of the boycott movement didn't listen to the likes of Mngoma. In 1972, Muhammad Ali was scheduled to compete in South Africa, but a vociferous campaign dissuaded him from doing so.

Mngoma believed that engagement could be more constructive than sanction. On an earlier trip to New York, in 1968, he met with theater personalities and tried to persuade them to perform in South Africa instead of boycotting; they could tax white audiences and channel the money to Black theater. That strategy had some successes. The Broadway musicals Cabaret and Fiddler on the Roof were performed in South Africa and contributed tens of thousands of dollars in royalties to AMDA. Later, the American playwright Arthur Miller agreed to stage his plays in South Africa, but only for desegregated audiences. The singer Paul Simon recorded his Graceland album in South Africa in 1986, insisting on the importance of working with Black artists in the country. A year later, he headlined an enormous anti-apartheid concert in Zimbabwe with Makeba and Masekela. That same year, boycott proponents picketed his concert in London's Royal Albert Hall and denounced him.

Just how important a role the boycotts played in ending apartheid is disputed. Mattie C. Webb, a lecturer and postdoctoral researcher at Yale, tells me they were significant, "but they were only one factor in a broader movement that also included internal social movements against apartheid. The sanctions themselves were limited, and frankly came rather late in the broader struggle against apartheid." Lior Sternfeld, an Israeli American historian of Iran at Penn State, put a finer point on this, telling me: "I have tried in vain to find any empirical evidence that the boycott movement helped topple the South African regime."

Sternfeld has taken an interest in the question because of his work involving Israel and Iran. He is a critic of Israeli policy--both the occupation and the conduct of the war in Gaza--and he makes no brief for Israeli universities, which he says have tried "to get cozy with the government." He does favor some sanctions--for example, kicking Israel out of the FIFA World Cup and other sporting events, as has been done to Russia. But he believes that cultural boycotts will primarily hurt Israeli intellectuals, who are already demonized by their government.

"I have always believed that activism is about engagement, whereas BDS is articulated as a call for disengagement," he told me. "I oppose the boycotts because it is important to have some sort of a bridge to Israeli intelligentsia."

Sternfeld's position, like mine, is informed by observing the results of sanctions against Iran. He points specifically to How Sanctions Work: Iran and the Impact of Economic Warfare, a book published earlier this year by four Iranian American scholars, which argues that isolation has had adverse effects on Iran's political culture and has counterproductively strengthened the regime's repressive apparatus. The Iranian scholar Esfandyar Batmanghelidj, an outspoken opponent of the sanctions on Iran, has raised questions about boycotting Israel for similar reasons, to the ire of some on the left.

Lately Iran and Israel have found themselves ever more dangerously at odds, and the lack of people-to-people contact between the two countries doesn't help. That's one reason Sternfeld accepted a surprising overture in September: The Iranian mission to the United Nations invited him to attend an interfaith meeting with President Masoud Pezeshkian on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in New York. This encounter made Pezeshkian the first post-revolutionary Iranian president to knowingly and openly meet with an Israeli citizen. Iranian hard-liners attacked him for it relentlessly. As for Sternfeld, some critics of the Iranian regime in the United States denounced him for taking the meeting, even as hard-liners in Tehran called him a Zionist infiltrator.

Iran bans its citizens from visiting Israel, but numerous Iranian writers and artists in exile have traveled to the country anyway in recent years. Their visits have helped show Israelis, used to hearing of the "Iranian threat" from their government, a more human side of the country.

The filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf was a guest of honor at the Jerusalem Film Festival in 2013. Makhmalbaf was once an Islamist revolutionary; he spent four and a half years in prison before the 1979 revolution. But he went through a remarkable metamorphosis in the 1990s, becoming an anti-regime dissident and winding up in exile in Paris.

"I am one of the ambassadors for Iranian art to Israel, and my message was of peace and friendship," he told The Guardian of his trip at the time. "When I flew to Israel last week, I felt like a man flying to another planet, like a man flying to the moon." Makhmalbaf criticized the logic of boycotters, saying, "If I make a film in Iran, and you come to my country to watch it, does it mean you confirm dictatorship in Iran and you have no respect for political prisoners in Iran?" he asked rhetorically of his critics. "If you go to the US, does it mean you confirm their attack on Afghanistan and Iraq?"

Orly Cohen, a Tehran-born scholar who has lived in Israel most of her life, has helped organize the trips of several Iranian artists to the country. Now a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Haifa, she has also translated the work of Iranian poets into Hebrew.

"In the Israeli news, all Israelis hear of Iran is war," she told me by phone. "They don't know about Iran's culture and how much beautiful art is made in the country today."

Read: Iranian dissidents don't want war with Israel-but they can't stop it

Cohen translated a book of poems by Mehdi Mousavi, known in Iran as the "father of postmodern poetry," and facilitated his visit to Israel last year for its publication. He was the subject of a cover story in Haaretz, and he struck up a relationship with a well-known Iraqi-born poet, Ronny Someck. "He was seen as a bridge of friendship," Cohen told me. "For the first time," she said of Mousavi's Israeli audience, "they saw Iran through Iranian, not Israeli, eyes."

Cohen also helped organize an exhibition about Iranian feminist movements at Jerusalem's Museum of Islamic Art. Israeli feminists took an interest, but what surprised Cohen more was the feedback from religious Jews, some of whom were inspired by the example of Iranian women standing up to religious repression.

Boycotts preclude such experiences and connections. In the years since 2005, when the Palestinian movement adopted BDS, the tenuous links that once allowed Israeli and Palestinian scholars and artists to be in contact have been cut one after another. Israeli peace activists used to travel frequently to the West Bank and speak at events there. But in 2014, Amira Hass, Haaretz's correspondent in Ramallah and a vociferous critic of the Israeli occupation, was kicked out of an event at Bir Zeit University by two professors.

Some boycotters do seem concerned about punishing people like Hass, hence the guidelines that carve out ostensible exceptions for those who are critical of the policies of the boycotted state. But I don't see how any freedom-loving writer can embrace such a position. What distinguishes us from authoritarians and censors if we impose ideological litmus tests to decide which writers can present their work at festivals--if we ask them to declare their opposition to a political regime before they are allowed to speak?

This world is full of walls that divide peoples, and of regimes that impose ideological purity tests on writers. If writers are to use our collective powers, it should not be to add to them.
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Apple Lost the Plot on Texting

A new feature uses AI to summarize push notifications. It sounds great until you actually try it.

by Lila Shroff




For a brief moment earlier this month, I thought an old acquaintance had passed away. I was still groggy one morning when I checked my phone to find a notification delivering the news. "Obituary shared," the message bluntly said, followed by his name. But when I opened my phone, I learned that he was very much still alive. Apple's latest software update was to blame: A new feature that uses AI to summarize iPhone notifications had distorted the original text message. It wasn't my acquaintance who had died, but a relative of his. That's whose obituary I had received.



These notification summaries are perhaps the most visible part of Apple Intelligence, the company's long-awaited suite of AI features, which officially began to roll out last month. (It's compatible with only certain devices.) We are living in push-notification hell, and Apple Intelligence promises to collapse the incessant stream of notifications into pithy recaps. Instead of setting your iPhone aside while you shower and returning to nine texts, four emails, and two calendar alerts, you can now return to a few brief Apple Intelligence summaries.



The trouble is that Apple Intelligence doesn't seem to be very ... intelligent. Ominous summaries of people's Ring-doorbell alerts have gone viral: "Multiple people at your Front Yard," the feature notified one user. "Package is 8 stops away, delivered, and will be delivered tomorrow," an Amazon alert confusingly explained. And sliding into someone's DMs hits different when Instagram notifications are summarized as "Multiple likes and flirtatious comments." But Apple Intelligence appears to especially struggle with text messages. Sometimes the text summaries are alarmingly inaccurate, as with the false obituary I received. But even when they are technically right, the AI summaries still feel wrong. "Expresses love and encouragement," one AI notification I recently received crudely announced, compressing a thoughtfully written paragraph from a loved one. What's the point of a notification like that? Texting--whether on iMessage, WhatsApp, or Signal--is a deeply intimate medium, infused with personality and character. By strip-mining messages into bland, lifeless summaries, Apple seems to be misunderstanding what makes texting so special in the first place.



Perhaps it was inevitable that AI summaries would come for push notifications. Summarization is AI's killer feature and tech companies seem intent on applying it to just about everything. The list of things that AI is summarizing might require a summary of its own: emails and Zoom calls and Facebook comments and YouTube videos and Amazon reviews and podcasts and books and medical records and full seasons of TV shows. In many cases, this summarization is helpful--for instance, in streamlining meeting notes.



But where is the line? Concision, when applied to already concise texts, sucks away what little context there was to begin with. In some cases, the end result is harmful. The technology seems to have something of a death problem. Across multiple cases, the feature appears bewilderingly eager to falsely suggest that people are dead. In one case, a user reported that a text from his mother reading "That hike almost killed me!" had been turned into "Attempted suicide, but recovered."



But mostly, AI summaries lead to silly outcomes. "Inflatable costumes and animatronic zombies overwhelming; will address questions later," read the AI summary of a colleague's message on Halloween. Texts rich with emotional content read like a lazy therapist's patient files. "Expressing sadness and worry," one recent summary said. "Upset about something," declared another. AI is unsurprisingly awful with breakup texts ("No longer in relationship; wants belongings from the apartment"). When it comes to punctuation, the summaries read like they were written by a high schooler who just discovered semicolons and now overzealously inserts; them; literally; everywhere. Even Apple admits that the language used in notification summaries can be clinical.



The technology is at its absolute worst when it tries to summarize group chats. It's one thing to condense three or four messages from a single friend; it's another to reduce an extended series of texts from multiple people into a one-sentence notification. "Rude comments exchanged," read the summary of one user's family group chat. When my friends and I were planning a dinner earlier this month, my phone collapsed a series of messages coordinating our meal into "Takeout, ramen, at 6:30pm preferred." Informative, I guess, but the typical back-and-forth of where to eat (one friend had suggested sushi) and timing (the other was aiming for an early night) was erased.



Beyond the content, much of the delight of text messaging comes from the distinctiveness of the individual voices of the people we are talking to. Some ppl txt like dis. others text in all lowercase and no punctuation. There are lol friends and LOL friends. My dad is infamous for sending essay-length messages. When I text a friend who lives across the country asking about her recent date, I am not looking purely for informational content ("Night considered good," as Apple might summarize); rather, I want to hear the date described in her voice ("Was amaze so fun we had lovely time"). As the MIT professor Sherry Turkle has written, "When we are in human conversation, we often care less about the information an utterance transfers than its tone and emotional intent." When texts are fed through the AI-summarization machine, each distinct voice is bludgeoned into monotony.



For a company that prides itself on perfection, the failures of Apple's notification summaries feel distinctly un-Apple. Since ChatGPT's release, as technology companies have raced to position themselves as players in the AI arms race, the company has remained notably quiet. It's hard not to wonder if Apple, after falling behind, is now playing catch-up. Still, the notification summaries will likely improve. For now, users have to opt in to the AI-summary feature (it's still in beta), and Apple has said that it will continue to polish the notifications based on user feedback. The feature is already spreading. Samsung is reportedly working on integrating similar notification summaries for its Galaxy phones.



With the social internet in crisis, text messages--and especially group chats--have filled a crucial void. In a sense, texting is the purest form of a social network, a rare oasis of genuine online connection. Unlike platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, where algorithmic feeds warp how we communicate, basic messaging apps offer a more unfiltered way to hang out digitally. But with the introduction of notification summaries that strive to optimize our messages for maximum efficiency, the walls are slowly crumbling. Soon, the algorithmic takeover may be complete.
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What Going 'Wild on Health' Looks Like

The potential consequences of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s most troubling ideas

by Olga Khazan




Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the bear-fondling, gravel-voiced Camelot scion, is President-Elect Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where presumably he will "go wild on health," to quote Trump. His nomination has raised concerns among public-health experts because many of Kennedy's views on health are, well, wild.

To be sure, among Kennedy's battier ideas are a few reasonable ones, such as reducing obesity and cracking down on direct-to-consumer drug commercials and conflicts of interest among researchers. But these are eclipsed by some troubling ones, such as the ideas that common cooking oils are poisonous, that fluoride doesn't belong in tap water, and that childhood vaccines are questionable.

What if Kennedy did, in fact, go wild on health, get his way, and remake America in his own image? If his worst ideas come to pass, experts tell me, heart attacks might increase, dental infections might spike, and children might needlessly die of completely preventable diseases.

Read: RFK Jr. collects his reward

Even if he is confirmed as health secretary, Kennedy's influence on some of these domains might be limited. Most public-health measures--including water fluoridation and vaccines--are a matter for states and localities, not the federal government. (This is why different states had such different COVID-19 responses.) But even so, a Secretary Kennedy would have a prominent perch from which to espouse his ideas, and his position would give him a veneer of credibility that he has not earned. Right-leaning states and judges might listen, and adapt local policies to suit his worldview. At the very least, parents who support Trump and Kennedy might take the administration's views into account when making decisions for their families.

Let's begin with seed oils, which keep popping up in Kennedy's speeches and media clips. (He even mentioned them while suspending his presidential bid.) Kennedy has called seed oils, which include common cooking oils such as canola oil and sunflower oil, "one of the most unhealthy ingredients that we have in foods," and says Americans are being "unknowingly poisoned" by them.

Kennedy believes that seed oils cause "body-wide inflammation" and disease. But this isn't true, Christopher Gardner, a nutrition scientist at Stanford, told me. In fact, replacing foods high in saturated fat, such as butter, with those high in unsaturated fat, such as canola oil, has been proven again and again to lower cholesterol levels and reduce the risk of heart disease. To the extent that seed oils are bad, Gardner said, it's because they often show up in highly processed junk and fast food.

And Kennedy's solution to this supposed health crisis--to replace seed oils with beef tallow--is troubling. (Several of his seed-oil clips end with a promo of red Kennedy swag that reads MAKE FRYING OIL TALLOW AGAIN.) Whatever you do with seed oil, "don't replace it with beef tallow," Gardner said. "That's friggin' nuts." Replacing all the oil you eat with beef fat can cause cholesterol to pile into plaques in your arteries, impeding the flow of blood. "That's how you get a heart attack," Gardner said.

Kennedy has also said he wants to remove fluoride from tap water, claiming that the compound is an "industrial waste associated with arthritis, bone fractures, bone cancer, IQ loss, neurodevelopmental disorders, and thyroid disease."

There is some risk associated with excessive fluoride intake: Consuming fluoride above a level of 1.5 milligrams a liter--about twice the level that's in most fluoridated tap water--has been linked to lowered IQ in children. Fluoridated water can also cause light stains on teeth, which affect about 12 percent of people in the United States.

But researchers say these risks are generally worth it because the consequences of removing fluoride from the water are much worse. Fluoride helps strengthen tooth enamel, and it also fights off the acid that attacks our teeth any time we eat carbohydrates. If the teeth lose this battle, decay can set in--and if the decay goes untreated, it can cause excruciating pain and, in extreme cases, pus-filled abscesses. "There will certainly be an increase in dental decay if fluoride is removed from the drinking water," Gary Slade, a dentistry professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Slade found in a study that fluoride in drinking water reduces decay by 30 percent in baby teeth and 12 percent in permanent teeth.

Some cities and countries have removed fluoride from the water, and kids' dental health suffered as a result. After Israel ceased water fluoridation in 2014, dental treatments in a clinic in Tel Aviv increased twofold across all ages. In Canada, after Calgary ceased water fluoridation in 2011, second graders there experienced more cavities than those in Edmonton, where water was still fluoridated. After Juneau, Alaska, ceased water fluoridation in 2007, children younger than 6 underwent more cavity-related dental procedures--at a cost of about $300 more a year per child. Some cities have even reintroduced fluoride into the water supply after noticing an uptick in tooth decay among children.

Kennedy is perhaps most infamous for his skepticism of vaccines, and this is also likely the issue where his views are most consequential and worrisome. Although Kennedy sometimes shies away from calling himself anti-vaccine, he is the founder of the anti-vaccine group Children's Health Defense and once wrote a (now-retracted) magazine story on the (false) link between vaccines and autism. He's called vaccines "a holocaust" and has claimed that "there's no vaccine that is safe and effective." A co-chair of the Trump-Vance transition team has said that Kennedy would be given access to federal health data in order to assess the safety of vaccines.

Though school vaccine requirements are determined by states, a prominent national-health figure casting doubt on vaccines' safety can influence both state policy and individual parents' decisions to vaccinate. If vaccination rates do drop, among the diseases that health experts worry will return is measles, the most contagious of the vaccine-preventable diseases.

A person infected with measles is most contagious right before they develop symptoms. They can infect others simply by sharing their air space; tiny droplets infected with measles can hang in the air for two hours "like a ghost," Paul Offit, the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me.

Kids with measles are sick and miserable. They're photophobic--afraid of the light--and may struggle to breathe. Before the measles vaccine came along in 1963, 48,000 people were hospitalized with measles each year in America, many with pneumonia or inflammation of the brain. Five hundred of them died each year. When Samoa suffered a measles outbreak in 2019, 83 people died, out of a population of just 200,000.

Measles can also weaken the immune system, Matthew Ferrari, a biology professor at Penn State, told me. For two to three years after contracting measles, you're likely to be hit harder by flu and other viruses. In rare cases, measles can cause a chronic form of brain inflammation that leads to a gradual loss of mental faculties and motor skills, and eventually, death.

John Hendrickson: The first MAGA Democrat

Measles is such a menace, in fact, that giving people "a choice" about whether to vaccinate their kids, as Kennedy often suggests, is not sufficient. People who have received two doses of the MMR vaccine are 97 percent protected against measles. But about 9 million people, including kids who are undergoing chemotherapy or who are on some kinds of immunosuppressants, can't get vaccinated. These individuals rely on herd immunity from other vaccinated people, and when more than 5 percent of people choose not to be vaccinated, herd immunity suffers.

"Is it your right to catch and transmit a potentially fatal infection? No, it's not," Offit said. "You are part of this society, and you have to recognize that what you do affects other people." Offit told me he's already talked with pediatricians who say parents are hesitant to get their children vaccinated because of what they've heard Kennedy say.

Of course, there is a way to prevent Kennedy from having this much influence over public health: The Senate could reject his nomination. But that would require Republicans to stand up to Trump, which is a wild idea in itself.
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Your Armpits Are Trying to Tell You Something

The best time to apply antiperspirant is right before bed. Seriously.

by Yasmin Tayag




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.


The last time I sweated through my shirt, I vowed that it would never happen again. Sweat shame had dogged me for too many years. No longer would armpit puddles dictate the color of my blouse. Never again would I twist underneath a hand dryer to dry my damp underarms. It was time to try clinical-strength antiperspirant.



The one I bought looked like any old antiperspirant, a solid white cream encased in a plastic applicator. But its instructions seemed unusual: "For best results, apply every night before bed and again in the morning."



Every night?



I swiped it across my armpits before bed, and to my surprise, they were dry all the next day. I kept poking them in disbelief--deserts. But I would later discover that there isn't anything particularly special about this product. Nighttime application improves the effects of any traditional antiperspirant, including those combined with deodorant (the former blocks sweat while the latter masks smell). Research has shown this for at least 20 years; none of the experts I spoke with disagreed. Yet many of us swipe our armpits in the morning before we head out for the day. Somehow, Americans are trapped in a perspiration delusion.



Putting on antiperspirant in the evening feels roughly akin to styling your hair right before bed. Both are acts of personal maintenance that people take not only for their own well-being but also in anticipation of interactions with others. This idea is reinforced by ads for antiperspirants, which tend to feature half-dressed actors getting ready in bathrooms or changing rooms; see, for example, the Old Spice guy. These ads also tend to mention how long their products work--24 hours, 36 hours--implying that their effectiveness starts to fade once they are applied. In a recent Secret commercial, a woman rolls on antiperspirant in a daylit bathroom, then scrambles to make her bus, relieved that she is prepared for such sweaty moments for the next 72 hours.



What these ads don't say is that these products need the right conditions to work effectively. Antiperspirant isn't a film on the surface of the armpit that stops moisture from leaking through, like a tarp over wet grass. Instead, it functions like a bunch of microscopic champagne corks, temporarily sealing sweat glands from spraying their contents. The active ingredient in most antiperspirants is some form of aluminum salt, compounds that combine with moisture on the skin to form "gel plugs" that dam up the sweat glands. These gel plugs prevent not only wetness but also odors, because bacteria responsible for foul smells thrive best in moist (and hairy) conditions, according to Dee Anna Glaser, a dermatologist and board member of the International Hyperhidrosis Society, a group that advocates for patients with excessive sweatiness.



Gel plugs are finicky. They need a little bit of sweat in order to form--but not too much. Antiperspirant applied in the morning isn't ideal, because people sweat more during waking hours, when they're active. If the armpits are too sweaty in the hours after application, the product gets washed away before it can form the plugs. The body is cooler and calmer during sleep. For gel plugs to form, "baseline sweating is optimal at nighttime before bed," Glaser told me. Nighttime application has been shown to increase the sweat-reduction ability of normal antiperspirant from 56 percent to 73 percent.



But wait, I can already hear you thinking, what happens if I shower in the morning? Here's the thing: Antiperspirant lasts through a shower. "The plugs won't wash away much," even though the residue and scent probably will, Mike Thomas, a former scientist with Procter & Gamble and an advocate for the International Hyperhidrosis Society, told me. After 24 hours or more, the plug naturally dissolves. Reapplying antiperspirant during the day can be beneficial, Shoshana Marmon, a dermatology professor at New York Medical College, told me. Still, it works best if applied to dry armpits that, ideally, stay dry enough for the plugs to form. For most people, Marmon added, putting it on "clean, dry skin at night" provides enough protection to last through the next day.



Again, none of this information is new or hard to find. One of the earliest studies demonstrating the value of nighttime application was published in 2004; it showed that applying antiperspirant in the evening, or twice daily, was significantly more effective than morning-only use. Indeed, the stance of the American Academy of Dermatology is that it's best to put antiperspirant on at night. Media outlets have covered this guidance since at least 2009.



For the perpetually sweaty, discovering this guidance only now, after decades of embarrassing photos and ruined shirts, might spark belief in a grand conspiracy: They don't want you to know the truth about armpit sweat. Indeed, it isn't mentioned on the labels of most regular-strength antiperspirants. The reasons for this are more banal than nefarious. Most people don't sweat excessively, so applying antiperspirant the usual way is sufficient. "Manufacturers may keep instructions simple to fit general habits, so the idea of using antiperspirant at night doesn't always make it into mainstream awareness," Danilo C. Del Campo, a dermatologist at Chicago Skin Clinic, told me. The difference between antiperspirant and deodorant still eludes many people and, in fact, may bolster the insistence on morning application. Deodorant is essentially perfume and has no impact on sweat production. It's "best applied when odor control is most needed, typically in the mornings," Marmon said.



When I asked brand representatives why so many antiperspirants don't mention nighttime use in the directions, they pointed to the potential for confusion. "It's a bit counterintuitive for people to use antiperspirant at night, because most people think of applying it as part of their morning routine," Maiysha Jones, a principal scientist at P&G North America Personal Care, which owns brands such as Secret and Old Spice, told me. But, she added, it is indeed best to use it at night. "Antiperspirants are commonly assumed to be a morning-only product and applied during the morning routine," Megan Smith, a principal scientist at Degree Deodorant, told me.



In other words, people are used to applying antiperspirant in the morning because companies don't tell them about the nighttime hack ... but companies don't tell them because people are used to putting it on in the morning. Omitting helpful instructions just because they might be confusing isn't doing America's perspirers any favors. Anyone who's ever experienced an overly moist underarm can surely be coaxed into shifting armpit maintenance back a measly eight hours. People go to far greater lengths to self-optimize, whether it's teens adopting multistep skin-care routines, or wellness bros taking dozens of supplements.



The science is well established, and the guidance is clear. But the ranks of nighttime swipers may not increase immediately. Routines have to be reset, assumptions picked apart. Some evenings, I find it exhilarating to buck the orthodoxy of personal hygiene. Other nights, it gives me pause. Applicator hovers over armpit, brain stumbles on belief. Will this really last past the sunrise, through a shower, beyond the hustle of the day? Even after learning about the science, "some people just don't believe," Thomas said. All there is to do is try. In go the corks, out go the lights.
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I Used to Have Friends. Then They Had Kids.

How do I rebuild my broken social life?

by 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,

I'm in a strange situation of seeming basically like an extrovert but feeling quite lonely. I organize things with my smallish group of close friends, but as more of them have kids, those get-togethers are so frenetic and kid-focused that we rarely have real conversations anymore. I feel like I know them, and they know me, much less than we used to--and that gap breaks my heart.
 
 So I've been trying to branch out more. I organize get-togethers at work, start up conversations, invite groups to hang out--but I rarely have a lot of effort directed back toward me socially. I occasionally fall into these deep, blue moods, where I genuinely feel like if I could agree to, say, a magical pact wherein I could have one of my legs amputated in exchange for never feeling like I needed socialization again, I would eagerly agree. It's so tiring: I can't stop wanting to have friends, and yet, honestly, friendship has mostly been a disappointing pain for the past couple of years.
 
 And last--despite all of this--I have a few glimmers of hope: kind new acquaintances who invite me to something, or follow up, or actively participate in trying to reschedule. And now I'm at a strange point of having been friendship-burned enough that these new opportunities actually make me feel very anxious and vulnerable. I just feel like I'm getting back on the terrible merry-go-round of hope and disappointment related to friendship. How do I develop a healthier relationship to this cycle?



Dear Reader, 

I want you to hang on to your leg, both your legs, and hang on to hope. Friendship, like everything else, comes in waves. And as each fresh wave of everythingness arrives, happy and sad, entropic and creative, interested in you and purely unconcerned, rushing in and then receding, what it leaves you with is mysteriously related to how you handled the wave before. Did you meet it with a bit of symmetry and poise, a touch of private mettle, or did you just get bowled over and churned like a lump in the wave-chambers?

What I'm saying is: Hold your ground. Right now you feel alone. But a person who can handle their own solitude, who can carry their own weight, who isn't loudly and sprawlingly involved in everybody else's business, texting and weeping and crashing around, is fascinating. And, eventually, magnetic. This solitude is not forever.

The kids/no-kids divide is very real. Parents have to talk with other parents, in parent language, and nonparents are left twiddling their thumbs (to put it no more strongly than that). But try to forgive your friends with kids. As idiotically preoccupied as they have become, as passionately oblivious to the nonkid world as they appear to be, they need you badly. They might be feeling lonely themselves. What are friends for? For reassuring us that we exist; for finding us interesting when we're boring; for holding on to the better parts of us even as we slide like renegade meatballs into the worse parts. Your friends with kids--some of them, anyway--will come back. Courage!

Serenely underwater,

James



Dear James,

I am 75, and when I was in college, I read Erik Erikson and thought, I will be satisfied at the end of my life. But instead, I look back with regret and see only my mistakes. I'm suffering from heartache, and though I tried to be a loving person throughout my life, I must have been selfish, as my daughter recently screamed at me just before she cut me out of her life--she doesn't like that I drink wine and occasionally have too much. My son lives with me, but he suffers from anxiety and can't go anywhere. I'm trapped at home (my husband died 18 months ago) and feeling very sad. Is there anything I can do?



Dear Reader,

I wrote a poem, in the hope that it might cheer you up:

When the misery comes,
 up the rungs of your lungs
 and clambering into your brain,
 all the rue and regret,
 and the fever and fret
 and the feelings you cannot explain--
 make yourself a nice sandwich.
 Despondency, banish.
 Move in the direction of health.
 Put on some clean clothes.
 Stick your nose in a rose.
 It's not going to smell itself.

Wishing you a string of good moments,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Business-School Scandal That Just Keeps Getting Bigger

The rot runs deeper than almost anyone has guessed.

by Daniel Engber




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


For anyone who teaches at a business school, the blog post was bad news. For Juliana Schroeder, it was catastrophic. She saw the allegations when they first went up, on a Saturday in early summer 2023. Schroeder teaches management and psychology at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business. One of her colleagues--a star professor at Harvard Business School named Francesca Gino--had just been accused of academic fraud. The authors of the blog post, a small team of business-school researchers, had found discrepancies in four of Gino's published papers, and they suggested that the scandal was much larger. "We believe that many more Gino-authored papers contain fake data," the blog post said. "Perhaps dozens."

The story was soon picked up by the mainstream press. Reporters reveled in the irony that Gino, who had made her name as an expert on the psychology of breaking rules, may herself have broken them. ("Harvard Scholar Who Studies Honesty Is Accused of Fabricating Findings," a New York Times headline read.) Harvard Business School had quietly placed Gino on administrative leave just before the blog post appeared. The school had conducted its own investigation; its nearly 1,300-page internal report, which was made public only in the course of related legal proceedings, concluded that Gino "committed research misconduct intentionally, knowingly, or recklessly" in the four papers. (Gino has steadfastly denied any wrongdoing.)

Schroeder's interest in the scandal was more personal. Gino was one of her most consistent and important research partners. Their names appear together on seven peer-reviewed articles, as well as 26 conference talks. If Gino were indeed a serial cheat, then all of that shared work--and a large swath of Schroeder's CV--was now at risk. When a senior academic is accused of fraud, the reputations of her honest, less established colleagues may get dragged down too. "Just think how horrible it is," Katy Milkman, another of Gino's research partners and a tenured professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. "It could ruin your life."


Juliana Schroeder (LinkedIn)
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To head that off, Schroeder began her own audit of all the research papers that she'd ever done with Gino, seeking out raw data from each experiment and attempting to rerun the analyses. As that summer progressed, her efforts grew more ambitious. With the help of several colleagues, Schroeder pursued a plan to verify not just her own work with Gino, but a major portion of Gino's scientific resume. The group started reaching out to every other researcher who had put their name on one of Gino's 138 co-authored studies. The Many Co-Authors Project, as the self-audit would be called, aimed to flag any additional work that might be tainted by allegations of misconduct and, more important, to absolve the rest--and Gino's colleagues, by extension--of the wariness that now afflicted the entire field.

That field was not tucked away in some sleepy corner of academia, but was instead a highly influential one devoted to the science of success. Perhaps you've heard that procrastination makes you more creative, or that you're better off having fewer choices, or that you can buy happiness by giving things away. All of that is research done by Schroeder's peers--business-school professors who apply the methods of behavioral research to such subjects as marketing, management, and decision making. In viral TED Talks and airport best sellers, on morning shows and late-night television, these business-school psychologists hold tremendous sway. They also have a presence in this magazine and many others: Nearly every business academic who is named in this story has been either quoted or cited by The Atlantic on multiple occasions. A few, including Gino, have written articles for The Atlantic themselves.


Francesca Gino (LinkedIn)
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Business-school psychologists are scholars, but they aren't shooting for a Nobel Prize. Their research doesn't typically aim to solve a social problem; it won't be curing anyone's disease. It doesn't even seem to have much influence on business practices, and it certainly hasn't shaped the nation's commerce. Still, its flashy findings come with clear rewards: consulting gigs and speakers' fees, not to mention lavish academic incomes. Starting salaries at business schools can be $240,000 a year--double what they are at campus psychology departments, academics told me.

The research scandal that has engulfed this field goes far beyond the replication crisis that has plagued psychology and other disciplines in recent years. Long-standing flaws in how scientific work is done--including insufficient sample sizes and the sloppy application of statistics--have left large segments of the research literature in doubt. Many avenues of study once deemed promising turned out to be dead ends. But it's one thing to understand that scientists have been cutting corners. It's quite another to suspect that they've been creating their results from scratch.

Read: Psychology's replication crisis has a silver lining

Schroeder has long been interested in trust. She's given lectures on "building trust-based relationships"; she's run experiments measuring trust in colleagues. Now she was working to rebuild the sense of trust within her field. A lot of scholars were involved in the Many Co-Authors Project, but Schroeder's dedication was singular. In October 2023, a former graduate student who had helped tip off the team of bloggers to Gino's possible fraud wrote her own "post mortem" on the case. It paints Schroeder as exceptional among her peers: a professor who "sent a clear signal to the scientific community that she is taking this scandal seriously." Several others echoed this assessment, saying that ever since the news broke, Schroeder has been relentless--heroic, even--in her efforts to correct the record.

But if Schroeder planned to extinguish any doubts that remained, she may have aimed too high. More than a year since all of this began, the evidence of fraud has only multiplied. The rot in business schools runs much deeper than almost anyone had guessed, and the blame is unnervingly widespread. In the end, even Schroeder would become a suspect.

Gino was accused of faking numbers in four published papers. Just days into her digging, Schroeder uncovered another paper that appeared to be affected--and it was one that she herself had helped write.

The work, titled "Don't Stop Believing: Rituals Improve Performance by Decreasing Anxiety," was published in 2016, with Schroeder's name listed second out of seven authors. Gino's name was fourth. (The first few names on an academic paper are typically arranged in order of their contributions to the finished work.) The research it described was pretty standard for the field: a set of clever studies demonstrating the value of a life hack--one simple trick to nail your next presentation. The authors had tested the idea that simply following a routine--even one as arbitrary as drawing something on a piece of paper, sprinkling salt over it, and crumpling it up--could help calm a person's nerves. "Although some may dismiss rituals as irrational," the authors wrote, "those who enact rituals may well outperform the skeptics who forgo them."

In truth, the skeptics have never had much purchase in business-school psychology. For the better part of a decade, this finding had been garnering citations--about 200, per Google Scholar. But when Schroeder looked more closely at the work, she realized it was questionable. In October 2023, she sketched out some of her concerns on the Many Co-Authors Project website.

The paper's first two key experiments, marked in the text as Studies 1a and 1b, looked at how the salt-and-paper ritual might help students sing a karaoke version of Journey's "Don't Stop Believin' " in a lab setting. According to the paper, Study 1a found that people who did the ritual before they sang reported feeling much less anxious than people who did not; Study 1b confirmed that they had lower heart rates, as measured with a pulse oximeter, than students who did not.

As Schroeder noted in her October post, the original records of these studies could not be found. But Schroeder did have some data spreadsheets for Studies 1a and 1b--she'd posted them shortly after the paper had been published, along with versions of the studies' research questionnaires--and she now wrote that "unexplained issues were identified" in both, and that there was "uncertainty regarding the data provenance" for the latter. Schroeder's post did not elaborate, but anyone can look at the spreadsheets, and it doesn't take a forensic expert to see that the numbers they report are seriously amiss.

The "unexplained issues" with Studies 1a and 1b are legion. For one thing, the figures as reported don't appear to match the research as described in other public documents. (For example, where the posted research questionnaire instructs the students to assess their level of anxiety on a five-point scale, the results seem to run from 2 to 8.) But the single most suspicious pattern shows up in the heart-rate data. According to the paper, each student had their pulse measured three times: once at the very start, again after they were told they'd have to sing the karaoke song, and then a third time, right before the song began. I created three graphs to illustrate the data's peculiarities. They depict the measured heart rates for each of the 167 students who are said to have participated in the experiment, presented from left to right in their numbered order on the spreadsheet. The blue and green lines, which depict the first and second heart-rate measurements, show those values fluctuating more or less as one might expect for a noisy signal, measured from lots of individuals. But the red line doesn't look like this at all: Rather, the measured heart rates form a series going up, across a run of more than 100 consecutive students.








DATA FROM "DON'T STOP BELIEVING: RITUALS IMPROVE PERFORMANCE BY DECREASING ANXIETY" (2016), STUDY 1B (Charts by The Atlantic. Based on data posted to OSF.io.)



I've reviewed the case with several researchers who suggested that this tidy run of values is indicative of fraud. "I see absolutely no reason" the sequence in No. 3 "should have the order that it does," James Heathers, a scientific-integrity investigator and an occasional Atlantic contributor, told me. The exact meaning of the pattern is unclear; if you were fabricating data, you certainly wouldn't strive for them to look like this. Nick Brown, a scientific-integrity researcher affiliated with Linnaeus University Sweden, guessed that the ordered values in the spreadsheet may have been cooked up after the fact. In that case, it might have been less important that they formed a natural-looking plot than that, when analyzed together, they matched fake statistics that had already been reported. "Someone sat down and burned quite a bit of midnight oil," he proposed. I asked how sure he was that this pattern of results was the product of deliberate tampering; "100 percent, 100 percent," he told me. "In my view, there is no innocent explanation in a universe where fairies don't exist."

Schroeder herself would come to a similar conclusion. Months later, I asked her whether the data were manipulated. "I think it's very likely that they were," she said. In the summer of 2023, when she reported the findings of her audit to her fellow authors, they all agreed that, whatever really happened, the work was compromised and ought to be retracted. But they could not reach consensus on who had been at fault. Gino did not appear to be responsible for either of the paper's karaoke studies. Then who was?

This would not seem to be a tricky question. The published version of the paper has two lead authors who are listed as having "contributed equally" to the work. One of them was Schroeder. All of the co-authors agree that she handled two experiments--labeled in the text as Studies 3 and 4--in which participants solved a set of math problems. The other main contributor was Alison Wood Brooks, a young professor and colleague of Gino's at Harvard Business School.

From the start, there was every reason to assume that Brooks had run the studies that produced the fishy data. Certainly they are similar to Brooks's prior work. The same quirky experimental setup--in which students were asked to wear a pulse oximeter and sing a karaoke version of "Don't Stop Believin' "--appears in her dissertation from the Wharton School in 2013, and she published a portion of that work in a sole-authored paper the following year. (Brooks herself is musically inclined, performing around Boston in a rock band.)

Yet despite all of this, Brooks told the Many Co-Authors Project that she simply wasn't sure whether she'd had access to the raw data for Study 1b, the one with the "no innocent explanation" pattern of results. She also said she didn't know whether Gino played a role in collecting them. On the latter point, Brooks's former Ph.D. adviser, Maurice Schweitzer, expressed the same uncertainty to the Many Co-Authors Project.

Plenty of evidence now suggests that this mystery was manufactured. The posted materials for Study 1b, along with administrative records from the lab, indicate that the work was carried out at Wharton, where Brooks was in grad school at the time, studying under Schweitzer and running another, very similar experiment. Also, the metadata for the oldest public version of the data spreadsheet lists "Alison Wood Brooks" as the last person who saved the file.


Alison Wood Brooks (LinkedIn)
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Brooks, who has published research on the value of apologies, and whose first book--Talk: The Science of Conversation and the Art of Being Ourselves--is due out from Crown in January, did not respond to multiple requests for interviews or to a detailed list of written questions. Gino said that she "neither collected nor analyzed the data for Study 1a or Study 1b nor was I involved in the data audit."

If Brooks did conduct this work and oversee its data, then Schroeder's audit had produced a dire twist. The Many Co-Authors Project was meant to suss out Gino's suspect work, and quarantine it from the rest. "The goal was to protect the innocent victims, and to find out what's true about the science that had been done," Milkman told me. But now, to all appearances, Schroeder had uncovered crooked data that apparently weren't linked to Gino. That would mean Schroeder had another colleague who had contaminated her research. It would mean that her reputation--and the credibility of her entire field--was under threat from multiple directions at once.

Among the four research papers in which Gino was accused of cheating is one about the human tendency to misreport facts and figures for personal gain. Which is to say: She was accused of faking data for a study of when and how people might fake data. Amazingly, a different set of data from the same paper had already been flagged as the product of potential fraud, two years before the Gino scandal came to light. The first was contributed by Dan Ariely of Duke University--a frequent co-author of Gino's and, like her, a celebrated expert on the psychology of telling lies. (Ariely has said that a Duke investigation--which the school has not acknowledged--discovered no evidence that he "falsified data or knowingly used falsified data." He has also said that the investigation "determined that I should have done more to prevent faulty data from being published in the 2012 paper.")

The existence of two apparently corrupted data sets was shocking: a keystone paper on the science of deception wasn't just invalid, but possibly a scam twice over. But even in the face of this ignominy, few in business academia were ready to acknowledge, in the summer of 2023, that the problem might be larger still--and that their research literature might well be overrun with fantastical results.

Some scholars had tried to raise alarms before. In 2019, Dennis Tourish, a professor at the University of Sussex Business School, published a book titled Management Studies in Crisis: Fraud, Deception and Meaningless Research. He cites a study finding that more than a third of surveyed editors at management journals say they've encountered fabricated or falsified data. Even that alarming rate may undersell the problem, Tourish told me, given all of the misbehavior in his discipline that gets overlooked or covered up.

"It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us."

Anonymous surveys of various fields find that roughly 2 percent of scholars will admit to having fabricated, falsified, or modified data at least once in their career. But business-school psychology may be especially prone to misbehavior. For one thing, the field's research standards are weaker than those for other psychologists. In response to the replication crisis, campus psychology departments have lately taken up a raft of methodological reforms. Statistically suspect practices that were de rigueur a dozen years ago are now uncommon; sample sizes have gotten bigger; a study's planned analyses are now commonly written down before the work is carried out. But this great awakening has been slower to develop in business-school psychology, several academics told me. "No one wants to kill the golden goose," one early-career researcher in business academia said. If management and marketing professors embraced all of psychology's reforms, he said, then many of their most memorable, most TED Talk-able findings would go away. "To use marketing lingo, we'd lose our unique value proposition."

It's easy to imagine how cheating might lead to more cheating. If business-school psychology is beset with suspect research, then the bar for getting published in its flagship journals ratchets up: A study must be even flashier than all the other flashy findings if its authors want to stand out. Such incentives move in only one direction: Eventually, the standard tools for torturing your data will no longer be enough. Now you have to go a little further; now you have to cut your data up, and carve them into sham results. Having one or two prolific frauds around would push the bar for publishing still higher, inviting yet more corruption. (And because the work is not exactly brain surgery, no one dies as a result.) In this way, a single discipline might come to look like Major League Baseball did 20 years ago: defined by juiced-up stats.

In the face of its own cheating scandal, MLB started screening every single player for anabolic steroids. There is no equivalent in science, and certainly not in business academia. Uri Simonsohn, a professor at the Esade Business School in Barcelona, is a member of the blogging team, called Data Colada, that caught the problems in both Gino's and Ariely's work. (He was also a motivating force behind the Many Co-Authors Project.) Data Colada has called out other instances of sketchy work and apparent fakery within the field, but its efforts at detection are highly targeted. They're also quite unusual. Crying foul on someone else's bad research makes you out to be a troublemaker, or a member of the notional "data police." It can also bring a claim of defamation. Gino filed a $25 million defamation lawsuit against Harvard and the Data Colada team not long after the bloggers attacked her work. (This past September, a judge dismissed the portion of her claims that involved the bloggers and the defamation claim against Harvard. She still has pending claims against the university for gender discrimination and breach of contract.) The risks are even greater for those who don't have tenure. A junior academic who accuses someone else of fraud may antagonize the senior colleagues who serve on the boards and committees that make publishing decisions and determine funding and job appointments.

Read: Francesca Gino, the Harvard expert on dishonesty who is accused of lying

These risks for would-be critics reinforce an atmosphere of complacency. "It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us," Simonsohn said in a 2023 webinar. He added, "We have done nothing to prevent it. Nothing."

Like so many other scientific scandals, the one Schroeder had identified quickly sank into a swamp of closed-door reviews and taciturn committees. Schroeder says that Harvard Business School declined to investigate her evidence of data-tampering, citing a policy of not responding to allegations made more than six years after the misconduct is said to have occurred. (Harvard Business School's head of communications, Mark Cautela, declined to comment.) Her efforts to address the issue through the University of Pennsylvania's Office of Research Integrity likewise seemed fruitless. (A spokesperson for the Wharton School would not comment on "the existence or status of" any investigations.)

Retractions have a way of dragging out in science publishing. This one was no exception. Maryam Kouchaki, an expert on workplace ethics at Northwestern University's Kellogg School of Management and co-editor in chief of the journal that published the "Don't Stop Believing" paper, had first received the authors' call to pull their work in August 2023. As the anniversary of that request drew near, Schroeder still had no idea how the suspect data would be handled, and whether Brooks--or anyone else--would be held responsible.

Finally, on October 1, the "Don't Stop Believing" paper was removed from the scientific literature. The journal's published notice laid out some basic conclusions from Schroeder's audit: Studies 1a and 1b had indeed been run by Brooks, the raw data were not available, and the posted data for 1b showed "streaks of heart rate ratings that were unlikely to have occurred naturally." Schroeder's own contributions to the paper were also found to have some flaws: Data points had been dropped from her analysis without any explanation in the published text. (Although this practice wasn't fully out-of-bounds given research standards at the time, the same behavior would today be understood as a form of "p-hacking"--a pernicious source of false-positive results.) But the notice did not say whether the fishy numbers from Study 1b had been fabricated, let alone by whom. Someone other than Brooks may have handled those data before publication, it suggested. "The journal could not investigate this study any further."

Two days later, Schroeder posted to X a link to her full and final audit of the paper. "It took *hundreds* of hours of work to complete this retraction," she wrote, in a thread that described the flaws in her own experiments and Studies 1a and 1b. "I am ashamed of helping publish this paper & how long it took to identify its issues," the thread concluded. "I am not the same scientist I was 10 years ago. I hold myself accountable for correcting any inaccurate prior research findings and for updating my research practices to do better." Her peers responded by lavishing her with public praise. One colleague called the self-audit "exemplary" and an "act of courage." A prominent professor at Columbia Business School congratulated Schroeder for being "a cultural heroine, a role model for the rising generation."

But amid this celebration of her unusual transparency, an important and related story had somehow gone unnoticed. In the course of scouting out the edges of the cheating scandal in her field, Schroeder had uncovered yet another case of seeming science fraud. And this time, she'd blown the whistle on herself.

That stunning revelation, unaccompanied by any posts on social media, had arrived in a muffled update to the Many Co-Authors Project website. Schroeder announced that she'd found "an issue" with one more paper that she'd produced with Gino. This one, "Enacting Rituals to Improve Self-Control," came out in 2018 in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology; its author list overlaps substantially with that of the earlier "Don't Stop Believing" paper (though Brooks was not involved). Like the first, it describes a set of studies that purport to show the power of the ritual effect. Like the first, it includes at least one study for which data appear to have been altered. And like the first, its data anomalies have no apparent link to Gino.

The basic facts are laid out in a document that Schroeder put into an online repository, describing an internal audit that she conducted with the help of the lead author, Allen Ding Tian. (Tian did not respond to requests for comment.) The paper opens with a field experiment on women who were trying to lose weight. Schroeder, then in grad school at the University of Chicago, oversaw the work; participants were recruited at a campus gym.

Half of the women were instructed to perform a ritual before each meal for the next five days: They were to put their food into a pattern on their plate. The other half were not. Then Schroeder used a diet-tracking app to tally all the food that each woman reported eating, and found that the ones in the ritual group took in about 200 fewer calories a day, on average, than the others. But in 2023, when she started digging back into this research, she uncovered some discrepancies. According to her study's raw materials, nine of the women who reported that they'd done the food-arranging ritual were listed on the data spreadsheet as being in the control group; six others were mislabeled in the opposite direction. When Schroeder fixed these errors for her audit, the ritual effect completely vanished. Now it looked as though the women who'd done the food-arranging had consumed a few more calories, on average, than the women who had not.

Mistakes happen in research; sometimes data get mixed up. These errors, though, appear to be intentional. The women whose data had been swapped fit a suspicious pattern: The ones whose numbers might have undermined the paper's hypothesis were disproportionately affected. This is not a subtle thing; among the 43 women who reported that they'd done the ritual, the six most prolific eaters all got switched into the control group. Nick Brown and James Heathers, the scientific-integrity researchers, have each tried to figure out the odds that anything like the study's published result could have been attained if the data had been switched at random. Brown's analysis pegged the answer at one in 1 million. "Data manipulation makes sense as an explanation," he told me. "No other explanation is immediately obvious to me." Heathers said he felt "quite comfortable" in concluding that whatever went wrong with the experiment "was a directed process, not a random process."

Whether or not the data alterations were intentional, their specific form--flipped conditions for a handful of participants, in a way that favored the hypothesis--matches up with data issues raised by Harvard Business School's investigation into Gino's work. Schroeder rejected that comparison when I brought it up, but she was willing to accept some blame. "I couldn't feel worse about that paper and that study," she told me. "I'm deeply ashamed of it."

Still, she said that the source of the error wasn't her. Her research assistants on the project may have caused the problem; Schroeder wonders if they got confused. She said that two RAs, both undergraduates, had recruited the women at the gym, and that the scene there was chaotic: Sometimes multiple people came up to them at once, and the undergrads may have had to make some changes on the fly, adjusting which participants were being put into which group for the study. Maybe things went wrong from there, Schroeder said. One or both RAs might have gotten ruffled as they tried to paper over inconsistencies in their record-keeping. They both knew what the experiment was meant to show, and how the data ought to look--so it's possible that they peeked a little at the data and reassigned the numbers in the way that seemed correct. (Schroeder's audit lays out other possibilities, but describes this one as the most likely.)

Schroeder's account is certainly plausible, but it's not a perfect fit with all of the facts. For one thing, the posted data indicate that during most days on which the study ran, the RAs had to deal with only a handful of participants--sometimes just two. How could they have gotten so bewildered?

Any further details seem unlikely to emerge. The paper was formally retracted in the February issue of the journal. Schroeder has chosen not to name the RAs who helped her with the study, and she told me that she hasn't tried to contact them. "I just didn't think it was appropriate," she said. "It doesn't seem like it would help matters at all." By her account, neither one is currently in academia, and she did not discover any additional issues when she reviewed their other work. (I reached out to more than a dozen former RAs and lab managers who were thanked in Schroeder's published papers from around this time. Five responded to my queries; all of them denied having helped with this experiment.) In the end, Schroeder said, she took the data at the assistants' word. "I did not go in and change labels," she told me. But she also said repeatedly that she doesn't think her RAs should take the blame. "The responsibility rests with me, right? And so it was appropriate that I'm the one named in the retraction notice," she said. Later in our conversation, she summed up her response: "I've tried to trace back as best I can what happened, and just be honest."

"I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing."

Across the many months I spent reporting this story, I'd come to think of Schroeder as a paragon of scientific rigor. She has led a seminar on "Experimental Design and Research Methods" in a business program with a sterling reputation for its research standards. She'd helped set up the Many Co-Authors Project, and then pursued it as aggressively as anyone. (Simonsohn even told me that Schroeder's look-at-everything approach was a little "overboard.") I also knew that she was devoted to the dreary but important task of reproducing other people's published work.

As for the dieting research, Schroeder had owned the awkward optics. "It looks weird," she told me when we spoke in June. "It's a weird error, and it looks consistent with changing things in the direction to get a result." But weirder still was how that error came to light, through a detailed data audit that she'd undertaken of her own accord. Apparently, she'd gone to great effort to call attention to a damning set of facts. That alone could be taken as a sign of her commitment to transparency.

But in the months that followed, I couldn't shake the feeling that another theory also fit the facts. Schroeder's leading explanation for the issues in her work--An RA must have bungled the data--sounded distressingly familiar. Francesca Gino had offered up the same defense to Harvard's investigators. The mere repetition of this story doesn't mean that it's invalid: Lab techs and assistants really do mishandle data on occasion, and they may of course engage in science fraud. But still.

As for Schroeder's all-out focus on integrity, and her public efforts to police the scientific record, I came to understand that most of these had been adopted, all at once, in mid-2023, shortly after the Gino scandal broke. (The version of Schroeder's resume that was available on her webpage in the spring of 2023 does not describe any replication projects whatsoever.) That makes sense if the accusations changed the way she thought about her field--and she did describe them to me as "a wake-up call." But here's another explanation: Maybe Schroeder saw the Gino scandal as a warning that the data sleuths were on the march. Perhaps she figured that her own work might end up being scrutinized, and then, having gamed this out, she decided to be a data sleuth herself. She'd publicly commit to reexamining her colleagues' work, doing audits of her own, and asking for corrections. This would be her play for amnesty during a crisis.

I spoke with Schroeder for the last time on the day before Halloween. She was notably composed when I confronted her with the possibility that she'd engaged in data-tampering herself. She repeated what she'd told me months before, that she definitely did not go in and change the numbers in her study. And she rejected the idea that her self-audits had been strategic, that she'd used them to divert attention from her own wrongdoing. "Honestly, it's disturbing to hear you even lay it out," she said. "Because I think if you were to look at my body of work and try to replicate it, I think my hit rate would be good." She continued: "So to imply that I've actually been, I don't know, doing a lot of fraudulent stuff myself for a long time, and this was a moment to come clean with it? I just don't think the evidence bears that out."

That wasn't really what I'd meant to imply. The story I had in mind was more mundane--and in a sense more tragic. I went through it: Perhaps she'd fudged the results for a study just once or twice early in her career, and never again. Perhaps she'd been committed, ever since, to proper scientific methods. And perhaps she really did intend to fix some problems in her field.

Schroeder allowed that she'd been susceptible to certain research practices--excluding data, for example--that are now considered improper. So were many of her colleagues. In that sense, she'd been guilty of letting her judgment be distorted by the pressure to succeed. But I understood what she was saying: This was not the same as fraud.

Throughout our conversations, Schroeder had avoided stating outright that anyone in particular had committed fraud. But not all of her colleagues had been so cautious. Just a few days earlier, I'd received an unexpected message from Maurice Schweitzer, the senior Wharton business-school professor who oversaw Alison Wood Brooks's "Don't Stop Believing" research. Up to this point, he had not responded to my request for an interview, and I figured he'd chosen not to comment for this story. But he finally responded to a list of written questions. It was important for me to know, his email said, that Schroeder had "been involved in data tampering." He included a link to the retraction notice for her paper on rituals and eating. When I asked Schweitzer to elaborate, he did not respond. (Schweitzer's most recent academic work is focused on the damaging effects of gossip; one of his papers from 2024 is titled "The Interpersonal Costs of Revealing Others' Secrets.")

I laid this out for Schroeder on the phone. "Wow," she said. "That's unfortunate that he would say that." She went silent for a long time. "Yeah, I'm sad he's saying that."

Another long silence followed. "I think that the narrative that you laid out, Dan, is going to have to be a possibility," she said. "I don't think there's a way I can refute it, but I know what the truth is, and I think I did the right thing, with trying to clean the literature as much as I could."

This is all too often where these stories end: A researcher will say that whatever really happened must forever be obscure. Dan Ariely told Business Insider in February 2024 : "I've spent a big part of the last two years trying to find out what happened. I haven't been able to ... I decided I have to move on with my life." Schweitzer told me that the most relevant files for the "Don't Stop Believing" paper are "long gone," and that the chain of custody for its data simply can't be tracked. (The Wharton School agreed, telling me that it "does not possess the requested data" for Study 1b, "as it falls outside its current data retention period.") And now Schroeder had landed on a similar position.

It's uncomfortable for a scientist to claim that the truth might be unknowable, just as it would be for a journalist, or any other truth-seeker by vocation. I daresay the facts regarding all of these cases may yet be amenable to further inquiry. The raw data from Study 1b may still exist, somewhere; if so, one might compare them with the posted spreadsheet to confirm that certain numbers had been altered. And Schroeder says she has the names of the RAs who worked on her dieting experiment; in theory, she could ask those people for their recollections of what happened. If figures aren't checked, or questions aren't asked, it's by choice.

What feels out of reach is not so much the truth of any set of allegations, but their consequences. Gino has been placed on administrative leave, but in many other instances of suspected fraud, nothing happens. Both Brooks and Schroeder appear to be untouched. "The problem is that journal editors and institutions can be more concerned with their own prestige and reputation than finding out the truth," Dennis Tourish, at the University of Sussex Business School, told me. "It can be easier to hope that this all just goes away and blows over and that somebody else will deal with it."


Pablo Delcan



Some degree of disillusionment was common among the academics I spoke with for this story. The early-career researcher in business academia told me that he has an "unhealthy hobby" of finding manipulated data. But now, he said, he's giving up the fight. "At least for the time being, I'm done," he told me. "Feeling like Sisyphus isn't the most fulfilling experience." A management professor who has followed all of these cases very closely gave this assessment: "I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing and demotivating."

It's possible that no one is more depressed and demotivated, at this point, than Juliana Schroeder. "To be honest with you, I've had some very low moments where I'm like, 'Well, maybe this is not the right field for me, and I shouldn't be in it,' " she said. "And to even have any errors in any of my papers is incredibly embarrassing, let alone one that looks like data-tampering."

I asked her if there was anything more she wanted to say.

"I guess I just want to advocate for empathy and transparency--maybe even in that order. Scientists are imperfect people, and we need to do better, and we can do better." Even the Many Co-Authors Project, she said, has been a huge missed opportunity. "It was sort of like a moment where everyone could have done self-reflection. Everyone could have looked at their papers and done the exercise I did. And people didn't."

Maybe the situation in her field would eventually improve, she said. "The optimistic point is, in the long arc of things, we'll self-correct, even if we have no incentive to retract or take responsibility."

"Do you believe that?" I asked.

"On my optimistic days, I believe it."

"Is today an optimistic day?"

"Not really."



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The Fraudulent Science of Success."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/01/business-school-fraud-research/680669/?utm_source=feed
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Pete Hegseth Might Be Trump's Most Dangerous Cabinet Pick

He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means <em>war</em> metaphorically.

by Jonathan Chait




For a few hours, Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense was the most disturbing act of Donald Trump's presidential transition. Surely the Senate wouldn't confirm an angry Fox News talking head with no serious managerial experience, best known for publicly defending war criminals, to run the largest department in the federal government. Then, in rapid succession, Trump announced appointments for Matt Gaetz, Tulsi Gabbard, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The appearance of these newer and even more aberrant characters, like a television show introducing a more villainous heel in its second season, muted the indignation over Hegseth.

Obscured in this flurry of shocking appointments is the fact that Hegseth's drawbacks are not limited to his light resume or to the sexual-assault allegation made against him. Inexperienced though he may be at managing bureaucracies, Hegseth has devoted a great deal of time to documenting his worldview, including three books published in the past four years. I spent the previous week reading them: The man who emerges from the page appears to have sunk deeply into conspiracy theories that are bizarre even by contemporary Republican standards but that have attracted strangely little attention. He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means war metaphorically. He may be no less nutty than any of Trump's more controversial nominees. And given the power he is likely to hold--command over 2 million American military personnel--he is almost certainly far more dangerous than any of them.

Hegseth began his involvement in conservative-movement politics as a Princeton undergraduate. He then joined the Army and quickly developed a profile, when not on active duty, as a budding Republican spokesperson. He testified against Elena Kagan's appointment to the Supreme Court (on the grounds that, while dean of Harvard Law School, she had blocked military recruiters from campus in protest of Don't Ask, Don't Tell) and lobbied in favor of the Bush administration's Iraq policy. As the Republican Party's foreign-policy orientation changed radically under Donald Trump, Hegseth's positions changed with it. But his devotion to the party remained constant. After stints running the advocacy groups Vets for Freedom and Concerned Veterans for America, and a failed Senate campaign, he finally settled at Fox News, where he joined a chorus in support of Trump.

Along the way, Hegseth has written five books. The first, extolling Teddy Roosevelt's legacy, revolves around ideas that Hegseth has since renounced after converting to Trumpism. Another is simply a collection of war stories. The other three, all published in the past four years--American Crusade (2020), Battle for the American Mind (2022), and The War on Warriors (2024)--lay out his worldview in florid, explicit, and often terrifying detail.

A foundational tenet of Hegseth's philosophy, apparently carrying over from his Roosevelt-worshipping era, is a belief in the traditional masculine virtues and the potential for war to inculcate them. Hegseth maintains that boys require discipline and must aspire to strength, resilience, and bravery. His preferred archetype for these virtues appears to be Pete Hegseth, whose manful exploits either on the basketball court (he played for Princeton) or the battlefield are featured in all three books.

David A. Graham: The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus

Hegseth complains that society no longer gives veterans like him their proper measure of deference. "Being a veteran no longer demands respect of the coastal elites or reverence from large swaths of the public," he writes--an observation that will sound strange to anybody who has ever attended a football game or listened to a speech by a politician from either party. "In previous generations, men had to find ways to salvage their honor if they didn't get to fight in a war." (The single strongest piece of evidence for Hegseth's thesis--the popularity of lifelong coastal elitist, proud war-avoider, and POW-mocker Donald Trump--goes unmentioned).

Hegseth's demand for greater respect grows out of his belief that he personally succeeded in the face of forbidding odds. "I had been an underdog my whole life," he writes. "I persisted. I worked my ass off." But the woke military, he complains, doesn't reward that kind of individual merit and grit. Instead, it has grown so obsessed with diversity that it promotes unqualified minorities and allows women in combat, reducing its effectiveness and alienating hard-working, meritorious soldiers such as, well, him. He also frets that the inclusion of women in combat erodes traditional gender norms. "How do you treat women in a combat situation," he asks, "without eroding the basic instinct of civilization and the treatment of women in the society at large?"

(The treatment of women by Hegseth specifically happens to be the subject of a recently disclosed police report detailing an alleged sexual assault of a woman at a 2017 political conference. Hegseth denies the allegation and says that the encounter, which took place while he was transitioning between his second and third wives, was consensual. He paid the alleged victim an undisclosed sum in return for her signing a nondisclosure agreement.)

One episode looms especially large in Hegseth's mind as the embodiment of the wokification of the military and its abandonment of traditional merit. In 2021, Hegseth, an active National Guard member, wished to join the Washington, D.C., unit protecting incoming President Joe Biden's inauguration. The National Guard, however, excluded him from the detail because he was deemed a security risk on account of a bicep tattoo of the "Deus Vult" symbol--a reference to the Crusades that is popular with some far-right activists.

The logic of the snub was straightforward. Biden's inauguration took place in the immediate aftermath of an insurrection attempt that had included many members of the armed forces, some operating within far-right networks. But to Hegseth--who protests that the Deus Vult tattoo is simply an expression of his Christian faith, not a white-nationalist symbol--the decision was an unforgivable personal affront.

He expresses indignation at the notion that he could even be suspected of harboring radical ideas. "I fought religious extremists for over twenty years in uniform," he writes. "Then I was accused of being one." This is not as paradoxical as Hegseth makes it sound. Many of the people most eager to fight against extremists of one religion are extremist adherents of another religion. An example of this would be the Crusades, an episode that Hegseth highlights in American Crusade as a model to emulate.

In any case, evidence of Hegseth's extremism does not need to be deduced by interpreting his tattoos. The proof is lying in plain sight. In his three most recent books, Hegseth puts forward a wide range of familiarly misguided ideas: vaccines are "poisonous"; climate change is a hoax (they used to warn about global cooling, you know); George Floyd died of a drug overdose and was not murdered; the Holocaust was perpetrated by "German socialists."

Where Hegseth's thinking begins venturing into truly odd territory is his argument, developed in Battle for the American Mind, that the entire basic design of the public education system is the product of a century-long, totally successful communist plot. Hegseth is not just hyperventilating about the 1619 Project, Howard Zinn, or other left-wing fads, as conservatives often do. Instead he argues that the entire design of the U.S. education system is a Marxist scheme with roots going back to the founding of the republic. The deist heresies of Ben Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, he writes, laid the groundwork to implant communist thought into the school system. Then, "American Progressives in the late 1800s blended the idea of Marxist government with aspects from the Social Gospel and the belief in an American national destiny in order to make Marxism more palatable to Americans."

The nefarious plan to turn America communist involves steps that appear anodyne to the untrained eye. "Yes, our modern social sciences--like 'political science,' previously known as 'politics,' and 'social studies,' previously known as individual disciplines like 'history, economics, geography and philosophy'--are byproducts of Marxist philosophy," he writes. "Let that sink in: the manner in which we study politics, history, and economics in American schools--public and private--today is the product of Marxists. That was always the plan, and it worked." Hegseth will no longer sit back and allow communist indoctrination to sap and impurify our precious bodily fluids.

The Marxist conspiracy has also, according to Hegseth, begun creeping into the U.S. military, the institution he is now poised to run. His most recent book calls for a straightforward political purge of military brass who had the gall to obey Democratic administrations: "Fire any general who has carried water for Obama and Biden's extraconstitutional and agenda-driven transformation of our military." Trump appears to be thinking along similar lines. He is reportedly working on an executive order that will fast-track the removal of officers "lacking in requisite leadership qualities" and compiling a list of officers involved in the Afghanistan retreat, who will likewise be shoved out.

To what end? Trump has already signaled his interest in two revolutionary changes to the Defense Department's orientation. One is to legalize war crimes, or at least cease enforcement of the rules of war. The president-elect has enthusiastically endorsed the use of illegal military methods and has pardoned American soldiers who committed atrocities against detainees and unarmed civilians, following a loud campaign by Hegseth on Fox News.

Graeme Wood: War crimes are not difficult to discern

In The War on Warriors, Hegseth makes plain that he considers the very idea of "rules of war" just more woke nonsense. "Modern war-fighters fight lawyers as much as we fight bad guys," he writes. "Our enemies should get bullets, not attorneys." He repeatedly disparages Army lawyers ("jagoffs"), even claiming that their pointless rules are "why America hasn't won a war since World War II." (Ideally, the secretary of defense would be familiar with historical episodes such as the Gulf War.)

Writing about his time guarding prisoners at Guantanamo Bay--where, as even the Bush administration eventually admitted, most detainees were innocent men swept up by American forces--Hegseth describes calls for due process as a stab in the back of brave soldiers like him. "The nation was dealing with legal issues (mostly led by weak-kneed, America-hating ACLU types) concerning enemy combatants, 'international rights' of illegal combatants, and the beginnings of extrajudicial drone attacks," he writes. "Not to mention the debate about the 'rights' of assholes (I mean, 'detainees') at Gitmo."

Trump's second and even more disturbing interest in having a loyalist run the department is his enthusiasm for deploying troops to curtail and if necessary shoot domestic protesters. His first-term defense secretaries blanched at these demands. Hegseth displays every sign of sharing Trump's impulses, but in a more theorized form.

The clearest throughline of all three books is the cross-application of Hegseth's wartime mentality to his struggle against domestic opponents. American Crusade calls for the "categorical defeat of the Left," with the goal of "utter annihilation," without which "America cannot, and will not, survive." Are the Crusades just a metaphor? Sort of, but not really: "Our American Crusade is not about literal swords, and our fight is not with guns. Yet." (Emphasis--gulp--his).

Battle for the American Mind likewise imagines the struggle against the communist educational plot as a military problem: "We are pinned down, caught in an enemy near ambush. The enemy has the high ground, and is shooting from concealed and fortified positions."

And The War on Warriors repeatedly urges Hegseth's readers to treat the American left exactly like foreign combatants. Describing the military's responsibility to the nation, he writes, "The expectation is that we will defend it against all enemies--both foreign and domestic. Not political opponents, but real enemies. (Yes, Marxists are our enemies.)" The Marxist exception swallows the "not political opponents" rule, because pretty much all of his political opponents turn out to be Marxists. These include, but are not limited to, diversity advocates ("They are Marxists ... You know what they are? They're traitors"), newspapers ("the communist Star Tribune"), and, as noted, almost anybody involved in public education.

Lest there be any ambiguity, Hegseth incessantly equates the left to wartime enemies. "They do not respect cease-fires, do not abide by the rules of warfare, and do not respect anything except total defeat of their enemy--and then total control," he writes at one point. At another, he argues, "We should be in panic mode. Almost desperate. Willing to do anything to defeat the 'fundamental transformation' of the American military and end the war on our warriors."

Hegseth's idea of illegitimate behavior by the domestic enemy is quite expansive. Consider this passage, recalling his time advocating for the Iraq War: "While I debated these things in good faith, the Left mobilized. Electing Obama, railroading the military, pushing women in combat--readiness be damned. The left has never fought fair." The most remarkable phrase there is "electing Obama." Hegseth's notion of unfair tactics used by the left includes not only enacting administrative policies that he disagrees with, but the basic act of voting for Democrats. The inability or unwillingness to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate political opposition likely endeared Hegseth to Trump, who shares the trait.

A Defense Secretary with a tenuous grip on reality, who can't differentiate foreign enemies from domestic political opponents, and who seems to exist in a state of permanent hysteria is a problem that the United States has never had to survive. The main question I was looking to answer when I started reading Hegseth's collected works was whether he would follow a Trump command to shoot peaceful protesters. After having read them, I don't think he would even wait for the order.
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Another Theory of the Trump Movement

Who else but Sigmund Freud to help explain?

by Elizabeth Bruenig




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


In the decade since Donald Trump began to define American politics, critics have struggled to understand his massive appeal. They have perhaps sensed by now that Trump's support comes from someplace underneath conscious and rational political analyses. Who else but Sigmund Freud to help explain? "The past few years," the academic and critic Merve Emre wrote in an essay for The New Yorker this past June, "have given us a Freud for the pandemic, a Freud for Ukraine and a Freud for Palestine, a Freud for transfemininity, a Freud for the far right, and a Freud for the vipers' nest that is the twenty-first-century American university." History has now given us another iteration: a Freud for the Trump movement.

Consensus on the causes of Trump's sweeping electoral victory has formed around the idea that voters were responding to Democratic performance on material matters, namely inflation and immigration. But the Trump movement has never been, to my mind, strictly concerned with tangible issues; part of the allure is immaterial by nature, addressed to elemental human urges. Trump offered something special on that count from the beginning--a politics consisting not mainly of a positive vision but rather of a series of opportunities to own the libs. In this project, rational policy details aren't a priority and are sometimes absent altogether; the point is domination of one's enemies, a libidinal desire.

Consider the recent post-election slogan "Your body, my choice," also engineered to upset and humiliate liberals: It's an overt statement of sex and dominion. And Trump draws that out in people. "Disinhibition," the New York Times writer Ezra Klein wrote recently, "is the engine of Trump's success. It is a strength." Trump is in touch with the impulses and desires that run counter to social norms, and he invites his audience to put aside the usual internal barriers to acting on or voicing them. This moment is an opportune one for a revival of Freud, whose work, with its signature focus on subterranean inner worlds, helps make sense of these tendencies and their implications for politics.

Read: Washington is shocked

The temptation to psychologize one's political opponents typically wins out after defeat, the political theorist and professor Corey Robin told me recently. (An easy claim to test: Among the surge of post-election takes is a subgenre of explanatory pieces evaluating the psyches of unexpected Trump voters--suggestions that Latinos are wedded to political strongmen, or that conservative wives cast their votes for right-wingers purely out of fear or submission.) In those periods, "Freud is mobilized to explain why the left failed--not because of institutions or specific forms of economic power or the Cold War, etc., but instead because of psychic structures that the left never really touched," Robin said. Freud offers something more than simply assigning diagnoses to opponents: "an archaeology of the mind," Robin told me, that aims to unearth emotions and desires that people aren't necessarily aware of themselves.

That sort of excavation can be useful. Freud helps in forming an account of what people are drawn to in Trump--what pleasure, what gratification. Gary Greenberg, a writer and psychotherapist, argued in a 2018 Guardian essay that Trump is a figure who beckons America back to prior states of development--an indicator that the death drive is at work. Trump, Greenberg wrote, "urges us all to shake loose the surly bonds of civilized conduct: to make science irrelevant and rationality optional, to render truth obsolete, to set power free to roam the world, to lift all the core conditions written into the social contract--fealty to reason, skepticism about instincts, aspirations to justice." Trump is, in other words, an atavist, inviting citizens to satisfy all of their hungry drives, all of their libidinous instincts: His America is a place for malign energies to express themselves in action. There's a certain pleasure in that, perhaps, a kind of psychic relief--to lose oneself in a radical movement and to express feelings normally prohibited by society.

Today's left-of-center would also be wise to consider what Freud might teach them about countering an appeal like Trump's. In an essay published in Jacobin shortly before the election, the author and psychoanalyst Eric Reinhart argued that liberals have still failed to reckon with the psychological tendencies Freud identified that facilitate mass political movements like those of the president-elect. "Proponents of progressive ideals must instead take the reality of aggression, racism, and sadomasochism seriously as enduring political feelings, including in their own ranks, that require constructive political redress," Reinhart wrote. This doesn't mean indulging those feelings--rather, it means offering a politics built to contain them. "To craft an effective liberal or left politics, we must stop vainly demanding that people be more reasonable and own up to the persistent reality of destructive human tendencies that manifest not only around Trump but also in countless contexts throughout history," Reinhart wrote.

Read: What to read if you're angry about the election

Freudian psychoanalysis has, in the past several decades, faded from a feverish mid-century peak. In 1960, psychoanalysts occupied the majority of psychiatry positions in the United States, but the latter half of the century saw the advent of a vituperative discursive conflict over the validity of some of Freud's key claims and the credibility of psychoanalysis as an effective, scientific method of clinical treatment. The debate raged across disciplines--by that time, Freud and the psychoanalytic model had been absorbed into numerous other fields, including literature, politics, and sociology. And though psychoanalytic treatment has been largely replaced by more familiar forms of psychiatric care, such as psychopharmacology (the treatment of mental illness with medication) and standardized therapy, Freud's contributions remain useful.

Psychoanalyzing one's enemies always comes with a certain degree of condescension, which is unfortunate, because the Freudian lens is an egalitarian approach so long as its advocates recognize that they, too, are ruled by motivations they cannot easily recognize or define. "Most, probably, of our decisions to do something positive," the economist John Maynard Keynes wrote in 1936, "the full consequences of which will be drawn out over many days to come, can only be taken as a result of animal spirits--of a spontaneous urge to action rather than inaction, and not as the outcome of a weighted average of quantitative benefits multiplied by quantitative probabilities." I believe this insight bears wide application: I'm affected enough by vibes and instincts to believe that some part of my mind beneath my conscious thoughts plays an important role in my day-to-day life and decision making, and I suspect the same is true of others. It seems to me that avid Trump support must be anchored in such parts. In that case, whatever explains the Trump movement has in some sense always been with us and has visited us historically before; let's pray that this time, the fever breaks quickly.
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The Most Coveted Screenshot in the Literary World

It's what proves you're a "real" writer.

by Jordan Michelman




It's become one of the most important rites of passage in the book-publication process--more meaningful to some writers than a book party or book-cover reveal. For many authors, in fact, no book deal is complete until they've posted it.

It is the Publishers Marketplace book-deal social-media post, a screenshot of the charmingly retro-looking blurb from a publishing-industry trade website that announces the details of an author selling their book.

Search for "Publishers Marketplace" on Instagram or X or Threads and you'll find hundreds upon hundreds of examples. The authors who are sharing deal announcements represent almost every genre: children's lit, grown-up thrillers, BookTok-influencer bisexual rom-coms, and all points between. Some posts are pretty minimal--the screengrab, a caption, perhaps a touch of winking irony to deflect from appearing too braggy. Others are unabashedly earnest in their enthusiasm, comporting the anachronistic typeface of Publishers Marketplace into new-media forms: dancing around it enthusiastically in a TikTok green screen, posting it alongside baby photos of themselves. ("My entire life has been about reaching my unreachable dreams," reads one.)

Authors have built their own galaxies of exalted cultural meaning out of the Publishers Marketplace deal-announcement screengrab--perhaps even more now, in an environment where anyone can self-publish independently. A significant number of Americans claim that they someday want to write a book. A commonly cited New York Times opinion piece from 2002 pegs it at upwards of 80 percent; more recent polling found that "more than half" of Americans have an idea for a novel. A deal is irrefutable evidence of the closest thing to employment that a would-be author can achieve. It's proof that the novel they've been working on for years hasn't just been a hobby; now it's officially a job (though sometimes a job barely begun--deals can be made on the basis of a sample chapter).

Once the rarefied air of authorial status has been attained, today's "Publishers Marketplace Official" writers (that's the going phrase on social media) can safely perform the ad hoc public role of The Author online. Some even share their own Publishers Marketplace-themed fan merch. Custom mugs seem especially popular; at least one publishing company, Avid Reader (a division of Simon & Schuster), offers a Publishers Marketplace-screengrab mug as part of its new-author welcome package.

Social media is ostensibly a form of publicity, a way to generate buzz for a book. But the deal post likely does very little to move copies. David Black, the founder of the eponymous New York literary agency known for representing hundreds of authors across genres, points out that many publication dates are usually years away from deal announcements. "In terms of sales," he told me, "the impact is not great." The post, instead, has become the visual icon of the modern literary era, an illustration of the anxieties, expectations, and terminal onlineness of being an author today.



Publishers Marketplace has been in business since the early 2000s, a literary-world counterpart to trade publications such as Variety and The Hollywood Reporter, which have covered film- and TV-industry business dealings for the past century or so. Today, the Bronxville, New York-based book-market site, billed as "essential" daily reading, operates with a modest crew of just five full-time employees. Every year, it announces about 14,000 unique book deals, which can be accessed using a $25-a-month membership model (popular with professionals in the field, such as agents and editors, who use it to monitor the publishing industry in real time), or a $10 "Quick Pass" that lasts 24 hours--ideal for those who just want to access and screenshot their own deal announcement once.

Every book deal--whether the humblest indie or the industry-shaking eight-figure multibook contract with international rights--is formatted the same way: The book's title is listed in a large font on top, followed by the name of the author(s), the publisher, and then a single paragraph containing essential information about the book in question, including the names of the agent and acquiring editor. Industry professionals are fluent in its secret language, which can include terms such as good deal and very good deal to indicate the range of dollar amounts offered for each book as an advance payment. As with a tombstone in the mergers-and-acquisitions business, there is an insider lingua franca that casual followers wouldn't know.

Read: How to write a book without losing your mind

For many authors and their social-media followers, such nuances matter less than the fact that a deal was secured at all. In the early days, typically agents with a Publishers Marketplace subscription would take a screenshot and share it with authors, who would place it on Facebook or what was then Twitter. Today, Instagram appears to be the dominant platform (despite Publishers Marketplace itself having no active presence on the app). Michael Cader, who founded Publishers Marketplace, said the staff is aware of the importance the site has gained on social media. In 2020, the company even started offering a ready-made "screengrab" click option that produces a version of a deal-announcement image for posting with a single click. "We know some authors think of it as a mark of arrival," he told me, "and we are honored to be able to help them memorialize and share their achievements."

I spoke with multiple writers working in diverse genres about the phenomenon, and they were, let's just say, a bit reticent about describing posting habits. Asking writers about what they do on social media is like asking someone whether they color their hair or are taking Ozempic--the details can feel embarrassing, even if the behavior itself is commonplace.

One of the top posts I saw on Instagram for Publishers Marketplace is this one by June CL Tan, an international best-selling author of contemporary young-adult fantasy novels, including Darker by Four. She told me that "Publishers Marketplace Official" really does have meaning as the first time that a book enters the public sphere. Trying to sell a book can take years, and the timing varies from author to author, project to project--and "many, if not most, authors suffer from imposter syndrome," she said. "Seeing the screengrab or the announcement on Publishers Marketplace does feel more official, as it can act as evidence that the deal is really happening." The journalist Jason Diamond, who announced the sale of his first novel in April, told me the post also externalizes what otherwise can feel like an isolating endeavor. "I don't want to sound like a sad bastard," he told me, "but being a writer can be a very lonely profession."

Deep down--or not even that deep down--people also see the post as a kind of status symbol, a "club jacket," as various people told me. "Writing a book is really fucking hard," Black said. "For some people, this kind of announcement is helpful because it carves out their place in the world."

Read: The authors who love Amazon

I'm convinced that the website itself, largely unchanged since the early 2000s, is the secret sauce to this whole thing: The naive, disarming, Web 1.0 charm of the Publishers Marketplace screengrab cuts through the ambient friction of our extremely online 21st-century lives, arriving as something rare, authentic, and complete. Though verily the modern publishing industry is changing--and self-publishing on Amazon and other platforms is thriving--many authors are still attached to the markers of success that they remember from the pre-digital era. They're chasing the feeling they get the first time they see their very own book at the library, in airport bookshops, on newspaper best-seller lists--things that they remember about the books they grew up reading. The post's old-fashioned look is a dopamine hit to an author's heart: What could be more tethered to tradition than the act of writing a novel, an art form that first became broadly popular in the 19th century?

The post is, of course, also a utilitarian initiation into what it means to be an author online--that is, self-promotional. Today's writers are ever more expected to turn themselves into brands. Noah Galuten, a James Beard Award-winning cookbook author (we share an agent), told me that he finds something "very performative" about the post. Yet it's also, simply, what is required in today's market. "Cynically, if I see someone posting that, I don't know--it seems a little thirsty," Galuten said. "But if I do know you, then I'm happy for you ... Like, what else am I supposed to post? A picture of myself cheering or signing a contract like an athlete?" Though the Publishers Marketplace post may not directly correlate to sales, it is a practical place to start the self-marketing journey, to make consumers out of followers.

Which gets at what really makes the post such a big deal: So many people claim to be working on a book, but getting paid for it matters. It's what turns a writer into an author.

Or so authors like to think. "After you make this post, what then?" Black, the agent, said. "You still have to do the work." After all, once the deal's procured, the book must still be edited; sometimes it hasn't been finished yet. But even if that next great American novel you so cheekily shared via screengrab fails to materialize--well, you might have to pay back the advance. Online, though, you'll still always be Publishers Marketplace Official.
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The Celebrity Look-Alike Contest Boom

Suddenly, these events are everywhere. What's going on?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The fad began with a Timothee Chalamet look-alike contest in New York City on a beautiful day last month. Thousands of people came and caused a ruckus. At least one of the Timothees was among the four people arrested by New York City police. Eventually, the real Timothee Chalamet showed up to take pictures with fans. The event, which was organized by a popular YouTuber who had recently received some attention for eating a tub of cheeseballs in a public park, captured lightning in a bottle. It didn't even matter that the winner didn't look much like the actor, or that the prize was only $50.



In the weeks since, similar look-alike contests have sprung up all over the country, organized by different people for their own strange reasons. There was a Zayn Malik look-alike contest in Brooklyn, a Dev Patel look-alike contest in San Francisco, and a particularly rowdy Jeremy Allen White look-alike contest in Chicago. Harry Styles look-alikes gathered in London, Paul Mescal look-alikes in Dublin. Zendaya look-alikes competed in Oakland, and a "Zendaya's two co-stars from Challengers" lookalike contest will be held in Los Angeles on Sunday. As I write this, I have been alerted to plans for a Jack Schlossberg look-alike contest to be held in Washington, D.C., the same day. (Schlossberg is John F. Kennedy's only grandson; he both works at Vogue and was also profiled by Vogue this year.)



These contests evidently provide some thrill that people are finding irresistible at this specific moment in time. What is it? The chance to win some viral fame or even just positive online attention is surely part of it, but those returns are diminishing. The more contests there are, the less novel each one is, and the less likely it is to be worth the hassle. That Chalamet showed up to his look-alike contest was magic--he's also the only celebrity to attend one of these contests so far. Yet the contests continue.



Celebrities have a mystical quality that's undeniable, and it is okay to want to be in touch with the sublime. Still, some observers sense something a bit sinister behind the playfulness of contest after contest, advertised with poster after poster on telephone pole after telephone pole. The playwright Jeremy O. Harris wrote on X that the contests are "Great Depression era coded,"  seeming to note desperation and a certain manic optimism in these events. The comparison is not quite right--although the people at these contests may not all have jobs, they don't seem to be starving (one of the contests promised only two packs of cigarettes and a MetroCard as a prize)--but I understand what he's getting at. Clearly, the look-alike competitions do not exist in a vacuum.



The startling multiplication of the contests reminds me of the summer of 2020, when otherwise rational-seeming people suggested that the FBI was planting caches of fireworks in various American cities as part of a convoluted psyop. There were just too many fireworks going off for anything else to make sense! So people said. With hindsight, it's easy to recognize that theory as an expression of extreme anxiety brought on by the early months of the coronavirus pandemic. At the time, some were also feeling heightened distrust of law enforcement, which had in some places reacted to Black Lives Matter protests with violence.



Today's internet-y stunts are just silly events, but people are looking for greater meaning in them. Over the past few weeks, although some have grown a bit weary of the contests, a consensus has also formed that they are net good because they are bringing people out of their house and into "third spaces" (public parks) and fraternity ("THE PEOPLE LONG FOR COMMUNITY"). This too carries a whiff of desperation, as though people are intentionally putting on a brave face and shoving forward symbols of our collective creativity and togetherness.

I think the reason is obvious. The look-alike contests, notably, started at the end of October. The first one took place on the same day as a Donald Trump campaign event at Madison Square Garden, which featured many gleefully racist speeches and was reasonably compared by many to a Nazi rally. The photos from the contests maybe serve as small reassurance that cities, many of which shifted dramatically rightward in the recent presidential election, are still the places that we want to believe they are--the closest approximation of America's utopian experiment, where people of all different origins and experiences live together in relative peace and harmony and, importantly, good fun. At least most of the time.
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Three Ways to Become a Deeper Thinker

You don't have to become a Buddhist monk to realize the value of contemplating hard questions without clear answers.

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.

What is the sound of one hand clapping?

You may have encountered this cryptic question at some point. It is a koan, or riddle, devised by the 18th-century Zen Buddhist master Hakuin Ekaku. Such paradoxical questions have been used for centuries to train young monks, who were instructed to meditate on and debate them. This was intended to be taxing work that could induce maddening frustration--but there was a method to it too. The novitiates were not meant to articulate tidy answers; they were supposed to acquire, through mental struggle, a deeper understanding of the question itself--for this was the path to enlightenment.

You don't have to be training to become a Buddhist monk to realize the value of hard questions without clear answers. Wrestling with a koan of your own--such as Why am I alive? or For what would I give my life?--can be a way to improve your emotional health and grow as a person. You might resist doing so because life's fundamental riddles are uncomfortable to contemplate, and the world gives you every opportunity to avoid them. But when you enter the mysterious world of unanswerable questions, you will surely grow as a person and change for the better.

Read: Why so many Americans are turning to Buddhism

The questions that matter most to us are typically those least likely to have clear answers. If you ask me, "Why do you love your wife?" I will struggle to answer convincingly. I know I do, but the reasons seem impossible to articulate. Anything I say ("Because she is good to me") will utterly miss the point and trivialize the relationship. Indeed, the fact that fairly trivial questions are easy to answer with clarity is no coincidence. ("How do I get to the supermarket?" Two right turns, then a left.) The celebrated psychotherapist Carl Jung considered this ease-of-answering test a way of understanding what matters most. "The greatest and most important problems of life are all fundamentally insoluble," he wrote in 1931.

We might call life's unanswerable riddles "right-brain questions." Neuroscientists interested in the hemispheric lateralization of the brain--how each side undertakes different functions--have shown that when people use deep understanding and intuition, as opposed to analytical method, to gain insight into problems, a burst of high-frequency, or gamma-band, activity appears in the right temporal lobe, corresponding with a change of blood flow in the right anterior superior temporal gyrus. This observation is consistent with the hypothesis of the British neuroscientist Iain McGilchrist, who has argued that people primarily use the right side of the brain when they ponder questions about life's meaning.

We generally resist the work involved with this kind of right-brain insight because confronting big problems that are difficult to resolve is uncomfortable. As some research shows, knotty life questions without clear answers can evoke a dark mood without any clear biological explanation. This can be particularly difficult for adolescents, pondering for the first time big questions about fate and death, emptiness and meaninglessness, guilt and condemnation.

You might conclude that, for the sake of your well-being, you should steer clear of such contemplation. But you'd be mistaken, in much the same way as you'd be mistaken in avoiding exercise because working out involves bodily discomfort. To begin with, sitting with issues of life, death, and love requires us to admit the limits of our understanding--to say "I don't know." Researchers have demonstrated in experiments that people are highly averse to giving this response, but doing so is a sign of cognitive health. It seems reasonable to extrapolate that learning to make this admission more easily could be a good way to improve your cognitive health.

Even an "I don't know" response can lead to a deeper, if unstated, understanding--with important benefits. In 2012, for example, two psychologists asked a sample of young adults how often they considered questions such as "Do you ever reflect on your purpose in life?" and "Do you ever think about the human spirit or what happens to life after death?" They found that the people who spent more time on these questions tended to score higher than their peers on a variety of measures defined as spiritual intelligence, critical existential thinking, sense of life's meaning, curiosity, and well-being. That certainly sounds like cognitive health to me.

From the June 1963 issue: "The Riddle," by Albert Camus

Taking the evidence all together, I'd propose a hypothesis that, as a society, we have become spiritually flabby and psychically out of shape because we haven't been getting in the reps on challenging existential questions. As much research has documented, anxiety and depression have been exploding in the United States, especially among young adults. I believe that this is not because we're thinking too much about the hard questions of life, but too little. As I've discussed previously, we pass our hours and days hypnotized by the trivia injected into our lives via our tech devices, and are less willing to delve into deeper matters. The elevated levels of sadness and fear are, I believe, at least in part the result of our philosophically sedentary lifestyle. Like the benefits of hard exercise, the short-term discomfort of big questions is necessary to avoid the long-term ill-health that comes from avoiding these questions.

To address this problem, I'd like to see a revolution in existential thinking, a craze for pondering life's mysteries. Social entrepreneurs could establish reading rooms and debating clubs in every city. Philosophers could become as popular as the hottest fitness influencers. That's my fantasy, anyway. But short of its becoming a reality, I can suggest a routine you can follow.

1. Schedule your mental workout.
 If you go to the gym, you probably do so at a planned time, involving particular exercises. And there are certain things you don't do while working out--eating pizza, taking a nap. You can use similar principles for your mental fitness. Choose a period of time each day--say, 30 minutes--that you can dedicate to weighing tough questions of real importance. First, ban all devices and allow no distractions; then figure out in advance what existential or spiritual challenges you plan to consider. You can use a paragraph or two of philosophy or scripture to focus your mind on a specific question, break it down, and improve your understanding.

In Tibetan Buddhism, this method is called analytical meditation, and similar practices exist in other traditions. As you may find in your initial weeks at the gym, the exercise is hard at first and tempting to abandon. But with discipline, the habit becomes easier, then pleasant, then indispensable. For many years, I have actually combined the two practices: Right after my morning hour in the gym, I'll spend the next half-hour (usually 6:30-7 a.m.) in meditation. At this point, I can't imagine starting my day any other way.

2. Go for a long walk.
 For some people, a good alternative is a long walk alone, without devices, as a way to give room to your right-brain questions. Philosophers have long advocated this technique--Immanuel Kant was reputedly such a regular walker, to aid his deep thinking, that neighbors set their watches by his passing. Research has shown that walking naturally stimulates creative thinking and facilitates the ability to focus without being distracted. I like to prescribe this practice--again, ideally in the early morning--to my students, especially if they have been feeling a sense of meaninglessness.

3. Invite boredom.
 One effect of our screen-centered culture is that we're never truly bored. This might sound great, like a quality-of-life enhancement. But it isn't. Experiencing boredom is crucial for abstract reasoning and insight, because it helps stimulate the brain's default-mode network, the set of brain regions that becomes active when the outside world does not impinge on our mind's attention. Neuroscientists have shown that such activity is vital for accessing high-level meaning. For this reason, building periods of boredom into our life really matters, because they no longer occur spontaneously. A good way to do this is to run errands and make short trips without taking your phone. At first, you will still feel the reflex to reach for it every few seconds. But fairly quickly, you will start to experience your default-mode network sparking up again, perhaps for the first time in a long time. In a deep cognitive sense, boredom is productive.

Arthur C. Brooks: To get out of your head, get out of your house

A decade ago, after a lengthy trip to India, I took a series of long walks to ponder unanswerable questions. Among other ones, I considered the question posed by the koan that opened this essay: What is the sound of one hand clapping? I aimed not to find an answer, but to gain a greater understanding of the question--which I hoped might help explain other mysteries of my life.

Over a few weeks, I came to comprehend that the sound of one hand clapping is an illusion. The hand's movement mimics clapping, but the only way to make the illusion a reality is to add a second hand. The sound of one hand clapping can be imagined, but the clap doesn't exist until another hand is present. With that realization, I recognized the koan's question as a way to understand the Buddhist doctrine of emptiness (sunyavada in Sanskrit), which says that no individual thing or person has any intrinsic existence, but exists only relationally, dependent on everything else. The concept of an individual nature is, like one hand clapping, an illusion.

On further reflection, this illuminated for me another ineffable mystery, one that I mentioned earlier: why I love my wife. By myself, I am the one hand clapping, an illusion of a human. I come fully into personhood only when I am completed by the presence of my mate. She is for me the other hand, creating the sound that is our life.
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The Business-School Scandal That Just Keeps Getting Bigger

The rot runs deeper than almost anyone has guessed.

by Daniel Engber




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


For anyone who teaches at a business school, the blog post was bad news. For Juliana Schroeder, it was catastrophic. She saw the allegations when they first went up, on a Saturday in early summer 2023. Schroeder teaches management and psychology at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business. One of her colleagues--a star professor at Harvard Business School named Francesca Gino--had just been accused of academic fraud. The authors of the blog post, a small team of business-school researchers, had found discrepancies in four of Gino's published papers, and they suggested that the scandal was much larger. "We believe that many more Gino-authored papers contain fake data," the blog post said. "Perhaps dozens."

The story was soon picked up by the mainstream press. Reporters reveled in the irony that Gino, who had made her name as an expert on the psychology of breaking rules, may herself have broken them. ("Harvard Scholar Who Studies Honesty Is Accused of Fabricating Findings," a New York Times headline read.) Harvard Business School had quietly placed Gino on administrative leave just before the blog post appeared. The school had conducted its own investigation; its nearly 1,300-page internal report, which was made public only in the course of related legal proceedings, concluded that Gino "committed research misconduct intentionally, knowingly, or recklessly" in the four papers. (Gino has steadfastly denied any wrongdoing.)

Schroeder's interest in the scandal was more personal. Gino was one of her most consistent and important research partners. Their names appear together on seven peer-reviewed articles, as well as 26 conference talks. If Gino were indeed a serial cheat, then all of that shared work--and a large swath of Schroeder's CV--was now at risk. When a senior academic is accused of fraud, the reputations of her honest, less established colleagues may get dragged down too. "Just think how horrible it is," Katy Milkman, another of Gino's research partners and a tenured professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. "It could ruin your life."


Juliana Schroeder (LinkedIn)
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To head that off, Schroeder began her own audit of all the research papers that she'd ever done with Gino, seeking out raw data from each experiment and attempting to rerun the analyses. As that summer progressed, her efforts grew more ambitious. With the help of several colleagues, Schroeder pursued a plan to verify not just her own work with Gino, but a major portion of Gino's scientific resume. The group started reaching out to every other researcher who had put their name on one of Gino's 138 co-authored studies. The Many Co-Authors Project, as the self-audit would be called, aimed to flag any additional work that might be tainted by allegations of misconduct and, more important, to absolve the rest--and Gino's colleagues, by extension--of the wariness that now afflicted the entire field.

That field was not tucked away in some sleepy corner of academia, but was instead a highly influential one devoted to the science of success. Perhaps you've heard that procrastination makes you more creative, or that you're better off having fewer choices, or that you can buy happiness by giving things away. All of that is research done by Schroeder's peers--business-school professors who apply the methods of behavioral research to such subjects as marketing, management, and decision making. In viral TED Talks and airport best sellers, on morning shows and late-night television, these business-school psychologists hold tremendous sway. They also have a presence in this magazine and many others: Nearly every business academic who is named in this story has been either quoted or cited by The Atlantic on multiple occasions. A few, including Gino, have written articles for The Atlantic themselves.
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Business-school psychologists are scholars, but they aren't shooting for a Nobel Prize. Their research doesn't typically aim to solve a social problem; it won't be curing anyone's disease. It doesn't even seem to have much influence on business practices, and it certainly hasn't shaped the nation's commerce. Still, its flashy findings come with clear rewards: consulting gigs and speakers' fees, not to mention lavish academic incomes. Starting salaries at business schools can be $240,000 a year--double what they are at campus psychology departments, academics told me.

The research scandal that has engulfed this field goes far beyond the replication crisis that has plagued psychology and other disciplines in recent years. Long-standing flaws in how scientific work is done--including insufficient sample sizes and the sloppy application of statistics--have left large segments of the research literature in doubt. Many avenues of study once deemed promising turned out to be dead ends. But it's one thing to understand that scientists have been cutting corners. It's quite another to suspect that they've been creating their results from scratch.

Read: Psychology's replication crisis has a silver lining

Schroeder has long been interested in trust. She's given lectures on "building trust-based relationships"; she's run experiments measuring trust in colleagues. Now she was working to rebuild the sense of trust within her field. A lot of scholars were involved in the Many Co-Authors Project, but Schroeder's dedication was singular. In October 2023, a former graduate student who had helped tip off the team of bloggers to Gino's possible fraud wrote her own "post mortem" on the case. It paints Schroeder as exceptional among her peers: a professor who "sent a clear signal to the scientific community that she is taking this scandal seriously." Several others echoed this assessment, saying that ever since the news broke, Schroeder has been relentless--heroic, even--in her efforts to correct the record.

But if Schroeder planned to extinguish any doubts that remained, she may have aimed too high. More than a year since all of this began, the evidence of fraud has only multiplied. The rot in business schools runs much deeper than almost anyone had guessed, and the blame is unnervingly widespread. In the end, even Schroeder would become a suspect.

Gino was accused of faking numbers in four published papers. Just days into her digging, Schroeder uncovered another paper that appeared to be affected--and it was one that she herself had helped write.

The work, titled "Don't Stop Believing: Rituals Improve Performance by Decreasing Anxiety," was published in 2016, with Schroeder's name listed second out of seven authors. Gino's name was fourth. (The first few names on an academic paper are typically arranged in order of their contributions to the finished work.) The research it described was pretty standard for the field: a set of clever studies demonstrating the value of a life hack--one simple trick to nail your next presentation. The authors had tested the idea that simply following a routine--even one as arbitrary as drawing something on a piece of paper, sprinkling salt over it, and crumpling it up--could help calm a person's nerves. "Although some may dismiss rituals as irrational," the authors wrote, "those who enact rituals may well outperform the skeptics who forgo them."

In truth, the skeptics have never had much purchase in business-school psychology. For the better part of a decade, this finding had been garnering citations--about 200, per Google Scholar. But when Schroeder looked more closely at the work, she realized it was questionable. In October 2023, she sketched out some of her concerns on the Many Co-Authors Project website.

The paper's first two key experiments, marked in the text as Studies 1a and 1b, looked at how the salt-and-paper ritual might help students sing a karaoke version of Journey's "Don't Stop Believin' " in a lab setting. According to the paper, Study 1a found that people who did the ritual before they sang reported feeling much less anxious than people who did not; Study 1b confirmed that they had lower heart rates, as measured with a pulse oximeter, than students who did not.

As Schroeder noted in her October post, the original records of these studies could not be found. But Schroeder did have some data spreadsheets for Studies 1a and 1b--she'd posted them shortly after the paper had been published, along with versions of the studies' research questionnaires--and she now wrote that "unexplained issues were identified" in both, and that there was "uncertainty regarding the data provenance" for the latter. Schroeder's post did not elaborate, but anyone can look at the spreadsheets, and it doesn't take a forensic expert to see that the numbers they report are seriously amiss.

The "unexplained issues" with Studies 1a and 1b are legion. For one thing, the figures as reported don't appear to match the research as described in other public documents. (For example, where the posted research questionnaire instructs the students to assess their level of anxiety on a five-point scale, the results seem to run from 2 to 8.) But the single most suspicious pattern shows up in the heart-rate data. According to the paper, each student had their pulse measured three times: once at the very start, again after they were told they'd have to sing the karaoke song, and then a third time, right before the song began. I created three graphs to illustrate the data's peculiarities. They depict the measured heart rates for each of the 167 students who are said to have participated in the experiment, presented from left to right in their numbered order on the spreadsheet. The blue and green lines, which depict the first and second heart-rate measurements, show those values fluctuating more or less as one might expect for a noisy signal, measured from lots of individuals. But the red line doesn't look like this at all: Rather, the measured heart rates form a series going up, across a run of more than 100 consecutive students.








DATA FROM "DON'T STOP BELIEVING: RITUALS IMPROVE PERFORMANCE BY DECREASING ANXIETY" (2016), STUDY 1B (Charts by The Atlantic. Based on data posted to OSF.io.)



I've reviewed the case with several researchers who suggested that this tidy run of values is indicative of fraud. "I see absolutely no reason" the sequence in No. 3 "should have the order that it does," James Heathers, a scientific-integrity investigator and an occasional Atlantic contributor, told me. The exact meaning of the pattern is unclear; if you were fabricating data, you certainly wouldn't strive for them to look like this. Nick Brown, a scientific-integrity researcher affiliated with Linnaeus University Sweden, guessed that the ordered values in the spreadsheet may have been cooked up after the fact. In that case, it might have been less important that they formed a natural-looking plot than that, when analyzed together, they matched fake statistics that had already been reported. "Someone sat down and burned quite a bit of midnight oil," he proposed. I asked how sure he was that this pattern of results was the product of deliberate tampering; "100 percent, 100 percent," he told me. "In my view, there is no innocent explanation in a universe where fairies don't exist."

Schroeder herself would come to a similar conclusion. Months later, I asked her whether the data were manipulated. "I think it's very likely that they were," she said. In the summer of 2023, when she reported the findings of her audit to her fellow authors, they all agreed that, whatever really happened, the work was compromised and ought to be retracted. But they could not reach consensus on who had been at fault. Gino did not appear to be responsible for either of the paper's karaoke studies. Then who was?

This would not seem to be a tricky question. The published version of the paper has two lead authors who are listed as having "contributed equally" to the work. One of them was Schroeder. All of the co-authors agree that she handled two experiments--labeled in the text as Studies 3 and 4--in which participants solved a set of math problems. The other main contributor was Alison Wood Brooks, a young professor and colleague of Gino's at Harvard Business School.

From the start, there was every reason to assume that Brooks had run the studies that produced the fishy data. Certainly they are similar to Brooks's prior work. The same quirky experimental setup--in which students were asked to wear a pulse oximeter and sing a karaoke version of "Don't Stop Believin' "--appears in her dissertation from the Wharton School in 2013, and she published a portion of that work in a sole-authored paper the following year. (Brooks herself is musically inclined, performing around Boston in a rock band.)

Yet despite all of this, Brooks told the Many Co-Authors Project that she simply wasn't sure whether she'd had access to the raw data for Study 1b, the one with the "no innocent explanation" pattern of results. She also said she didn't know whether Gino played a role in collecting them. On the latter point, Brooks's former Ph.D. adviser, Maurice Schweitzer, expressed the same uncertainty to the Many Co-Authors Project.

Plenty of evidence now suggests that this mystery was manufactured. The posted materials for Study 1b, along with administrative records from the lab, indicate that the work was carried out at Wharton, where Brooks was in grad school at the time, studying under Schweitzer and running another, very similar experiment. Also, the metadata for the oldest public version of the data spreadsheet lists "Alison Wood Brooks" as the last person who saved the file.
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Brooks, who has published research on the value of apologies, and whose first book--Talk: The Science of Conversation and the Art of Being Ourselves--is due out from Crown in January, did not respond to multiple requests for interviews or to a detailed list of written questions. Gino said that she "neither collected nor analyzed the data for Study 1a or Study 1b nor was I involved in the data audit."

If Brooks did conduct this work and oversee its data, then Schroeder's audit had produced a dire twist. The Many Co-Authors Project was meant to suss out Gino's suspect work, and quarantine it from the rest. "The goal was to protect the innocent victims, and to find out what's true about the science that had been done," Milkman told me. But now, to all appearances, Schroeder had uncovered crooked data that apparently weren't linked to Gino. That would mean Schroeder had another colleague who had contaminated her research. It would mean that her reputation--and the credibility of her entire field--was under threat from multiple directions at once.

Among the four research papers in which Gino was accused of cheating is one about the human tendency to misreport facts and figures for personal gain. Which is to say: She was accused of faking data for a study of when and how people might fake data. Amazingly, a different set of data from the same paper had already been flagged as the product of potential fraud, two years before the Gino scandal came to light. The first was contributed by Dan Ariely of Duke University--a frequent co-author of Gino's and, like her, a celebrated expert on the psychology of telling lies. (Ariely has said that a Duke investigation--which the school has not acknowledged--discovered no evidence that he "falsified data or knowingly used falsified data." He has also said that the investigation "determined that I should have done more to prevent faulty data from being published in the 2012 paper.")

The existence of two apparently corrupted data sets was shocking: a keystone paper on the science of deception wasn't just invalid, but possibly a scam twice over. But even in the face of this ignominy, few in business academia were ready to acknowledge, in the summer of 2023, that the problem might be larger still--and that their research literature might well be overrun with fantastical results.

Some scholars had tried to raise alarms before. In 2019, Dennis Tourish, a professor at the University of Sussex Business School, published a book titled Management Studies in Crisis: Fraud, Deception and Meaningless Research. He cites a study finding that more than a third of surveyed editors at management journals say they've encountered fabricated or falsified data. Even that alarming rate may undersell the problem, Tourish told me, given all of the misbehavior in his discipline that gets overlooked or covered up.

"It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us."

Anonymous surveys of various fields find that roughly 2 percent of scholars will admit to having fabricated, falsified, or modified data at least once in their career. But business-school psychology may be especially prone to misbehavior. For one thing, the field's research standards are weaker than those for other psychologists. In response to the replication crisis, campus psychology departments have lately taken up a raft of methodological reforms. Statistically suspect practices that were de rigueur a dozen years ago are now uncommon; sample sizes have gotten bigger; a study's planned analyses are now commonly written down before the work is carried out. But this great awakening has been slower to develop in business-school psychology, several academics told me. "No one wants to kill the golden goose," one early-career researcher in business academia said. If management and marketing professors embraced all of psychology's reforms, he said, then many of their most memorable, most TED Talk-able findings would go away. "To use marketing lingo, we'd lose our unique value proposition."

It's easy to imagine how cheating might lead to more cheating. If business-school psychology is beset with suspect research, then the bar for getting published in its flagship journals ratchets up: A study must be even flashier than all the other flashy findings if its authors want to stand out. Such incentives move in only one direction: Eventually, the standard tools for torturing your data will no longer be enough. Now you have to go a little further; now you have to cut your data up, and carve them into sham results. Having one or two prolific frauds around would push the bar for publishing still higher, inviting yet more corruption. (And because the work is not exactly brain surgery, no one dies as a result.) In this way, a single discipline might come to look like Major League Baseball did 20 years ago: defined by juiced-up stats.

In the face of its own cheating scandal, MLB started screening every single player for anabolic steroids. There is no equivalent in science, and certainly not in business academia. Uri Simonsohn, a professor at the Esade Business School in Barcelona, is a member of the blogging team, called Data Colada, that caught the problems in both Gino's and Ariely's work. (He was also a motivating force behind the Many Co-Authors Project.) Data Colada has called out other instances of sketchy work and apparent fakery within the field, but its efforts at detection are highly targeted. They're also quite unusual. Crying foul on someone else's bad research makes you out to be a troublemaker, or a member of the notional "data police." It can also bring a claim of defamation. Gino filed a $25 million defamation lawsuit against Harvard and the Data Colada team not long after the bloggers attacked her work. (This past September, a judge dismissed the portion of her claims that involved the bloggers and the defamation claim against Harvard. She still has pending claims against the university for gender discrimination and breach of contract.) The risks are even greater for those who don't have tenure. A junior academic who accuses someone else of fraud may antagonize the senior colleagues who serve on the boards and committees that make publishing decisions and determine funding and job appointments.

Read: Francesca Gino, the Harvard expert on dishonesty who is accused of lying

These risks for would-be critics reinforce an atmosphere of complacency. "It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us," Simonsohn said in a 2023 webinar. He added, "We have done nothing to prevent it. Nothing."

Like so many other scientific scandals, the one Schroeder had identified quickly sank into a swamp of closed-door reviews and taciturn committees. Schroeder says that Harvard Business School declined to investigate her evidence of data-tampering, citing a policy of not responding to allegations made more than six years after the misconduct is said to have occurred. (Harvard Business School's head of communications, Mark Cautela, declined to comment.) Her efforts to address the issue through the University of Pennsylvania's Office of Research Integrity likewise seemed fruitless. (A spokesperson for the Wharton School would not comment on "the existence or status of" any investigations.)

Retractions have a way of dragging out in science publishing. This one was no exception. Maryam Kouchaki, an expert on workplace ethics at Northwestern University's Kellogg School of Management and co-editor in chief of the journal that published the "Don't Stop Believing" paper, had first received the authors' call to pull their work in August 2023. As the anniversary of that request drew near, Schroeder still had no idea how the suspect data would be handled, and whether Brooks--or anyone else--would be held responsible.

Finally, on October 1, the "Don't Stop Believing" paper was removed from the scientific literature. The journal's published notice laid out some basic conclusions from Schroeder's audit: Studies 1a and 1b had indeed been run by Brooks, the raw data were not available, and the posted data for 1b showed "streaks of heart rate ratings that were unlikely to have occurred naturally." Schroeder's own contributions to the paper were also found to have some flaws: Data points had been dropped from her analysis without any explanation in the published text. (Although this practice wasn't fully out-of-bounds given research standards at the time, the same behavior would today be understood as a form of "p-hacking"--a pernicious source of false-positive results.) But the notice did not say whether the fishy numbers from Study 1b had been fabricated, let alone by whom. Someone other than Brooks may have handled those data before publication, it suggested. "The journal could not investigate this study any further."

Two days later, Schroeder posted to X a link to her full and final audit of the paper. "It took *hundreds* of hours of work to complete this retraction," she wrote, in a thread that described the flaws in her own experiments and Studies 1a and 1b. "I am ashamed of helping publish this paper & how long it took to identify its issues," the thread concluded. "I am not the same scientist I was 10 years ago. I hold myself accountable for correcting any inaccurate prior research findings and for updating my research practices to do better." Her peers responded by lavishing her with public praise. One colleague called the self-audit "exemplary" and an "act of courage." A prominent professor at Columbia Business School congratulated Schroeder for being "a cultural heroine, a role model for the rising generation."

But amid this celebration of her unusual transparency, an important and related story had somehow gone unnoticed. In the course of scouting out the edges of the cheating scandal in her field, Schroeder had uncovered yet another case of seeming science fraud. And this time, she'd blown the whistle on herself.

That stunning revelation, unaccompanied by any posts on social media, had arrived in a muffled update to the Many Co-Authors Project website. Schroeder announced that she'd found "an issue" with one more paper that she'd produced with Gino. This one, "Enacting Rituals to Improve Self-Control," came out in 2018 in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology; its author list overlaps substantially with that of the earlier "Don't Stop Believing" paper (though Brooks was not involved). Like the first, it describes a set of studies that purport to show the power of the ritual effect. Like the first, it includes at least one study for which data appear to have been altered. And like the first, its data anomalies have no apparent link to Gino.

The basic facts are laid out in a document that Schroeder put into an online repository, describing an internal audit that she conducted with the help of the lead author, Allen Ding Tian. (Tian did not respond to requests for comment.) The paper opens with a field experiment on women who were trying to lose weight. Schroeder, then in grad school at the University of Chicago, oversaw the work; participants were recruited at a campus gym.

Half of the women were instructed to perform a ritual before each meal for the next five days: They were to put their food into a pattern on their plate. The other half were not. Then Schroeder used a diet-tracking app to tally all the food that each woman reported eating, and found that the ones in the ritual group took in about 200 fewer calories a day, on average, than the others. But in 2023, when she started digging back into this research, she uncovered some discrepancies. According to her study's raw materials, nine of the women who reported that they'd done the food-arranging ritual were listed on the data spreadsheet as being in the control group; six others were mislabeled in the opposite direction. When Schroeder fixed these errors for her audit, the ritual effect completely vanished. Now it looked as though the women who'd done the food-arranging had consumed a few more calories, on average, than the women who had not.

Mistakes happen in research; sometimes data get mixed up. These errors, though, appear to be intentional. The women whose data had been swapped fit a suspicious pattern: The ones whose numbers might have undermined the paper's hypothesis were disproportionately affected. This is not a subtle thing; among the 43 women who reported that they'd done the ritual, the six most prolific eaters all got switched into the control group. Nick Brown and James Heathers, the scientific-integrity researchers, have each tried to figure out the odds that anything like the study's published result could have been attained if the data had been switched at random. Brown's analysis pegged the answer at one in 1 million. "Data manipulation makes sense as an explanation," he told me. "No other explanation is immediately obvious to me." Heathers said he felt "quite comfortable" in concluding that whatever went wrong with the experiment "was a directed process, not a random process."

Whether or not the data alterations were intentional, their specific form--flipped conditions for a handful of participants, in a way that favored the hypothesis--matches up with data issues raised by Harvard Business School's investigation into Gino's work. Schroeder rejected that comparison when I brought it up, but she was willing to accept some blame. "I couldn't feel worse about that paper and that study," she told me. "I'm deeply ashamed of it."

Still, she said that the source of the error wasn't her. Her research assistants on the project may have caused the problem; Schroeder wonders if they got confused. She said that two RAs, both undergraduates, had recruited the women at the gym, and that the scene there was chaotic: Sometimes multiple people came up to them at once, and the undergrads may have had to make some changes on the fly, adjusting which participants were being put into which group for the study. Maybe things went wrong from there, Schroeder said. One or both RAs might have gotten ruffled as they tried to paper over inconsistencies in their record-keeping. They both knew what the experiment was meant to show, and how the data ought to look--so it's possible that they peeked a little at the data and reassigned the numbers in the way that seemed correct. (Schroeder's audit lays out other possibilities, but describes this one as the most likely.)

Schroeder's account is certainly plausible, but it's not a perfect fit with all of the facts. For one thing, the posted data indicate that during most days on which the study ran, the RAs had to deal with only a handful of participants--sometimes just two. How could they have gotten so bewildered?

Any further details seem unlikely to emerge. The paper was formally retracted in the February issue of the journal. Schroeder has chosen not to name the RAs who helped her with the study, and she told me that she hasn't tried to contact them. "I just didn't think it was appropriate," she said. "It doesn't seem like it would help matters at all." By her account, neither one is currently in academia, and she did not discover any additional issues when she reviewed their other work. (I reached out to more than a dozen former RAs and lab managers who were thanked in Schroeder's published papers from around this time. Five responded to my queries; all of them denied having helped with this experiment.) In the end, Schroeder said, she took the data at the assistants' word. "I did not go in and change labels," she told me. But she also said repeatedly that she doesn't think her RAs should take the blame. "The responsibility rests with me, right? And so it was appropriate that I'm the one named in the retraction notice," she said. Later in our conversation, she summed up her response: "I've tried to trace back as best I can what happened, and just be honest."

"I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing."

Across the many months I spent reporting this story, I'd come to think of Schroeder as a paragon of scientific rigor. She has led a seminar on "Experimental Design and Research Methods" in a business program with a sterling reputation for its research standards. She'd helped set up the Many Co-Authors Project, and then pursued it as aggressively as anyone. (Simonsohn even told me that Schroeder's look-at-everything approach was a little "overboard.") I also knew that she was devoted to the dreary but important task of reproducing other people's published work.

As for the dieting research, Schroeder had owned the awkward optics. "It looks weird," she told me when we spoke in June. "It's a weird error, and it looks consistent with changing things in the direction to get a result." But weirder still was how that error came to light, through a detailed data audit that she'd undertaken of her own accord. Apparently, she'd gone to great effort to call attention to a damning set of facts. That alone could be taken as a sign of her commitment to transparency.

But in the months that followed, I couldn't shake the feeling that another theory also fit the facts. Schroeder's leading explanation for the issues in her work--An RA must have bungled the data--sounded distressingly familiar. Francesca Gino had offered up the same defense to Harvard's investigators. The mere repetition of this story doesn't mean that it's invalid: Lab techs and assistants really do mishandle data on occasion, and they may of course engage in science fraud. But still.

As for Schroeder's all-out focus on integrity, and her public efforts to police the scientific record, I came to understand that most of these had been adopted, all at once, in mid-2023, shortly after the Gino scandal broke. (The version of Schroeder's resume that was available on her webpage in the spring of 2023 does not describe any replication projects whatsoever.) That makes sense if the accusations changed the way she thought about her field--and she did describe them to me as "a wake-up call." But here's another explanation: Maybe Schroeder saw the Gino scandal as a warning that the data sleuths were on the march. Perhaps she figured that her own work might end up being scrutinized, and then, having gamed this out, she decided to be a data sleuth herself. She'd publicly commit to reexamining her colleagues' work, doing audits of her own, and asking for corrections. This would be her play for amnesty during a crisis.

I spoke with Schroeder for the last time on the day before Halloween. She was notably composed when I confronted her with the possibility that she'd engaged in data-tampering herself. She repeated what she'd told me months before, that she definitely did not go in and change the numbers in her study. And she rejected the idea that her self-audits had been strategic, that she'd used them to divert attention from her own wrongdoing. "Honestly, it's disturbing to hear you even lay it out," she said. "Because I think if you were to look at my body of work and try to replicate it, I think my hit rate would be good." She continued: "So to imply that I've actually been, I don't know, doing a lot of fraudulent stuff myself for a long time, and this was a moment to come clean with it? I just don't think the evidence bears that out."

That wasn't really what I'd meant to imply. The story I had in mind was more mundane--and in a sense more tragic. I went through it: Perhaps she'd fudged the results for a study just once or twice early in her career, and never again. Perhaps she'd been committed, ever since, to proper scientific methods. And perhaps she really did intend to fix some problems in her field.

Schroeder allowed that she'd been susceptible to certain research practices--excluding data, for example--that are now considered improper. So were many of her colleagues. In that sense, she'd been guilty of letting her judgment be distorted by the pressure to succeed. But I understood what she was saying: This was not the same as fraud.

Throughout our conversations, Schroeder had avoided stating outright that anyone in particular had committed fraud. But not all of her colleagues had been so cautious. Just a few days earlier, I'd received an unexpected message from Maurice Schweitzer, the senior Wharton business-school professor who oversaw Alison Wood Brooks's "Don't Stop Believing" research. Up to this point, he had not responded to my request for an interview, and I figured he'd chosen not to comment for this story. But he finally responded to a list of written questions. It was important for me to know, his email said, that Schroeder had "been involved in data tampering." He included a link to the retraction notice for her paper on rituals and eating. When I asked Schweitzer to elaborate, he did not respond. (Schweitzer's most recent academic work is focused on the damaging effects of gossip; one of his papers from 2024 is titled "The Interpersonal Costs of Revealing Others' Secrets.")

I laid this out for Schroeder on the phone. "Wow," she said. "That's unfortunate that he would say that." She went silent for a long time. "Yeah, I'm sad he's saying that."

Another long silence followed. "I think that the narrative that you laid out, Dan, is going to have to be a possibility," she said. "I don't think there's a way I can refute it, but I know what the truth is, and I think I did the right thing, with trying to clean the literature as much as I could."

This is all too often where these stories end: A researcher will say that whatever really happened must forever be obscure. Dan Ariely told Business Insider in February 2024 : "I've spent a big part of the last two years trying to find out what happened. I haven't been able to ... I decided I have to move on with my life." Schweitzer told me that the most relevant files for the "Don't Stop Believing" paper are "long gone," and that the chain of custody for its data simply can't be tracked. (The Wharton School agreed, telling me that it "does not possess the requested data" for Study 1b, "as it falls outside its current data retention period.") And now Schroeder had landed on a similar position.

It's uncomfortable for a scientist to claim that the truth might be unknowable, just as it would be for a journalist, or any other truth-seeker by vocation. I daresay the facts regarding all of these cases may yet be amenable to further inquiry. The raw data from Study 1b may still exist, somewhere; if so, one might compare them with the posted spreadsheet to confirm that certain numbers had been altered. And Schroeder says she has the names of the RAs who worked on her dieting experiment; in theory, she could ask those people for their recollections of what happened. If figures aren't checked, or questions aren't asked, it's by choice.

What feels out of reach is not so much the truth of any set of allegations, but their consequences. Gino has been placed on administrative leave, but in many other instances of suspected fraud, nothing happens. Both Brooks and Schroeder appear to be untouched. "The problem is that journal editors and institutions can be more concerned with their own prestige and reputation than finding out the truth," Dennis Tourish, at the University of Sussex Business School, told me. "It can be easier to hope that this all just goes away and blows over and that somebody else will deal with it."


Pablo Delcan



Some degree of disillusionment was common among the academics I spoke with for this story. The early-career researcher in business academia told me that he has an "unhealthy hobby" of finding manipulated data. But now, he said, he's giving up the fight. "At least for the time being, I'm done," he told me. "Feeling like Sisyphus isn't the most fulfilling experience." A management professor who has followed all of these cases very closely gave this assessment: "I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing and demotivating."

It's possible that no one is more depressed and demotivated, at this point, than Juliana Schroeder. "To be honest with you, I've had some very low moments where I'm like, 'Well, maybe this is not the right field for me, and I shouldn't be in it,' " she said. "And to even have any errors in any of my papers is incredibly embarrassing, let alone one that looks like data-tampering."

I asked her if there was anything more she wanted to say.

"I guess I just want to advocate for empathy and transparency--maybe even in that order. Scientists are imperfect people, and we need to do better, and we can do better." Even the Many Co-Authors Project, she said, has been a huge missed opportunity. "It was sort of like a moment where everyone could have done self-reflection. Everyone could have looked at their papers and done the exercise I did. And people didn't."

Maybe the situation in her field would eventually improve, she said. "The optimistic point is, in the long arc of things, we'll self-correct, even if we have no incentive to retract or take responsibility."

"Do you believe that?" I asked.

"On my optimistic days, I believe it."

"Is today an optimistic day?"

"Not really."



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The Fraudulent Science of Success."
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Trump Is Building the Most Anti-Semitic Cabinet in Decades

Donald Trump has vowed to "defeat anti-Semitism." His Cabinet picks tell a very different story.

by Franklin Foer




Of all the promises, from quixotic to horrifying, that Donald Trump has made about the next four years, the one that seems least likely to be fulfilled is his vow to "defeat anti-Semitism." He has nominated a slew of cranks who have dabbled in the oldest conspiracy theory of them all, a belief that Jews control the world.

Over the past decade or so, pernicious lies about Jewish villainy have drifted into the mainstream of American life. That's a fact Trump acknowledges when he talks about his plans to "defend Jewish citizens in America." But he tends to focus on the problem at college campuses, which constitutes an incomplete diagnosis. It allows Trump to ignore his own complicity in unleashing the worst wave of anti-Jewish sentiment in generations.

In his first administration, Trump provided rhetorical cover for supporters who blared hateful sentiments--those "very fine people," Kanye West, and others. This time, he's placing them in the line of presidential succession. If confirmed, this crew would comprise the highest-ranking collection of White House anti-Semites in generations.

Take Matt Gaetz, Trump's nominee for attorney general. He is a fierce opponent of the Antisemitism Awareness Act, which would curtail federal funding for institutions of higher education that fail to address the hatred of Jews when it flourishes on their campuses. There are principled reasons for rejecting the bill. But in the course of arguing against it, Gaetz revealed himself. He asserted that the legislation's definition of anti-Semitism would penalize the belief that the Jews killed Jesus. This wasn't a point Gaetz made in the spirit of protecting free speech. He fervently believes it himself. "The Bible is clear. There is no myth or controversy on this," he posted on X. This is the canard from which the whole Western tradition of anti-Semitism flows, a belief officially repudiated by the Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council nearly 60 years ago.

And it wasn't a stray expression. In 2018, Gaetz invited Charles Johnson, a notorious figure on the alt-right, to attend the State of the Union address as his guest. Johnson is a textbook example of a Holocaust denier. He insists that only 250,000 Jews died--and only of typhus--during World War II. In a Reddit "Ask Me Anything" session, he wrote that he agreed with a commenter "about Auschwitz and the gas chambers not being real." When confronted with Johnson's record, Gaetz admitted that he hadn't properly vetted Johnson before extending him an invitation. Even so, he told Fox Business that Johnson is "not a holocaust denier." That defense, given all the evidence about Johnson presented to him, is tantamount to an endorsement.

The essence of conspiracism is the description of the hidden hand, the ubiquity of all-powerful evildoers. That is Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s overriding intellectual habit. He believes that the CIA killed his uncle, and he attributes autism to vaccines. In 2023, he was caught on video suggesting that COVID-19 might be a bioweapon. Espousing such a theory should be disqualifying for the job of running America's public-health system. But he went further. He said that the disease was designed to attack Caucasians and Black people. "The people who are most immune are Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese." (In case it needs saying, this is false.) As a well-practiced conspiracist, he knew to append his theory with a disclaimer, adding, "We don't know whether it was deliberately targeted or not," as if he were merely asking an innocent question. And when confronted with his own words, he denied any ill intent: "I haven't said an anti-Semitic word in my life."

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

But his insinuation echoed the medieval Christian libel that Jews had poisoned the wells of Europe, unleashing the Black Death. Kennedy's winking accusation also mimics a strain of white-supremacist pseudoscience, which asserts that Ashkenazi Jews are a distinct race from Caucasians. According to this bizarre, and bizarrely prevalent, theory, that's what makes Jews so pernicious: They can pass for white people while conspiring to undermine them.

Not so long ago, these sorts of comments would have rendered a nominee unconfirmable--or at least would have necessitated an excruciating apology tour. But anti-Semitism is no longer taboo. And it's telling that Trump has adopted Elon Musk as a primary adviser, because Musk is a chief culprit in the lifting of that taboo.

When Musk bought Twitter in 2022, he reversed a ban imposed by the company's previous regime that kept anti-Semites and Holocaust deniers off the platform. Under his ownership, anti-Jewish voices became unavoidable fixtures on the site, broadcasting their bigoted theories without any fear of consequences.

One reason they have little to fear is that Musk has displayed sympathy for their worldview. Like them, he harps on the wickedness of George Soros, whom he once likened to the comic supervillain Magneto, a mutant who plots to wipe out humanity. (Like Soros, Magneto is a Holocaust survivor.) This comparison almost explicitly admits its exaggeration of Jewish nefariousness. And if the thrust of his sentiments wasn't clear enough, he emphatically endorsed a tweet claiming that "Jewish communities have been pushing ... dialectal hatred against whites."

For a time, Musk refuted his critics by smearing them. He accused the Anti-Defamation League, the nation's leading Jewish civil-rights group, of orchestrating a campaign to destroy him. Eventually, to fend off an advertiser boycott, he apologized, visited Auschwitz, and called himself "aspirationally Jewish."

The presence of these conspiracists doesn't suggest that Trump will pursue policies that provoke Jewish suffering. His support for Israel might even win him the approval of a growing segment of organized Jewry. Instead, the danger posed by his appointees is that their mere presence in high office will make American anti-Semitism even more permissible; they will make conspiracies about Jews socially acceptable. Indeed, that might already have happened. Trump just proposed the most anti-Semitic Cabinet in recent history, and that fact has barely elicited a peep.
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What the Men of the Internet Are Trying to Prove

Jake Paul is an emblem of a generation starving for purpose while gorging on spectacle.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Death was in the discourse leading up to Friday night's boxing match between Jake Paul and Mike Tyson. Marketing the fight, the two combatants repeatedly threatened to kill each other; a Netflix promo documentary referenced the bitten and bloodied ear Tyson left Evander Holyfield with in a 1997 match; social-media chatter reveled in the possibility that Paul, one of the internet's favorite villains, would be murdered on air.

But once the match began, streamed from a packed arena to 60 million households, it felt morbid in an unexpected way--in the way of a retirement home, not a slasher movie. Paul, a 27-year-old YouTube star, jabbed and jabbed with the precision of a piston. Tyson, the 58-year-old heavyweight legend who retired nearly two decades ago, hobbled around the ring and gnawed his glove anxiously, only occasionally returning fire. He looked his age, and at times quite a bit older. Six rounds into the eight-round match--which ended in a unanimous decision for Paul--the commentator Rosie Perez, a longtime friend of Tyson's, dropped any pretense of being entertained. This was, she said, "a hard story to watch."

As I took that story in, I thought not only about how old Tyson is, but about how old the internet is--how far we are into the process of reality being hollowed-out by digital forces. The ropes advertised tech products: Meta Quest, the VR headset; DraftKings, the gambling network repopularizing one of humankind's oldest addictions. Paul cut an imposing figure, his neck as thick as a ship's mast, his tattooed legs swathed in diamond-draped shorts. It was breathtaking to remember that, a little more than decade ago, he became famous as a happy-go-lucky teen goofing around online with his brother, Logan. Now he's an emblem of a generation of men--and a wider culture--starving for purpose while gorging on spectacle.

To trace the Paul brothers' career is to trace a few epochs of the internet. They got famous on Vine in 2013 by doing boys-will-be-boys stuff: tasing each other, jumping on strangers' backs, talking to pineapples in the supermarket. These hijinks were like a last flare of the internet's OMG-so-random era, when logging on felt like an escape to a fantasy world of cat videos and violent stick-figure cartoons. But soon, the Paul brothers came to represent a new paradigm, in which distinctions between the online world and the offline world became more blurred. They were some of the first influencers, leveraging their lives into clickbait.

Which means that, suddenly, they needed to figure out what to do with the eyeballs they'd attracted. They began to augment their antics with charity efforts and self-help content. Jake joined a Disney Channel show as an actor but left halfway through its second season, then rebranded as a rapper. Logan founded a podcast that now has more than 4 million subscribers on YouTube. The continual search for the next gimmick also subjected the Pauls to plenty of internet outrage. They earned backlash for offenses as varied as insulting Kazakhstanis, publicizing shady cryptocurrency ventures, and filming a dead body. Their cockiness grew with each attempted cancellation; they tended to apologize and then bounce onward.

Yet to call these guys pure trolls isn't quite right. Every time I see Jake speak, I discern something searching and sad within his boastfulness. In a video endorsing Donald Trump before the 2024 election, he delivered familiar MAGA talking points in a tone of puppy-eyed desperation. "I don't come to you to make this video to create more division," he said. "I believe love is the key to the universe and that we should all love each other more and more and more." The video made me think less about his politics than about his soul. He seemed like a man looking for a cause, and finding it--as so many others have--in Trump's promise to transform everything.

At first, boxing appeared to be just another stunt. In 2018, Logan booked a match against another YouTuber, and Jake fought on the undercard. In the years after that, Logan--whose intense, reptilian demeanor belies presidential aspirations--moved into the scripted battling of WWE. Jake, who has more of a crazy-fox kind of personality, stuck with boxing. In both cases, picking up an athletic side hustle was savvy. Combat sports have experienced a renaissance of cultural relevance over the past decade, driven by legalized betting and the popularity of MMA. Trump has deep links to the world of wrestling; just this past weekend he went to a UFC match. If you're a man making entertainment for other men these days, chances are you have some sort of relationship to combat sports.

Read: Can a boxer return to the ring after killing?

Even so, Jake's boxing career has been more durable and significant than anyone would have predicted in 2018. His fight with Tyson produced his 11th win out of 12 bouts. He says he wants to become a bona fide champion, and followers have been treated to footage of him sparring, ice-bathing, and scarfing hamburgers to bulk up. He started his own promotion company; he even tried (unsuccessfully so far) to get fighters to unionize. Why is he doing all of this? Aren't there easier ways to make money? In a 2023 Netflix documentary about Jake, Logan explained, "He definitely found something with boxing that I think gave him worth"--worth that he didn't get from "making stupid little insignificant vlogs on YouTube."

Those stupid vlogs were, in some ways, quite significant, helping rewire the aspirations of an entire culture. A Morning Consult survey last year found that a majority of Gen Z--and 41 percent of all American adults--want to be influencers. Trump waged his presidential campaign by enlisting online entertainers in the Paul brothers' model, such as the prank-pulling Nelk Boys. (He also joined Logan on his podcast.) Yet for all the growth of the influencer economy, the career path can be hellish, involving constant hustle, relentless criticism, and existential meaninglessness. Mugging to the camera for views certainly doesn't fit neatly with old ideals of masculinity. In that 2023 documentary, Logan remarked, proudly and disgustedly, "We're fucking media whores." Jake explained his turn to boxing like this: "I was sick of not being respected."

In this context, the popularity of combat sports is more than just a fad. Today's American dream tends to involve virtual pursuits--influencing, making a killer app, getting lucky with crypto--but the gladiatorial ring is a macho, meat-space proving ground. No wonder Elon Musk challenged Mark Zuckerberg to a cage match. In the case of the Paul brothers, winning substantiates their right to do what they've always done: peacock. As Norman Mailer wrote of Muhammad Ali, reflecting on his tendency for trash talk, "The closer a heavyweight comes to the championship, the more natural it is for him to be a little bit insane, secretly insane, for the heavyweight champion of the world is either the toughest man in the world or he is not, but there is a real possibility he is. It is like being the big toe of God."

The problem for Jake Paul is that he really doesn't have anywhere near a claim to "toughest man in the world." He's widely seen as an interloper, a clown, disrupting and degrading a sport that's supposed to be meritocratic. His fights have almost all been novelty bouts against influencers and stars from other sports (his only loss was to the most qualified professional boxer he's previously fought). The respect he's seeking still hasn't been found. In publicity leading up to Friday's fight, he played up the idea that defeating the legendary Mike Tyson would shut up his doubters forever. "I want him to be that old savage Mike," Jake said at a press conference. "I want the hardest match possible Friday night, and I want there to be no excuses from everyone at home when I knock him out."

But as probably could have been predicted, Tyson turned out to be a 58-year-old man whose body has taken a lifetime of abuse, facing a wealthy 27-year-old who's devoted his past few years to training. Jake set out to prove he was something realer than a media whore, but he showed only that he had the clout to overhype a terribly unfair fight. Coming so soon after an election partly decided by highly online men who feel their status to be under threat, this outcome seems like an omen: Old systems may soon be torn down, with little to replace them but bluster spun as redemption.

"There's a shift in the world, and good is rising," Jake said, sweating and panting, in the after-match interview. "The truth is rising. I'm just honored to be a part of America. It feels like we're back, baby."
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What Pete Hegseth's Nomination Is Really About

Revenge on the military is just the start of it.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Donald Trump's decision to tap Pete Hegseth for his Cabinet is one of his nominations that some are reading as pure provocation. Aside from being a veteran, Hegseth has little qualification to lead the Department of Defense. He's a Fox News host who has written a screed against DEI in the military. He has faced an allegation of sexual assault, which he denies, but the Trump team is not balking. "We look forward to his confirmation," Steven Cheung, a Trump spokesperson, said in reply to news reports about the allegation. At another time in our history, many lines in Hegseth's latest book alone might have disqualified him on the grounds of being too juvenile. In the introduction of The War on Warriors, he criticizes the "so-called elites directing the military today": "Sometime soon, a real conflict will break out, and red-blooded American men will have to save their elite candy-asses."

Focusing on scandals and inflammatory rhetoric, however, may serve as a diversion from a bigger, more alarming strategy. The real danger of Hegseth's appointment lies in the role he might play in Trump's reimagined military. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with the staff writer Tom Nichols about Trump's grander plan to centralize control. "He's going for the trifecta of putting nakedly loyalist, unqualified people into these jobs as a way of saying to everyone in those departments, I'm in control. I run these. You're going to do what I say. And forget the Constitution. Forget the law. Forget everything except loyalty to Donald Trump," Nichols says.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There is such an overwhelming amount of noise around Donald Trump's proposed nominees--their histories, their scandals, their beliefs--that it's easy to lose sight of one important pattern, which is Trump placing people in charge of critical Cabinet positions who are utterly loyal to him, so ultimately the real control of those agencies lies with the White House.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today we are going to talk about a key pillar of that strategy to centralize control: Trump's plans for the military.

Rosin: Okay. Ready?
 Tom Nichols: Ready.


Rosin: Our guest is staff writer Tom Nichols, who's a professor emeritus at the Naval War College.

Tom, welcome to the show.

Nichols: Thanks, Hanna.

Rosin: So there is so much to talk about in terms of Trump's proposed appointments, but today we're going to talk about military- and security-related appointments because they are such high-stakes positions. From Trump's choice during this transition period, what are you picking up about his attitude towards the military establishment?

Nichols: I think his appointments, particularly for secretary of defense--and some of the rumors that have been floated out of Mar-a-Lago about prosecuting military officers and wholesale firings--these are really direct shots at the senior officer corps of the United States, and I think of it as a direct attack on our traditions of civil-military affairs.

He is trying to send a message that from now on, America's military officers are supposed to be loyal to him, first and foremost, and not the Constitution, because he still carries a pretty serious grudge against a lot of top military and civilian people during his first term as president who got in his way--or he thinks got in his way--about doing things like, you know, shooting protesters and using the military in the streets of the United States. So he's sending a pretty clear message that this time around, he's not going to brook any of that kind of interference.

Rosin: So you think the source of his resistance or hostility towards the military are specific actions that they prevented him from taking, or is it things that, say, generals have said about him--negative things that they've said about him?

Nichols: Oh, I don't think we have to pick between those. He believes in a world where he has total control over everything, because that's how he's lived his life. So, of course, he's angry about all of that stuff--reportedly, you know, going back to things like Bob Woodward's accounts, where he calls the defense secretary and says, I want to kill Bashar [al-]Assad, the leader of Syria, and James Mattis says, Yeah, okay. We'll get right on that, and then hangs up the phone and says, We're not doing that.

Rosin: Right. So he doesn't want anyone to say, We're not doing that, anymore?

Nichols: No matter what it is and no matter how unconstitutional or illegal the order, he doesn't want anybody to say, We're not doing that. And remember, the first time he ran, he said things like, If I tell my generals--"my generals," which is a phrase he loves--if I tell my generals to torture people, they'll do it. And of course, immediately, a lot of very senior officers said, No. No, sir. We will not do that. That's an illegal order. We can't do that. He doesn't want to hear any of that guff this time around.

Rosin: So one thing is: He doesn't want any future resistance from military leaders who might, you know, counter things he wants done. Another is: He seems to be purging from the past. NBC reported this weekend that they were drawing up a list of military officers who were involved in the withdrawal from Afghanistan, seeing whether they could be court-martialed. How do those two things fit together? Why is that part of the picture?

Nichols: Well, the most important thing about that report from NBC is: It's not about Afghanistan. If it really were about that and people were looking at it closely--you know, you have to remember that a big part of why that was such a mess, and Biden bears a lot of responsibility for that bungled pullout, but Trump's the guy who negotiated the agreement and demanded that everybody stick to it.

So this is not about Afghanistan. This is about two things: It's telling former officers who crossed him that I am going to get even with you. I think a lot of this is just him trying to cut a path to get to people like Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs. And it's also a warning for the future that says, No matter what you do, no matter where you go, even if you retire, I can reach out and touch you. So if you're a colonel or a captain or a general or an admiral, and you think about crossing me, just remember, I will get you for it.

And that's what I mean about an attack on civil-military relations. Because the other problem, and the reason this whole Afghanistan thing is such nonsense, is these were officers who were following the legal and lawful orders of their commander in chief. If this report is confirmed, it's a huge muscle flex to say, There is no senior military officer who's beyond my retribution if he doesn't, or she doesn't, do what I want done--no matter how illegal, no matter how unconstitutional, no matter how immoral. All I want to hear out of you is, Yes, sir, and that's it.

Rosin: Can he do this? In other words, can you reach deep down enough in the military hierarchy to actually accomplish what he's trying to accomplish?

Nichols: Sure. It doesn't take many people. There's a bunch of kind of legalistic stuff that's going to be difficult. The military--and I've actually counseled other people not to get wrapped up in the legality stuff, because that's not what this is about. This is an effort at political intimidation. But you'd have to find people who are going to hold an Article 32 hearing. It's kind of like--the military has its own version of, like, a grand jury, and you'd have to find people willing to do that, but you could reach down and find some ambitious and not very principled lieutenant colonel somewhere who says, Sure. I'll be that prosecutor. I'll do that.

You don't need thousands and thousands of people. You just need a handful of men and women who are willing to do this kind of stuff. And yeah. Sure--he can get it done. Remember, this is the president who decided that the military didn't have the authority to punish its own war criminals and intervened and started handing out dispensations.

Rosin: Yeah. All right. Well, let's talk about someone who encouraged him not to punish those war criminals.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: And that is Pete Hegseth, who he nominated for secretary of defense. Tom, in the circles of military people you know, how did people react to that nomination?

Nichols: Well, I've been careful not to ask anybody I know who's still serving, because I don't want to put them on the spot. But a lot of the people that I worked with and a lot of my colleagues from my days working with the military, I think the first reaction was something along the lines of: If this is a joke, it's not funny. Are we being pranked? Are we being punked? I mean, the idea of Pete Hegseth running the Defense Department was so spectacularly bizarre--it's right up there with Matt Gaetz running Justice.

And so now, as it's sinking in, I think there's a real horror here--and not just about what could happen in foreign policy. I mean, my biggest clench in my stomach is thinking about a nuclear crisis where the president really needs the secretary of defense--needs this sober and mature and decent man to give him advice--and he turns, and what he gets is Pete Hegseth. You know--

Rosin: Let's say who Pete Hegseth is, now that you've painted the picture--

Nichols: Well, let me just add, though, that for a lot of my military friends and former military friends, there's a whole other problem, which is: Unlike other departments, the secretary of defense holds the lives of millions of Americans in his hands.

Rosin: Wait. What do you mean? You mean because, because--why? What do you mean by that?

Nichols: Well, because those folks who serve in our military are completely dependent on the DOD for their housing, their medical care, where they're going to live, what places they get assigned to, you know, all of that stuff. The SecDef doesn't make those decisions individually every day, but if he turns out to be a terrible manager, the quality of life--and perhaps the actual lives of people in the military--can be really put under a lot of stress and danger by somebody who just doesn't know what he's doing.

It's not like--Ben Carson's a good example, right? Ben Carson was sent to HUD. He had no idea what he was doing. The department pretty much ran itself. And it's not like the daily life of hundreds of thousands of people were going to be affected because Ben Carson didn't know what the hell he was doing. That's different than people who live under a chain of command to which they are sworn to obey, that goes all the way to the E-Ring of the Pentagon, to the chair Pete Hegseth would be sitting in. That's a very different situation and very dangerous.

Rosin: Yeah, I see what you're saying. I mean, at HUD, you go home at 5 o'clock.

Nichols: Exactly.

Rosin: It's not like that--it's not like that in the Department of Defense. So it's totally obvious to you and the people you know why he's unqualified. Can we just quickly make that case? So he was a weekend host, Fox & Friends. He did end up serving overseas, and I think he has a Bronze Star.

Nichols: He was a major. Yeah, he actually was a major. I think he has two Bronze Stars. Look, I'm, you know--

Rosin: So how does that compare to other people who've held this position?

Just so we know.

Nichols: Well, other people who have held these positions had long experience in the national-security and national-defense realm as senior executives who have come all the way up. Look--I think Don Rumsfeld was one of the worst secretaries of defense ever, but he had served in related capacities and had administered a gigantic company that he was the head of. Now, that doesn't mean he had good judgment, but he--you know, the Defense Department ran every day, and things got done every day.

Ash Carter was a well-known--for, you know, 30 years--a well-known defense intellectual who had contributed substantively to everything about defense, from conventional forces to nuclear weapons. I think one thing people need to understand is how much of dealing with the defense department is just dealing with the intricacies of money.

Hegseth's going to sit at the top of all that, with no experience in any of this--not in budgeting, not in strategy, not in dealing with allies. I keep having these just head-spinning moments where I think about the first day in the office, and Pete Hegseth has to make calls to his equivalents, to his opposite numbers, as they do in this job. That's another thing that you don't do if you're the secretary of HUD--you don't call all the housing secretaries on the planet to say hello. Hegseth is going to be on the phone with the Russian minister of defense. He's going to be on the phone with the Chinese minister of defense. The people that have had these jobs have had exposure to folks like that. This is a guy who's done none of that-- nothing. There's literally zero background.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, what he lacks in qualifications and experience and everything else, he seems to make up for in this very forceful ideology that he has. I spent the weekend reading his latest book, [The] War on Warriors. Can we just talk about it for a minute?

I mean, here's what I understand about it. He tells this kind of alternate history of the downfall of the American military. It basically adds up to DEI. It goes: While we were fighting in Afghanistan, we missed the real war, which was happening at home, which was, you know, women in combat roles and DEI all over the place--so basically, a war against what he calls "normal dudes," who have always fought and won our wars.

Now, I'm going to torture you by reading one passage, and then I would love to get your opinion about how widespread this ideology is, this idea that the culture war has utterly shaped the military. Is he an outlier, or do a lot of people think this? So here's the quote: "DEI amplifies differences, creates grievances, [and] excludes anyone who won't bow down to the cultural Marxist revolution ripping through the Pentagon. Forget DEI--the acronym should be DIE or IED. It will kill our military worse than any IED ever could."

Where do these ideas come from? Is this just sprouted from his own head, or is there--inside the military, as far as you know--like, a grand resistance against DEI initiatives?

Nichols: This comes from, like, morning editorial meetings at Fox.

Rosin: Uh-huh. (Laughs.)

Nichols: Because I worked with senior military officers, including a lot of my students who had just come back from deployments, and you just didn't hear anybody talk this way about, you know, Marxism rampant in the Pentagon and DEI is destroying us--in part, because a lot of those folks were standing right next to people that Hegseth would say were DEI promotions. This is kind of the out-of-control bro culture that Hegseth came up in, and some of it's just generational, I suppose, within the military. But what I found is actually that the military, for all of its flaws, is a pretty meritocratic institution.

Have there been cycles of this, where there's a lot of sensitivity training and DEI issues? Yeah, of course, because we're a more diverse country. I'm sorry, but welcome to the world of the 21st century. And what Hegseth and other guys are doing in that book--which is just kind of a big, primal, bro-culture yawp--is saying, I just don't like this.

So I just think the idea that somehow Hegseth--he wasn't chosen because of this. He was chosen because he's a fawning sycophant to Donald Trump. He looks good on TV, which is really important to Trump. And he basically has made it clear, he'll do anything Trump tells him to do, which is--I think you see this in all of Trump's appointments.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. So to summarize: He hates DEI. He pushed Trump to intervene in the case of those service members who were accused of war crimes.

What is this reimagined military? Like, how do you think Trump sees a reimagined military? What is the American military for? What is it doing under his vision? I mean, if it's just window dressing--like, he wants a nice parade, and he wants a lot of military officers parading with him, and he wants it to look a certain way--that's one thing. But if the intention is to use it for mass deportations or for turning against internal protesters, then that's different. Then we're living in a different country.

Nichols: And he just said that, right? He said, I'm going to do mass deportations, and I'm going to get the military involved. And one thing I can tell you that I know from more than 25 years of teaching military officers: They hate the idea of any internal role. The ethos of the American military officer is that they are there to defend the United States and not to be in the streets of the United States. And this is an old tradition that goes back a long way. And Trump just doesn't care about that. He thinks it's his private security force to be ordered around at his beck and call.

Rosin: I will say, about Hegseth: Most of the things in his book did not surprise me. The one thing that did surprise me is: It does seem to be a sustained argument for why the left is the actual enemy, like a foreign enemy. He talks about how they move, how they fight, how to root them out. I mean, the language is very resonant with Trump's idea of "the enemy from within."

Nichols: Right. I mean, part of the problem I had with it, you know, is that sometimes I--you just kind of stop and say, This is childish, right? That it comes across as this really sort of adolescent fantasy of, you know, the "internal enemy," and how, you know, Christian warriors like me are going to save America, and all that stuff.

Rosin: And what men do and what women do and all that.

Nichols: Well, that's the thing. I think, interestingly enough, if there's stuff in the book that could really hurt him in terms of his nomination, ironically, it is the utter contempt with which he speaks of women not being in combat. And, of course, Hegseth knows better. I mean, in a foreign deployment, there's a lot of places where a combat role and a noncombat role are separated by yards. Just ask Tammy Duckworth.

But, again, it's this culture of, What would his future--because you asked what Trump's future Army would look like. But, again, Hegseth--and I keep coming back to this word adolescent or juvenile--it's lots of tough white guys with, you know, beautiful women cheering them on, going into battle from foreign shores to the streets of Baltimore or San Francisco, if that's what it takes, all in the name of this kind of civilizational rescue.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we move from defense to intelligence. Who is Tulsi Gabbard, and what are her qualifications for the director of national intelligence?

[Break]

Rosin: Tulsi Gabbard. Let's move on to her. She's his pick for director of national intelligence. She also served in the military, the Hawaii National Guard. You've called her a national-security risk, but before we get into that, what does the director of national intelligence do? Why was that office founded?

Nichols: Right. After 9/11, after all the reports and postmortems, one concern was that every part of the American intelligence community, and there's, like, a dozen and a half agencies that do this stuff--NSA, CIA, the FBI--that they weren't talking to each other. I have to say, back at the time--I was against this, and I still am--they bolted on this big office called the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, and that DNI is supposed to ride herd on all of these intelligence agencies.

Now you're supposed to have this one person who represents the community, who kind of straightens out these internal squabbles and has access to everything, because the DNI sits on top of the CIA, the NSA, and all the other agencies. And that's a really potentially powerful office.

Rosin: Okay, so good timing. It's now a big and powerful office. That's the job. What's your reaction to the pick?

Nichols: Well, she literally has no experience in any of this--nothing, zero, like, not even tangentially. Her supporters say, Well, she's a lieutenant colonel. Yes, and her deployments were as support missions to a medical unit, a police unit, and a civil-affairs unit.

She's, even in the military, never had anything to do with intelligence, intelligence gathering, analysis--nothing. Her only other qualifications are that, you know, she was in Congress and attended committee hearings. But she wasn't on the Intelligence Committee. So you have somebody who has no executive experience, has no intelligence experience, has no background in the field but is, just like Pete Hegseth, totally loyal, totally supportive, and looks good on TV.

Rosin: Right. And why is she a security risk?

Nichols: Because her views about people like Assad and Putin would really be disqualifying.

Rosin: Can you just--what are her views that she's voiced? What has she said?

Nichols: Right. Putin is misunderstood. We basically caused the Ukraine war. There's a kind of seriousness issue with Tulsi Gabbard, too. I find her sort of ethereal and kind of weird, to be honest with you. But she said, Zelensky and Putin and Biden--they all need to embrace the spirit of aloha.

Rosin: Oh, boy. Yeah.

Nichols: Yeah. So, you know, I'm sorry, but if you have a top-secret, code-word, compartmented-information clearance, I don't really want to hear about how you think you should help Putin embrace the spirit of aloha.

With Assad, it's even scarier. I mean, she has been an apologist and a denier of some of the terrible things he's done. She met with him outside of government channels when she was a congressperson, and she took a lot of flak for that. And she said, Well, I just think you have to listen to everybody. You can't solve these problems unless you go and listen.

Rosin: Yeah. So as far as you could tell, what's the long game here? Is Trump just looking for someone who will stay out of his way so he can communicate with whatever foreign leaders he wants in whatever way he wants, and there won't be anybody looking over his shoulder?

Nichols: There's some of that. He resists adult supervision in everything, as he has in his whole life. But I think there's something much more sinister going on here. If you really want to subvert a democracy, if you really want to undermine the thousands and thousands of people who work in the federal workforce and do things that are pretty scary--you know, investigate your enemies, send troops into the streets, and so on--the three departments you absolutely need are Justice, Defense, and the intelligence community.

Justice because you control the national cops, the FBI, and the national courts. The military because that is a huge source of coercive power, obviously. And the intelligence community because information is power, but also because the intelligence community is one of the other two branches that actually has people in it who have some control over coercive means, who have some ability to use violence.

So I think that he's going for the trifecta of putting nakedly loyalist, unqualified people into these jobs as a way of saying to everyone in those departments, I'm in control. I run these. You're going to do what I say. And forget the Constitution. Forget the law. Forget everything except loyalty to Donald Trump. And that means you at the CIA, you at the FBI, you at the Justice Department, the courts, the cops, the military. And I think that's what's going on here.

And I'll add one other thing: If all of these nominees get turfed, that doesn't mean the people coming in will be better.

Rosin: Yeah. Yeah. You know what this is reminding me of? Our colleague Peter Pomerantsev, who writes about autocracy and democracy--he always talks about how fear and humor are closely linked in an eroding democracy. Because there is a sort of, like, troll-joke factor to some of these nominations, but underneath it is just this chilling fear that you described. Like, a strategy of the triumvirate of power, you know?

Nichols: Absolutely. And they get you used to it by doing things that are so shockingly unthinkable that it becomes thinkable.

Rosin: Yeah.

Nichols: I mean, imagine if we were sitting here, you know, five years ago. Actually, let's talk about Hegseth again for one moment: Hegseth's extramarital affairs apparently helped cost him the leadership of the VA.

Rosin: Yeah, you know, Tom, I was remembering that when I was first a reporter, the kind of thing that would sink a nominee was you failed to pay your nanny's taxes.

Nichols: Or John Tower--drinks too much, hard drinker.

Rosin: And now we have a nominee with a sexual-assault allegation. Now, he denies the allegation, but he did end up paying the woman who accused him as part of a nondisclosure agreement. And it's like, Nah, he's fine, you know.

Nichols: Yeah, I know: Whatever. I mean, again, writing the kind of book he wrote would almost--the preface to that book should have been, I want to never be confirmed for anything ever.

Rosin: Right.

Nichols: Right? And this was my argument about why we shouldn't have elected Donald Trump back in 2016. He wears down our standards to the point where vulgarity and crudeness and criminality and incompetence all just become part of our daily life. When I look back ten years, just in a decade of my life, I think, The amount of change that has happened in the political environment in America is astonishing, and purely because we have signed on to this kind of, as you say, sort of comical and trashy but chilling change, you know, step by step by step, every day. We didn't do this all in one year. We did this, like, you know, the frog-boiling exercise.

Rosin: Yeah, I feel that way about the last two weeks. You glided by this, but I just want to say: Unless Trump gets around the usual rules, all of these nominees do still need to be approved by the Senate.

Nichols: Right.

Rosin: So you would likely need four senators to oppose. What are the chances of that happening?

Nichols: My big fear--you know, I suppose I could start every sentence these days with, "My big fear," you know. (Laughs.) One of my many fears is that Gaetz is the political equivalent of a flash-bang grenade that is just thrown into the room, and everybody's blinded, and their ears are ringing, and they're like, Oh my God, Matt Gaetz. What kind of crazy nonsense was this? And when everybody kind of gets off the floor and collects themselves, Trump says, Okay, fine, I'll give you Gaetz. And then he gets everybody else.

Rosin: Yeah.

Nichols: I'm writing something right now, actually, where I argue that the Senate should take these four terrible nominations--Gaetz, Gabbard, Hegseth, and throw in Robert F. Kennedy [Jr.], who is not a threat to the existence of the United States but to the health and well-being of millions of its children--just take these four as a package, and say, Look--you're gonna get a lot of other stuff. You're not getting these four. That's the end of it. Because if they go one by one by one, Trump will wear them down. And I think that's what I'm worried about. Now, with that said, the Senate, you know, my old neighborhood--the one thing that the senators love is the Senate.

Rosin: Meaning what?

Nichols: Meaning, they love the institution.

Rosin: They love to have the power of the Senate, the decorum of the Senate.

Nichols: Yeah. They believe in the institution. I mean, you know, you can see it with somebody like Susan Collins. Susan Collins loves being a senator and loves the romance of the Senate itself more than, you know, than anything. And they don't like a president walking in and saying, Listen--I want some guys, and the way you're going to do this is with a recess appointment, where you're going to go out and take a walk. They don't like that. And I wonder if John Thune really wants to begin his time as Senate majority leader--one of the most important positions in the American government--being treated like a stooge.

Rosin: Well, that's what we'll be watching for. Thank you for joining me today, Tom.

Nichols: My pleasure, Hanna. Always nice to talk with you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Sara Krolewski, and 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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Why Oz Is the Doctor Trump Ordered

Nothing about Trump 2.0 is mere bluster.

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.


Donald Trump appears to experience the world through the glow of a television screen. He has long placed a premium on those who look the part in front of the camera. Paging Dr. Mehmet Oz.

Trump has picked Oz to lead the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. CMS, as the agency is known, falls under the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Last week, Trump nominated Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to serve as HHS secretary. As you may have guessed, Kennedy and Oz are not only friends but kindred spirits. Oz is a global adviser at iHerb, a for-profit company that offers "Earth's best-curated selection of health and wellness products at the best possible value." He and Kennedy, two relative outsiders, are now positioned to enjoy a symbiotic relationship within Trump's chaotic ecosystem.

Oz was last seen running for a Pennsylvania Senate seat in 2022. He lost to John Fetterman, who, despite dealing with the aftereffects of a stroke, carried the state by five points. Throughout that race, Oz struggled to combat the perception that he was a charlatan and carpetbagger who primarily lived in New Jersey. (Fetterman's team repeatedly tagged Oz as an out-of-touch elitist, trolling him, for example, when he went grocery shopping for crudites and lamented high prices.) After that electoral defeat, Oz's political dreams seemed all but dashed. But he wisely remained loyal to Trump--a person who has the ability to change trajectories on a whim.

In the pre-Trump era, it might have been a stretch to describe CMS administrator as an overtly political position. But Oz's objective under Trump couldn't be clearer. In a statement, Trump, using his reliably perplexing capitalization, telegraphed that Oz will bring a certain ethos to the job--a little MAGA, a little MAHA. Oz, Trump promised, will "cut waste and fraud within our Country's most expensive Government Agency, which is a third of our Nation's Healthcare spend, and a quarter of our entire National Budget." And, because he's Trump, he mentioned Oz's nine daytime Emmy Awards.

Some 150 million Americans currently rely on the agency's insurance programs, including Medicaid, Medicare, and Obamacare. Oz has been a proponent of Medicare Advantage for All. Though that sounds like the Medicare for All initiative championed by progressives such as Senator Bernie Sanders, the two programs are quite different. At its core, Medicare for All would set the U.S. on a path toward nationalizing health care. Trump would never go for that. But Medicare Advantage already exists within America's patchwork private/public system, and Oz might push to strengthen it. He could also face budgetary pressure to weaken it. Oz's own health-care views haven't remained consistent. Though he once praised the mandatory universal models of Germany and Switzerland, as a Republican politician he threw his support behind privatized Medicare.

When asked about Oz's nomination, Fetterman, his former opponent, told CNN: "As long as he's willing to protect and preserve Medicaid and Medicare, I'm voting for the dude." Some people were pissed. Victoria Perrone, who served as the director of operations on Fetterman's Senate campaign, called out her old boss on social media: "Dr. Oz broke his pledge to 'do no harm' when he said red onions prevent ovarian cancer. My sis died of OC in 6/2022. This is a huge personal betrayal to me. We know he won't protect the Medicaid that paid for her treatments," Perrone posted on X. "I feel like I've been duped and 2 years of working on your campaign was a waste," she added.

The above argument is illustrative of another reality Trump acknowledged in announcing his pick: "Make America Healthy Again" keeps growing. Oz, Trump declared, "will work closely with Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to take on the illness industrial complex, and all the horrible chronic diseases left in its wake." He went a step further, promising that Oz will bring "a strong voice to the key pillars of the MAHA Movement." Oz holds degrees from Harvard and Penn, and he worked as a professor of surgery at Columbia. In spite of that pedigree, Oz has spent years facing credible accusations of medical quackery for his endorsement of dietary supplements. In 2014, he received a dramatic dressing-down on Capitol Hill. Senator Claire McCaskill read three statements that Oz had made on his eponymous show:

"You may think magic is make-believe, but this little bean has scientists saying they've found the magic weight-loss cure for every body type: It's green coffee extract."
 "I've got the No. 1 miracle in a bottle to burn your fat: It's raspberry ketone."
 "Garcinia cambogia: It may be the simple solution you've been looking for to bust your body fat for good."


Oz's defense that day was that his job was to be a "cheerleader" for the Dr. Oz audience. "I actually do personally believe in the items I talk about in the show. I passionately study them. I recognize oftentimes they don't have the scientific muster to present as fact, but nevertheless, I would give my audience the advice I give my family," he testified.

He emerged from that hearing largely unscathed. Two years later, Oz would go on to read what he claimed were Trump's medical records on that same show. He famously praised Trump's testosterone levels and supposed all-around health. Four years after that, once Trump was president, Oz sent emails to White House officials, including Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner, pushing them to rush patient trials for hydroxychloroquine, an unproven treatment for COVID.

In the next Trump administration, those are the sorts of exchanges Oz could be having with Kennedy--or with Trump himself. How did we get here? Oz landed this gig because he's good on TV, yes, but also because, when he entered the political arena, he fully aligned himself with Trump. The 47th president rewards loyalty. If there's one thing that's become clear from his administration nominations so far, it's that.

Some of Trump's appointments will be less consequential than others. Anything involving the health and well-being of tens of millions of Americans is inarguably serious. Oz's confirmation is not guaranteed, but his selection has already confirmed that nothing about Trump 2.0 is mere bluster.

Related:

	Trump is coming for Obamacare again. (From January)
 	Why is Dr. Oz so bad at Twitter? (From 2022)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Another theory of the Trump movement
 	What the men of the internet are trying to prove
 	Arash Azizi: The problem with boycotting Israel




Today's News

	Republican members of the House Ethics Committee blocked the release of the investigation into the sexual-misconduct and drug-use allegations against former Representative Matt Gaetz.
 	Jose Ibarra, who was found guilty of killing Laken Riley on the University of Georgia campus, was sentenced to life in prison without possibility of parole.
 	Trump tapped former WWE CEO Linda McMahon, who previously led the U.S. Small Business Administration during Trump's first term, to be the secretary of education.






Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: Drought is an immigration issue, and Trump's climate policies are designed to ignore that, Zoe Schlanger writes.
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Put Down the Vacuum

By Annie Lowrey

The other night, a friend came over. A dear friend. A friend who has helped me out when I've been sick, and who brought over takeout when I had just given birth. Still, before he arrived, I vacuumed.
 I thought about this while reading the Gender Equity Policy Institute's recent report on gender and domestic labor. The study finds that mothers spend twice as much time as fathers "on the essential and unpaid work" of taking care of kids and the home, and that women spend more time on this than men, regardless of parental and relationship status. "Simply being a woman" is the instrumental variable, the study concludes.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The cancer gene more men should test for
 	We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines.
 	Apple lost the plot on texting.
 	What going "wild on health" looks like




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty



Read. If you feel upset about the election, these seven books are a prescription for rage and despair, Ruth Madievsky writes.

Gather. Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise--they're also a ridiculous, perfect way to make friends, Mikala Jamison 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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Cher Has a History Lesson for Us All

The singer has long stood for a brassy, strutting kind of survival. Her new account of her early life explains how that came to be.

by Sophie Gilbert




File this under something that should have been self-evident: When it came time for the artist known as Cher to finish her memoir, she discovered she had too much material. Where to even begin? Decades before Madonna had reinventions and Taylor Swift had eras, Cher had comebacks--triumphs over decline in which she'd reemerge stronger, shinier, and more resolute than ever. "It's a thousand times harder to come back than to become," she writes in the first volume of her autobiography, titled--naturally--Cher. And yet something in her soul seems to always relish the challenge. A walking, singing eye roll, Cher has never met an obstacle without theatrically raising a middle finger. Consider the gown she wore to present at the Academy Awards in 1986 after having been snubbed for her performance in Peter Bogdanovich's Mask: the cobwebbed, midsection-baring, black sequined supervillainess outfit that became known as her fuck the Oscars dress. Radiantly moody, she glowered her way right into awards-show history.

But much of that later timeline is for the second volume, supposedly arriving next year. Cher, which documents the four decades between her birth, in 1946, and the start of her serious acting career, in 1980, is concerned with the essentials: where she came from, who she is, all the incidents that helped her become one of music's most indelible mononyms. I guarantee that, as you read, you'll be able to conjure the sound of her voice in your mind, velvety and sonorous. ("You couldn't tell who was singing the baritone parts," The New York Times noted in 1988 about "I Got You, Babe," her duet with Sonny Bono, "but you had the disturbing feeling that it probably wasn't Sonny.") And likely her face, too: her doll-like features, sphinxlike smile, and black, black hair. More than anything, though, Cher has come to stand for a brassy, strutting kind of survival over the years, and on this front, her memoir is awash in insight and rich in details.

Cher is a bracing read, peppered with caustic quips and self-effacing anecdotes, but fundamentally frank. This, you might agree, is no moment for nostalgia. (She does not--forgive the cheap gag--actually want to turn back time.) "Ours was a sad, strange story of Southern folk coming from nothing and carving out a life after the Great Depression," Cher writes. "It wasn't pretty and it was never easy ... Resilience is in my DNA." Her grandmother was 12 years old when she became pregnant with Cher's mother, Jackie Jean; her grandfather Roy was a baker's assistant turned bootlegger who beat his new wife, made his daughter sing for pennies on top of the bars he'd drink at, and once tried to murder both his children by leaving the gas stove on. For much of Cher's infancy--she was born Cheryl Sarkisian but changed her name in 1978--she was raised by nuns, after her father abandoned her 20-year-old mother. Later, her mother, who had a muted acting career, cycled through seven or eight husbands and two illegal abortions that almost killed her. Although Jackie was a talented performer and luminously beautiful, "my mom missed out on several major acting roles because she refused to sleep with men who promised her a break," Cher notes. The stepfather who was kindest to young Cher was also a nasty drunk, to the point where, even now, "I still can't stand the sound of a belt coming out of pant loops."

From early childhood, Cher was a dynamo--singing perpetually into a hairbrush, dancing around the house, and peeing her pants during a screening of Dumbo rather than miss any of the movie. She dreamed of being a star, and, less conventionally, of discovering a cure for polio. ("When Jonas Salk invented a vaccine, I was so pissed off," she writes.) Because of her mother's erratic relationships, she moved constantly, all over the country. By 15, she was living in Los Angeles, where she recounts being leered at by Telly Savalas in a photographer's studio and spending a wild night or two with Warren Beatty. At 16, she met the man who'd become her partner in all senses of the word: a divorced, charming, slightly squirelly 27-year-old named Sonny Bono. "He liked that I was quirky and nonjudgmental," Cher writes. "I liked that he was funny and different. He was a grown-up without being too grown up, and I was a sixteen-year-old lying about my age." Their relationship was platonic at first--when she found herself homeless, she moved in with him, the pair sleeping in twin beds next to each other like characters in a 1950s sitcom. One day, he kissed her, and that was that.

If Cher's early life is a Steinbeckian saga of grim endurance, her life with Bono is a volatile scrapbook of life in 20th-century entertainment. Thanks to Bono's connections with Phil Spector, she became a singer, performing backing vocals on the Righteous Brothers' "You've Lost That Loving Feeling." When Cher and Bono formed a duo and became wildly famous in 1965 with "I Got You, Babe," the American musical establishment initially deemed her too outre in her bell bottoms and furs, and then--as the sexual revolution and rock music caught fire--too square. In her first flush of fame, the recently widowed Jackie Kennedy requested that Sonny & Cher perform for a private dinner party in New York. The fashion editor Diana Vreeland had Cher photographed for Vogue. At a party in his hotel suite, Salvador Dali explained to her that an ornamental fish she was admiring was actually a vibrator. ("I couldn't drop that fish fast enough.") Having entrusted all the financial details of their partnership to Bono, she was stunned when he revealed that they owed hundreds of thousands in back taxes, right as their musical success was stalling.

Read: What Madonna knows

"Remembrance of things past is not necessarily the remembrance of things as they were," Marcel Proust declared in In Search of Lost Time. Show-business memoirs can be gritty--Al Pacino's Sonny Boy recounts a similarly bleak childhood--but I'm hard pressed to think of another celebrity author so insistent on dispensing with rose-tinted reminiscences. Cher wants you to know that for most people--and absolutely for most women--the 20th century was no cakewalk. She loved Bono, and is the first to admit how enchanting their dynamic could be. But the partner she describes was controlling, vengeful (he reportedly burned her tennis clothes after he saw her talking to another man), and shockingly callous. When she left him, she discovered that her contract was one of "involuntary servitude"--he owned 95 percent of a company called Cher Enterprises, of which she was an employee who never received a paycheck. (His lawyer owned the other 5 percent.) Their divorce was finalized in 1975, a year or so after women were granted the right to apply for credit cards in their own names.

Promoting her book, Cher told CBS Sunday Morning, "I didn't want to give information, 'cause you could go to Wikipedia [for that]. I just wanted to tell stories." And she does, but in a form that can't help doubling as a broader history--an account of all the things women have suffered through (casting couches, financial ruin, humiliating public scrutiny) and fought for (authority over their own bodies). Unlike her mother, Cher was, via carefully coded language, offered a legal abortion in her doctor's office in 1975, during a period when her life was in flux. (Her second husband, the musician Gregory Allman, was addicted to heroin and had deserted her; she was about to return to work on her CBS variety show, also titled Cher.) "I needed to be at work on Monday," she remembers. "I needed to be singing and dancing. I had a child, mother, and sister to take care of. I knew I had to make a choice, and I knew what it was. It made it harder that I didn't have Gregory to talk to about it, but I made my decision and I was so grateful to my doctor's compassion for giving me one." (Cher and Bono's son, Chaz Bono, had been born in 1969. By 1976, Cher and Allman had reconciled, and Cher gave birth to Elijah Blue Allman.)

Gratitude. Compassion. Choice. What is resilience reliant on if not all three? We have to wait for book two for Cher's account of her ups and downs in the '80s and '90s--her new acting career, her Best Actress Oscar for Moonstruck, her turn to infomercials for income after a severe bout of chronic fatigue syndrome, her auto-tuned path with "Believe" to one of the best-selling pop singles of all time. But in Cher, she offers a persuasive, wry, rousing account of what made her, and what she was able to make in turn. "I've always thought that whether you get a break or not is purely down to luck," she writes, adding, "These were the key moments that changed my luck." But that read of things understates her sheer force of will--her outright refusal, as with the Oscars dress, to ever be counted out.
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We're About to Find Out How Much Americans Like Vaccines

Empowering Robert F. Kennedy Jr. will test one of American public health's greatest successes.

by Daniel Engber




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nominee to be the next secretary of Health and Human Services, is America's most prominent vaccine skeptic. An advocacy organization that he founded and chaired has called the nation's declining child-immunization rates "good news," and referred to parents' lingering doubts about routine shots as COVID-19's "silver lining." Now Kennedy may soon be overseeing the cluster of federal agencies that license and recommend vaccines, as well as the multibillion-dollar program that covers the immunization of almost half the nation's children.



Which is to say that America's most prominent vaccine skeptic could have the power to upend, derail, or otherwise louse up a cornerstone of public health. Raising U.S. vaccination rates to where they are today took decades of investment: In 1991, for example, just 82 percent of toddlers were getting measles shots; by 2019, that number had increased to 92 percent. The first Trump administration actually presided over the historic high point for the nation's immunization services; now the second may be focused on promoting vaccines' alleged hidden harms. Kennedy has said that he doesn't want to take any shots away, but even if he were to emphasize "choice," his leadership would be a daunting test of Americans' commitment to vaccines.



In many ways, the situation is unprecedented: No one with Kennedy's mix of inexperience and paranoid distrust has ever held the reins at HHS. He was trained as a lawyer and has no training in biostatistics or any other research bona fides--the sorts of qualifications you'd expect from someone credibly evaluating vaccine efficacy. But the post-pandemic era has already given rise to at least one smaller-scale experiment along these lines. In Florida, vaccine policies have been overseen since 2021 by another noted skeptic of the pharmaceutical industry, State Surgeon General Joseph Ladapo. (Kennedy has likened Ladapo to Galileo--yes, the astronomer who faced down the Roman Inquisition.) Under Ladapo's direction, the state has aggressively resisted federal guidance on COVID-19 vaccination, and its department of health has twice advised Floridians not to get mRNA-based booster shots. "These vaccines are not appropriate for use in human beings," Ladapo declared in January. His public-health contrarianism has also started spilling over into more routine immunization practices. Last winter, during an active measles outbreak at a Florida school, Ladapo abandoned standard practice and allowed unvaccinated children to attend class. He also seemed to make a point of not recommending measles shots for any kids who might have needed them.



Jeffrey Goldhagen, a pediatrics professor at the University of Florida and the former head of the Duval County health department, believes that this vaccine skepticism has had immense costs. "The deaths and suffering of thousands and thousands of Floridians" can be linked to Ladapo's policies, he said, particularly regarding COVID shots. But in the years since Ladapo took office, Florida did not become an instant outlier in terms of COVID vaccination numbers, nor in terms of age-adjusted rates of death from COVID. And so far at least, the state's performance on other immunization metrics is not far off from the rest of America's. That doesn't mean Florida's numbers are good: Among the state's kindergarteners, routine-vaccination rates have dropped from 93.3 percent for the kids who entered school in the fall of 2020 to 88.1 percent in 2023, and the rate at which kids are getting nonmedical exemptions from vaccine requirements went up from 2.7 to 4.5 percent over the same period. These changes elevate the risk of further outbreaks of measles, or of other infectious diseases that could end up killing children--but they're not unique to Ladapo's constituents. National statistics have been moving in the same direction. (To wit: The rate of nonmedical exemptions across the U.S. has gone up by about the same proportion as Florida's.)
 
 All of these disturbing trends may be tied to a growing suspicion of vaccines that was brought on during COVID and fanned by right-wing influencers. Or they could be a lingering effect of the widespread lapse in health care in 2020, during which time many young children were missing doses of vaccines. (Kids who entered public school in 2023 might still be catching up.)



In any case, other vaccination rates in Florida look pretty good. Under Ladapo, the state has actually been gaining on the nation as a whole in terms of flu shots for adults and holding its own on immunization for diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis in toddlers. Even Ladapo's outlandish choice last winter to allow unvaccinated kids back into a school with an active measles outbreak did not lead to any further cases of disease. In short, as I noted back in February, Ladapo's anti-vaccine activism has had few, if any, clear effects. (Ladapo did not respond when I reached out to ask why his policies might have failed to sabotage the state's vaccination rates.)



If Florida's immunization rates have been resilient, then America's may hold up even better in the years to come. That's because the most important vaccine policies are made at the state and local levels, Rupali Limaye, a professor and scholar of health behavior at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Each state decides whether and how to mandate vaccines to school-age children, or during a pandemic. The states and localities are then responsible for giving out (or choosing not to give out) whichever vaccines are recommended, and sometimes paid for, by the federal government.



But the existence of vaccine-skeptical leadership in Washington, and throughout the Republican Party, could still end up putting pressure on local decision makers, she continued, and could encourage policies that support parental choice at the expense of maximizing immunization rates. As a member of the Cabinet, Kennedy would also have a platform that he's never had before, from which he can continue to spread untruths about vaccines. "If you start to give people more of a choice, and they are exposed to disinformation and misinformation, then there is that propensity of people to make decisions that are not based on evidence," Limaye said. (According to The New York Times, many experts say they "worry most" about this aspect of Kennedy's leadership.)



How much will this really matter, though? The mere prominence of Kennedy's ideas may not do much to drive down vaccination rates on its own. Noel Brewer, a behavioral scientist and public-health professor at the UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me that attempts to change people's thoughts and feelings about vaccines are often futile; research shows that talking up the value of getting shots has little impact on behavior. By the same token, one might reasonably expect that talking down the value of vaccines (as Kennedy and Ladapo are wont to do) would be wasted effort too. "It may be that having a public figure talking about this has little effect," Brewer said.



Indeed, much has been made of Kennedy's apparent intervention during the 2019 measles crisis in Samoa. He arrived there for a visit in the middle of that year, not long after measles immunizations had been suspended, and children's immunization rates had plummeted. (The crisis began when two babies died from a vaccine-related medical error in 2018.) Kennedy has been linked to the deadly measles outbreak in the months that followed, but if his presence really did give succor to the local anti-vaccine movement, that movement's broader aims were frustrated: The government declared a state of emergency that fall, and soon the measles-vaccination rate had more than doubled.



As head of HHS, though, Kennedy would have direct control over the federal programs that do the sort of work that has been necessary in Samoa, and provide access to vaccines to those who need them most. For example, he'd oversee the agencies that pay for and administer Vaccines for Children, which distributes shots to children in every state. All the experts I spoke with warned that interference with this program could have serious consequences. Other potential actions, such as demanding further safety studies of vaccines and evidence reviews, could slow down decision making and delay the introduction of new vaccines.



Kennedy would also have a chance to influence the nation's vaccine requirements for children, as well as its safety-and-monitoring system, at the highest levels. He'd be in charge of selecting members for the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which makes recommendations on vaccines that are usually adopted by the states and result in standardized insurance coverage. He'd also oversee the head of the CDC, who in turn has the authority to overrule or amend individual ACIP recommendations.



Even if he's not inclined to squelch any determinations outright, Kennedy's goal of giving parents latitude might play out in other ways. Brewer, who is currently a voting member of ACIP (but emphasized that he was not speaking in that capacity), said that the committee can issue several different types of rulings, some of which roughly correspond to ACIP saying that Americans should rather than may get a certain vaccine. That distinction can be very consequential, Brewer said: Shots that are made "routine" by ACIP get prioritized in doctor's offices, for instance, while those that are subject to "shared clinical decision-making" may be held for patients who ask for them specifically. Shifting the country's vaccination program from a should to a may regime "would destroy uptake," Brewer told me.



Those would seem to be the stakes. The case study of vaccine-skeptical governance that we have in Florida may not look so dire--at least in the specifics. But Kennedy's ascendancy could be something more than that: He could steer the public-health establishment off the course that it's been on for many years, and getting back to where we are today could take more years still.
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A Ridiculous, Perfect Way to Make Friends

Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise.

by Mikala Jamison




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When I was teaching indoor cycling every week, an unexpected benefit of the gig was free ice cream. One of the class regulars had an ice-cream machine at home and sometimes brought samples for me to try, in flavors such as pumpkin and pistachio. I think he did this not only because he was a nice person but also because in class, I was the nicest version of myself: warm, welcoming, and encouraging to the point of profound corniness, despite my usual caustic tendencies.

I noticed this friendliness in others too. Two people who met in my class started dating. Strangers who became friends there went out for post-workout coffees. Two of the other class regulars invited me to go skiing with them. Many of the good friends I have at age 35 are people I met in exercise classes I attended regularly. These experiences have convinced me that group fitness classes are the best place to make friends as an adult--an idea supported by research that suggests that the glow of exercise's feel-good chemicals has interpersonal benefits.

Once, countless friendships were born in what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg called "third places": physical spaces that aren't a home or a workplace, don't charge (much) for entry, and exist in large part to foster conversation. Over the past several decades, though--and especially as a result of the pandemic--third places such as bars and cafes have begun playing a much smaller role in social life, depriving American adults of opportunities for chance encounters that can lead to friendships. Perhaps that's partly why Americans rank improving their relationships among their top New Year's resolutions.

Group fitness classes don't exactly fit the definition of a third place: They cost money, and the primary activities within them are sweating, grunting, and skipping a few reps when the instructor isn't looking. But they fulfill many conditions that social-psychology research has repeatedly shown to help forge meaningful connections between strangers: proximity (being in the same place), ritual (at the same time, over and over), accumulation (for many hours), and shared experiences or interests (because you do and like the same things).

From the December 2019 issue: I joined a stationary-biker gang

Sussing out shared interests can be horribly awkward when you meet someone new at work or even at a party. Group fitness classes make it a little easier, Stephanie Roth Goldberg, an athlete psychotherapist in New York, told me. "Automatically, when you walk into a fitness class, you likely are sharing the idea that 'We like to exercise,' or 'We like to do this particular kind of exercise,'" she said. "It breaks the ice differently than standing in a bar or at someone's house." Of course, breaking the ice still requires someone to say something, which, if you're sweaty and huffing, is frankly terrifying. Whether I'm an instructor or a classmate, one simple tactic has never failed me: I simply walk up to someone after class and say, "Hey, good job!"

Proximity, ritual, and accumulation all require a certain amount of time, which can be hard to come by in a country that requires and rewards long hours at work. But you're already making time for exercise class, and it provides those conditions; benefitting from them mostly requires acknowledging that you've already set yourself up for friendship. Danielle Friedman, a journalist and the author of Let's Get Physical, told me that breaking through what she calls the "social code of anonymity" is key to making friends. "If you've been going to the same class for a while and start seeing the same people, don't pretend like you've never interacted before," she said.

That kind of friendliness requires adopting the cliched feel-goodery inherent in many group fitness classes. In my spin classes, I'd cringe whenever I caught myself doling out motivational platitudes--mostly "We're all in this together!" because I needed the reminder too, as I tried to talk and spin at the same time. Inevitably, though, someone would "Woo!" in response and reenergize the whole room. I'd load up my playlists with high-tempo remixes of early-aughts Top 40 hits and catch people singing along. One of my favorite instructors in a class I attended regularly instituted "Fun Friday," when we'd warm up by doing silly little relay races or grade-school-style games; my blood ran cold the first time she told us to partner up for this cheesefest, but I had a blast. Everyone did.

In a world that prizes ironic detachment, embracing such earnest silliness can feel deeply uncomfortable. But--and you might as well get used to hearing this kind of phrase now, if you're going to start attending classes--you just have to push through. "When you're sweating, feeling a little out of control of your physical self, whooping and yelling, there's a vulnerability," Friedman said. "If you buy in, then you've shared something. There aren't that many contexts as adults where you have that opportunity to be vulnerable together."

Read: Why making friends in midlife is so hard

A room full of grown adults flailing, shouting, and running miles without ever going anywhere is a fundamentally ridiculous prospect. Ridiculous things, however, play a crucial role in connecting with others: They make us laugh. Studies show that laughing with others facilitates social connection by helping us feel that we have more in common. The "happy hormones" released during exercise--endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin--are also associated with bonding. In particular, exercising in sync with others promotes close relationships.

Even if you don't find your next best friend at Zumba, getting into a fitness habit of some kind might help you meet people and make friends in other spaces. "The more that people can step out of their comfort zone in one setting, the less intimidating it is to do in other settings," Goldberg said. Perhaps you'll even become the version of yourself who inspires people to bring you homemade ice cream. Win-win.
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The Cancer Gene More Men Should Test For

BRCA mutations are inextricably linked with breasts, but they can also lead to cancer in the pancreas, the prostate, and maybe more parts of the body.

by Kristen V. Brown




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When Mary-Claire King discovered the first gene linked to hereditary breast cancer in 1990, she also got to decide its name. She settled on the four letters BRCA, which had three distinct meanings. The name paid homage to UC Berkeley, where King worked at the time; more to the point, it was a nod to Paul Broca, the 19th-century French physician whose work established a link between family history and breast cancer. It was also an abbreviation for breast cancer.

A few years after King discovered BRCA1, a second BRCA gene, BRCA2, was identified. Together, they now have more name recognition than probably any other gene, their profile boosted by research that has shown staggering effects on cancer risk. Awareness campaigns followed. A 2013 New York Times op-ed in which Angelina Jolie revealed she'd had a preventive double mastectomy because of her own BRCA mutation drove many women to seek DNA tests themselves. The BRCA genes became inextricably linked with breasts, as much as the pink ribbons that have become an international symbol of breast cancer. And in driving more women to find out if they have BRCA mutations, it's helped to greatly reduce the risk of hereditary breast cancer.

But in the three decades since the genes were discovered, scientists have learned that BRCA mutations can also lead to cancer in the ovaries, the pancreas, and the prostate. More recently, they have been linked with cancers in other parts of the body, such as the esophagus, stomach, and skin. As many as 60 percent of men with changes in BRCA2 develop prostate cancer, yet men are generally far less aware than women that BRCA mutations can affect them at all.

"It's a branding problem," Colin Pritchard, a professor of laboratory medicine and pathology at the University of Washington, told me. Men with family histories of breast cancer may not realize that they should get screened. Physicians, too, lack awareness of which men should get tested, and what steps to take when a mutation is found. Now Pritchard and other researchers are working to rebrand BRCA and the syndrome associated with it so that more men and their doctors consider testing.

Normally, the BRCA genes produce proteins that help repair damaged DNA throughout the body. Most people who carry mutations that impair the gene's function are diagnosed with hereditary breast and ovarian cancer syndrome. (Having HBOC means a person is at increased risk for cancer, not that they already have an illness.) Most breast-cancer cases have no known hereditary link, but more than 60 percent of women with a harmful BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation will develop breast cancer, compared with about 13 percent of the wider female population. Men, of course, can get breast cancer too, but it's rare, even among BRCA-mutation carriers.

Read: Cancer supertests are here

The full significance of the link between BRCA mutations and pancreatic and prostate cancer has become clear only recently--perhaps in the past decade, said Pritchard. The exact risk these mutations impart to men varies widely in studies. But it's clearly significant: Not only are men with BRCA mutations more likely to develop prostate cancer, they are also more likely to develop the more aggressive forms of the disease.

Roughly one in 400 people carry a harmful mutation in BRCA1 or BRCA2, and half of them are men. But women are far more likely to have been tested for the mutations--up to 10 times as likely, according to one study. "Beyonce's dad was the only man that I had ever heard of who had it," Christian Anderson, a 46-year-old social-sciences professor in Washington State who carries a BRCA2 mutation, told me. Anderson got tested after his sister was diagnosed with breast cancer, but countless men like him go undetected. Only about half of Americans get an annual physical, and doctors aren't always aware of BRCA-screening recommendations for men. Many men who do test for a BRCA mutation report doing it for their daughters, and studies have shown that they tend to be confused about their risks of developing cancer themselves.
 
 BRCA-awareness campaigns have led many women to get tested; in the two weeks after Angelina Jolie's viral op-ed, researchers found that BRCA-testing rates went up by 65 percent. In that case, more people may gotten tested than needed to, but in general, the rise in cancer screenings and elective surgical interventions have helped reduce the rates of deaths from breast and ovarian cancers. Education about the genes' links to other cancers could do the same for men. To that end, Pritchard argued in a 2019 Nature commentary that Hereditary Breast and Ovarian Cancer syndrome should be renamed King Syndrome after Mary-Claire King. "We need to really rethink this if we're going to educate the public about the importance of these genes for cancer risk for everyone, not just women," he told me.

Read: I'll tell you the secret of cancer

As understanding of BRCA's risks for men has grown, Pritchard's idea has started to catch on. King, who is now a professor of genome sciences and medicine at the University of Washington, demurred when I asked her whether the syndrome associated with the BRCA genes should be renamed after her, but agreed that awareness campaigns have focused too narrowly on breasts and ovaries. "We need to bring this awareness to men in the same way that we have for 30 years now to women," she told me.

How exactly Pritchard's plan might be put into action is unclear. Gene names are overseen by an international committee and rarely changed. That's part of why Pritchard is suggesting that the name of the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations become King Syndrome--no single governing body oversees that. Recently, ClinGen, an international group of researchers that works to parse the medical significance of genes, recommended that HBOC be rechristened BRCA-related cancer predisposition. (Pritchard told me he thinks that name isn't quite as "catchy" as King Syndrome.)

Uncoupling the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations from breasts would likely be only the first step in getting more at-risk men screened for cancer. It would also be an important step in understanding the full impact of BRCA mutations on men. Because fewer men than women have been tested for BRCA mutations, scientists still don't have a complete picture of their risk. For example, Pritchard told me, it's only as more attention has been drawn to male BRCA risk that researchers have discovered mutations are linked to especially aggressive forms of prostate cancer. Penn Medicine recently launched a program dedicated to men and BRCA in part to continue this sort of research.

Read: Scientists have been studying cancers in a very strange way for decades

BRCA's name is a legacy of a time when scientists thought genetics would offer a simple way to diagnose and treat disease--that one specific mutation would point definitively to one specific cancer. But today, "the idea that a gene would only affect one type of cancer risk is probably outmoded," Pritchard said. The more scientists explore the human genome, the more complex its connections to health appear. It turns out that when genes don't work like they should, the possible consequences may very well be infinite.
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Washington Is Shocked

Just shocked, I tell you.

by David A. Graham




At a rally in Las Vegas in September, the reggaeton star Nicky Jam came onstage in a Make America Great Again hat and endorsed Donald Trump. "We need you. We need you back, right? We need you to be the president," he said. But after a comedian at Trump's rally at Madison Square Garden last month called Puerto Rico "a floating island of garbage," the singer--whose father is Puerto Rican and who was raised partly on the island--had second thoughts.

"Never in my life did I think that a month later, a comedian was going to come to criticize my country and speak badly of my country, and therefore, I renounce any support for Donald Trump," Nicky Jam said.

He had no right to be surprised. Trump himself had previously gone after Puerto Rico--he punished its leaders for criticizing him after Hurricane Maria, and sought to swap it for Greenland--but even if Nicky Jam had missed or forgotten that, he had to know who Trump was.

Nicky Jam was ahead of the curve. Since the election, Trump has moved swiftly to do things he'd said he'd do, and yet many people--especially his own supporters--seem stunned and dismayed. This is absurd. Surprise was perhaps merited in late 2016 and early 2017, when Trump was still an unknown quantity. But after four years as president, culminating in an attempt to erase an election he lost, Trump has demonstrated who he is. Somehow, the delusion of Trump a la carte--take the lib-owning, take the electoral wins, but pass on all of the unsavory stuff--persists.

In an article about how Trump's transition is "shocking the Washington establishment," Peter Baker of The New York Times writes: "Nine years after Mr. Trump began upsetting political norms, it may be easy to underestimate just how extraordinary all of this is." He's right that the aberrant nature of the picks may be overlooked, as I have warned, yet it is also true that the actual unpredictability of them is overestimated.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Trump isn't bluffing

On K Street, Politico reports, health-care-industry lobbyists can't believe that Trump has nominated Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. They were "expecting a more conventional pick," even though Trump emphasized Kennedy's "Make America Healthy Again" agenda late in the campaign, and even though Kennedy said that Trump had promised him control of HHS. To be sure, Kennedy is a shocking and disturbing pick, as Benjamin Mazer and my colleague Yasmin Tayag have recently written for The Atlantic, but his nomination should not come as a surprise--especially for people whose entire business proposition is being highly paid to advise clients on how Washington actually works. (The influence peddlers reportedly hope that senators will block Kennedy. The fact that they're still waiting for someone else to solve their problems is further evidence of how little they've learned, years into the Trump era.)

Meanwhile, the New York Post, a key pillar of Rupert Murdoch's right-wing media juggernaut, is similarly jittery about the Kennedy choice. Back when Kennedy was a thorn in President Joe Biden's side, threatening to run against him in the Democratic primary, the Post's editorial board was all too happy to elevate him. Now the board condemns his nomination and tells us that it came out of a meeting with him last year "thinking he's nuts on a lot of fronts." The columnist Michael Godwin, who beamed on November 9 that Trump's victory "offers the promise of progress on so many fronts that it already feels like Morning in America again," was back a week later to complain that "it's not a close call to say" that Kennedy and Matt Gaetz, Trump's pick for attorney general, are "unfit" for the roles.

The lobbyists and editorialists are in good company, or at least in some sort of company. On Capitol Hill, Republican senators say they are shocked by many of Trump's Cabinet picks. Senator Susan Collins of Maine, who notoriously professed surprise when Justices Neil Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh voted to overturn Roe v. Wade, is "shocked" at the Gaetz nomination. Gaetz's House Republican colleagues are "stunned and disgusted."

Reactions to Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense are less vitriolic, if no less baffled. "Wow," Senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska told NBC. "I'm just surprised, because the names that I've heard for secretary of defense have not included him." Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana was even blunter. "Who?" he said. "I just don't know anything about him."

David A. Graham: The Trump believability gap

If this is true, the senators could perhaps do with some better staff work. Hegseth was a real possibility to lead the Department of Veterans Affairs in the first Trump administration; more to the point, he was a prominent figure on Fox News, which is a dominant force in the Republican Party, from whose ranks Trump has repeatedly drawn appointees.

Staffers at the affected agencies have also expressed shock and horror at the prospect of an Attorney General Gaetz, a Defense Secretary Hegseth, or a Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard.



Ordinary Americans may also be taken aback. As I reported last month, Trump critics were concerned about a "believability gap," in which voters opposed some of Trump's big policy ideas, sometimes quite strongly, but just didn't trust that he would really do those things. Although they perhaps deserve more grace than the Republican officials and power brokers who are astonished, they also had ample warning about who Trump is and how he'd govern.

Throughout his presidential campaign, Trump vowed to deport undocumented immigrants en masse. He's appointing officials such as Stephen Miller and Tom Homan who are committed to that, and yesterday morning, Trump confirmed on Truth Social a report that he would declare a national emergency and use the military to conduct mass deportations. And yet, when the roundups start in January, many people are somehow going to be taken by surprise.
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The Problem With Boycotting Israel

Writers should build bridges instead of walls.

by Arash Azizi




When you hear that thousands of writers have signed a petition, you can already guess what they are calling for: What other than boycotting Israel could generate such enthusiasm among the literati?

A staggering 6,000 writers and publishing professionals have signed a letter to address "the most profound moral, political and cultural crisis of the 21st century." They are calling for a boycott of Israeli cultural institutions. The letter says that these institutions have played a crucial role in "normalizing ... injustices" and that cooperating with them harms Palestinians--the implication being that withholding cooperation will help Palestinians. Signatories include some of the best writers alive. If you like to read, chances are a favorite of yours is on here. Among the best-known are the novelists Percival Everett, Sally Rooney, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Annie Ernaux. Some of my own favorites include the Indian writer Arundhati Roy, the Canadian novelist Miriam Toews, and the British critic Owen Hatherley.

Read: The cowardice of open letters

Predictably, the letter has led to a backlash. Almost 1,000 writers issued a counter-letter. They include the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright David Mamet, the essayist Adam Gopnik, the historian Simon Sebag Montefiore, and the Nobel laureate Herta Muller. My favorite signatory on this one is another Nobel laureate, the fiery left-wing feminist Austrian Elfriede Jelinek, known for her 1983 masterpiece The Piano Teacher.

I am as horrified as anyone by Israel's brutal and criminal war in Gaza and its decades-long regime of occupation. As a writer, my primary solidarity is with the dozens of journalists killed in the conflict in the past year, the majority of whom were Palestinian. But I also have no doubt as to which side of this literary civil war I am on.

I've never joined a cultural boycott of any country--not Israel, not Russia, and not Iran, my own country of birth. The latter informs my outlook on the issue.

I grew up in one of the most culturally isolated countries on Earth. Our case was of course very different from Israel's. Iran's isolation was partly the doing of its own government, which banned foreign cultural products that violated its religious and political strictures--meaning most of them. Cinemas hardly ever showed newly released foreign films (rare exceptions included Michael Moore's Sicko and Frank Darabont's The Green Mile). The censors constrained what foreign literature Iranian publishers could translate and publish.

But our isolation also owed to the international sanctions on Iran that made any financial exchange with foreign entities into a potentially criminal affair. For example, we might have accessed banned foreign literature by ordering copies in original languages from abroad--except that this was not so easy in a country that had no credit cards, partly because international banks faced legal penalties for transacting with anybody inside it. When I was a teenager, my mom once helped me order a copy of Susan Sontag's Against Interpretation through Amazon, using a prepaid card we went to some trouble to obtain from Dubai. The ordering process was labyrinthine, and even then, the book took six months to arrive. (My Palestinian friends in the occupied West Bank tell me of similar travails, because their post is sometimes held by Israel for months.) In 2002, Iran's clandestine nuclear program was exposed, and the United States imposed a progression of sanctions that effectively blocked even this circuitous route. Today, many such simple exchanges between Iran and Western countries are close to impossible.

Some opponents of the Iranian regime abroad have reinforced Iran's isolation by equating cultural exchange with an unwanted "normalization" of the regime. They have protested the inclusion of Iranian films at festivals and the travel of Western cultural figures to Iran. I left Iran in 2008, but I have never supported such efforts, because I saw for myself how cultural isolation served Iran's oppressors. Many of us in Iranian society wanted nothing more than to find allies, counterparts, and inspiration abroad, and our regime wanted nothing less for us. Boycotting the country simply advanced the cause of our adversaries--namely, to cut the Iranian population off from influences that could bolster its courage and expand the reach of its solidarity.

That the Iranian people yearned for such contact was evident to those Western thinkers who did manage to visit. Jurgen Habermas, Immanuel Wallerstein, Michael Ignatieff, and Richard Rorty were among those who traveled to Iran and were treated like pop stars, filling meeting halls and taking part in enthusiastic exchanges with Iranians. Sadly these visits have dwindled in recent years, not just because of the regime's restrictions, but also because sanctions make any such exchange a tremendous hassle and a potential violation of U.S. law. (Foreign visitors also fear coming, because of the regime's grim track record of taking Western citizens hostage.) That Iranians can still enjoy a good deal of foreign literature in Persian translation owes entirely to the courage and persistence of Iranian publishers, many of whom have tangled with both the censors, who determine what is permissible, and the sanctions, which make dealings with publishers around the world difficult.

When I hear of boycotts on Israeli writers, I think of those Israeli writers who have been published in Persian translation regardless of these obstacles. I ask myself who would benefit if fewer Iranians could read Amos Oz's enchanting fairy tale, Suddenly in the Depths of the Forest, rendered in Persian by the Marxist poet Shahrouz Rashid. The book tells of two children in an unnamed village who decide, against the advice of their parents, to seek out a demon that has taken all the animals away. Some critics saw this story as an allusion to the Holocaust. I remember discussing it with friends in Tehran and finding within it our own meanings and references. We dreamed of meeting Oz, who died in 2018, and of sharing our interpretations with him. What good is served by severing such cross-cultural exchange?

Some supporters of boycotts will address these concerns by saying that their means are selective, that they punish only those writers or other artists who are linked, financially or ideologically, with states engaged in objectionable behavior, and that doing so has a track record of success in changing state behavior. But the question of which artists to tar as complicit with their governments' policies is not a simple one, and boycotts are a blunt instrument at best.

For instance, the writers' petition explicitly calls for sanctioning only those Israeli cultural institutions that are "complicit in violating Palestinian rights" or "have never publicly recognized the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people." Any Israeli cultural institution that has had to rely on state funding, in any form or at any point, could conceivably fall afoul of this criterion. Perhaps this explains why LitHub, the outlet that first published the letter, has done away with niceties and simply headlined it as a "pledge to boycott Israeli cultural institutions," as have most other outlets.

Read: When writers silence writers

Since it was founded in 2005, the Palestinian-led movement for boycotts, sanctions, and divestment (BDS) against Israel has shown that it likes to paint with a broad brush, censuring organizations that promote contact between Palestinians and Israelis on the grounds that they "normalize" Israel: In the past, BDS has boycotted the Arab-Jewish orchestra started by the Palestinian scholar Edward Said; one of its most recent targets was Standing Together, a courageous group of anti-war Israeli citizens, both Jewish and Palestinian, whose leaders and members have faced arrest in their long fight against Israel's occupation. A similar zeal seems to animate those who have promoted a boycott of Russian culture following Moscow's invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Many of those who advocate cultural sanctions point to South Africa as the shining example of boycott success. As is often the case with politicized appeals to history, the purpose here is to draw a strong moral injunction: Who could possibly stand on the side of the apartheid regime, which was triumphantly brought down in the 1990s and replaced by a multiracial democracy? But the history of the boycott movement against South Africa is more complicated than those analogizing it commonly acknowledge.

Started in 1959 following a call by the African National Congress, the movement encompassed pledges not to work with South African universities or publishers and not to perform in South African venues. Several major U.S. publishers refused to provide books to South African libraries. The boycott's proponents included not only fiery left-wingers but liberal doyens, such as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin and the American Library Association (ALA), which refused to work with any publisher that traded with South Africa. In 1980, the United Nations General Assembly voted to back the boycott and asked member states to "prevent all cultural, academic, sports, and other exchanges with the racist regime of South Africa." When apartheid finally collapsed in the 1990s, Nelson Mandela proudly proclaimed the return of his country to the international community.

But for all that they may have achieved, the boycotts were far from uncontroversial, even among opponents of apartheid. Many South African trade unions and social movements were in favor of them, but the Congress of South African Trade Unions, the main workers' organization that helped bring down the regime, was concerned that divestment could lead to the loss of jobs and pensions. Parts of that group embraced selective boycotts instead of a blanket ban.

Sanctions were even more contested in the art world. In 1975, Khabi Mngoma, the legendary principal of Johannesburg's African Music and Drama Association (AMDA), which had produced stars such as Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela, visited New York to campaign against the boycott movement. "We feel isolated inside South Africa," he told The New York Times, "and we also feel isolated by the outside world."

Mngoma was especially incensed that Black Americans were boycotting his country. "The students in our school, for example, would gain tremendously simply by being exposed in seminars and other classes to the expertise of black American artists," he said. "By staying away, blacks here do us a great disservice." But the zealots of the boycott movement didn't listen to the likes of Mngoma. In 1972, Muhammad Ali was scheduled to compete in South Africa, but a vociferous campaign dissuaded him from doing so.

Mngoma believed that engagement could be more constructive than sanction. On an earlier trip to New York, in 1968, he met with theater personalities and tried to persuade them to perform in South Africa instead of boycotting; they could tax white audiences and channel the money to Black theater. That strategy had some successes. The Broadway musicals Cabaret and Fiddler on the Roof were performed in South Africa and contributed tens of thousands of dollars in royalties to AMDA. Later, the American playwright Arthur Miller agreed to stage his plays in South Africa, but only for desegregated audiences. The singer Paul Simon recorded his Graceland album in South Africa in 1986, insisting on the importance of working with Black artists in the country. A year later, he headlined an enormous anti-apartheid concert in Zimbabwe with Makeba and Masekela. That same year, boycott proponents picketed his concert in London's Royal Albert Hall and denounced him.

Just how important a role the boycotts played in ending apartheid is disputed. Mattie C. Webb, a lecturer and postdoctoral researcher at Yale, tells me they were significant, "but they were only one factor in a broader movement that also included internal social movements against apartheid. The sanctions themselves were limited, and frankly came rather late in the broader struggle against apartheid." Lior Sternfeld, an Israeli American historian of Iran at Penn State, put a finer point on this, telling me: "I have tried in vain to find any empirical evidence that the boycott movement helped topple the South African regime."

Sternfeld has taken an interest in the question because of his work involving Israel and Iran. He is a critic of Israeli policy--both the occupation and the conduct of the war in Gaza--and he makes no brief for Israeli universities, which he says have tried "to get cozy with the government." He does favor some sanctions--for example, kicking Israel out of the FIFA World Cup and other sporting events, as has been done to Russia. But he believes that cultural boycotts will primarily hurt Israeli intellectuals, who are already demonized by their government.

"I have always believed that activism is about engagement, whereas BDS is articulated as a call for disengagement," he told me. "I oppose the boycotts because it is important to have some sort of a bridge to Israeli intelligentsia."

Sternfeld's position, like mine, is informed by observing the results of sanctions against Iran. He points specifically to How Sanctions Work: Iran and the Impact of Economic Warfare, a book published earlier this year by four Iranian American scholars, which argues that isolation has had adverse effects on Iran's political culture and has counterproductively strengthened the regime's repressive apparatus. The Iranian scholar Esfandyar Batmanghelidj, an outspoken opponent of the sanctions on Iran, has raised questions about boycotting Israel for similar reasons, to the ire of some on the left.

Lately Iran and Israel have found themselves ever more dangerously at odds, and the lack of people-to-people contact between the two countries doesn't help. That's one reason Sternfeld accepted a surprising overture in September: The Iranian mission to the United Nations invited him to attend an interfaith meeting with President Masoud Pezeshkian on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in New York. This encounter made Pezeshkian the first post-revolutionary Iranian president to knowingly and openly meet with an Israeli citizen. Iranian hard-liners attacked him for it relentlessly. As for Sternfeld, some critics of the Iranian regime in the United States denounced him for taking the meeting, even as hard-liners in Tehran called him a Zionist infiltrator.

Iran bans its citizens from visiting Israel, but numerous Iranian writers and artists in exile have traveled to the country anyway in recent years. Their visits have helped show Israelis, used to hearing of the "Iranian threat" from their government, a more human side of the country.

The filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf was a guest of honor at the Jerusalem Film Festival in 2013. Makhmalbaf was once an Islamist revolutionary; he spent four and a half years in prison before the 1979 revolution. But he went through a remarkable metamorphosis in the 1990s, becoming an anti-regime dissident and winding up in exile in Paris.

"I am one of the ambassadors for Iranian art to Israel, and my message was of peace and friendship," he told The Guardian of his trip at the time. "When I flew to Israel last week, I felt like a man flying to another planet, like a man flying to the moon." Makhmalbaf criticized the logic of boycotters, saying, "If I make a film in Iran, and you come to my country to watch it, does it mean you confirm dictatorship in Iran and you have no respect for political prisoners in Iran?" he asked rhetorically of his critics. "If you go to the US, does it mean you confirm their attack on Afghanistan and Iraq?"

Orly Cohen, a Tehran-born scholar who has lived in Israel most of her life, has helped organize the trips of several Iranian artists to the country. Now a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Haifa, she has also translated the work of Iranian poets into Hebrew.

"In the Israeli news, all Israelis hear of Iran is war," she told me by phone. "They don't know about Iran's culture and how much beautiful art is made in the country today."

Read: Iranian dissidents don't want war with Israel-but they can't stop it

Cohen translated a book of poems by Mehdi Mousavi, known in Iran as the "father of postmodern poetry," and facilitated his visit to Israel last year for its publication. He was the subject of a cover story in Haaretz, and he struck up a relationship with a well-known Iraqi-born poet, Ronny Someck. "He was seen as a bridge of friendship," Cohen told me. "For the first time," she said of Mousavi's Israeli audience, "they saw Iran through Iranian, not Israeli, eyes."

Cohen also helped organize an exhibition about Iranian feminist movements at Jerusalem's Museum of Islamic Art. Israeli feminists took an interest, but what surprised Cohen more was the feedback from religious Jews, some of whom were inspired by the example of Iranian women standing up to religious repression.

Boycotts preclude such experiences and connections. In the years since 2005, when the Palestinian movement adopted BDS, the tenuous links that once allowed Israeli and Palestinian scholars and artists to be in contact have been cut one after another. Israeli peace activists used to travel frequently to the West Bank and speak at events there. But in 2014, Amira Hass, Haaretz's correspondent in Ramallah and a vociferous critic of the Israeli occupation, was kicked out of an event at Bir Zeit University by two professors.

Some boycotters do seem concerned about punishing people like Hass, hence the guidelines that carve out ostensible exceptions for those who are critical of the policies of the boycotted state. But I don't see how any freedom-loving writer can embrace such a position. What distinguishes us from authoritarians and censors if we impose ideological litmus tests to decide which writers can present their work at festivals--if we ask them to declare their opposition to a political regime before they are allowed to speak?

This world is full of walls that divide peoples, and of regimes that impose ideological purity tests on writers. If writers are to use our collective powers, it should not be to add to them.
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<em>Say Nothing</em> Goes Beyond Good vs. Evil

A terrific drama captures the struggle of separating who you are from what you fight for.

by Shirley Li




The first chapter of Patrick Radden Keefe's 2018 best seller, Say Nothing: A True Story of Murder and Memory in Northern Ireland, opens on a December evening in 1972, when masked intruders entered the West Belfast home of Jean McConville, a 38-year-old widowed mother of 10. As they dragged her away into a van, she told one of her sons to watch his siblings until she returned. And then she never did.

Keefe unspools the circumstances surrounding McConville's disappearance over the course of his nonfiction doorstopper. Her kidnapping--and eventual murder--was just one crime among many that occurred during what's known as the Troubles: From the late '60s to the Good Friday Agreement that brokered peace in 1998, Catholic republicans seeking Irish independence clashed with Protestant factions and British soldiers, leaving thousands dead across Northern Ireland. Based on his own interviews and those conducted for a Boston College oral-history project, Keefe paints a panoramic portrait of the era that reads more like a novel than a history lesson. He studies how a common, radical cause can yield intense bonds--and also lead to profound trauma.

FX's excellent nine-episode adaptation, now streaming on Hulu, matches the book's ambition. The show, also called Say Nothing, similarly begins with the kidnapping of McConville (played by Judith Roddy) and subsequently delves into an ensemble of key figures involved in the Troubles. (Keefe served as an executive producer, working closely with the writers and the creator, Joshua Zetumer, to ensure an authentic adaptation.) But whereas the book tells much of the story chronologically, the series often collapses time, primarily shifting between the 1970s and the 2000s. Doing so streamlines the conflict and its aftermath into a study of juxtapositions: between youthful passion and adult disillusionment, collective ideology and individual responsibility, the appeal of secrecy and the power of confession. Sometimes, the series argues, history yields no heroes or villains, just people whose convictions curdle into confusion, and whose wounds never fully heal.

Read: How conflicts end--and who can end them

Dolours Price learned that firsthand. As a teenager during the early days of the Troubles, she joined the Provisional Irish Republican Army, a paramilitary group that broke away from the original IRA. Its young members, Dolours included, believed in using violent tactics to counter discrimination against Catholics; they were regularly harassed by the British police, prevented from living in some neighborhoods, and denied certain jobs. Like its source material, which uses a photograph of her on its cover, the show is drawn to Dolours and follows her life story the closest, from her childhood to her death, in 2013. Teenage Dolours quickly developed a reputation among her peers as a mouthy, attractive militant who rejected the "woman's work" of making tea that the Provisional IRA (a.k.a. "Provos") leaders assigned her. Older Dolours seemed wary of her notoriety, refusing later chances to rejoin the fight. Instead, she became a source for the Belfast Project, Boston College's oral history of the group's activities, thereby implicating herself as a participant in some of the Provos' most brutal crimes, including Jean's murder.

The show makes clear that despite how much Dolours's attitude changed over time, she remained the same person at her core. The younger and older versions of Dolours--played respectively by Lola Petticrew and Maxine Peake, both magnetic and well cast--overlap throughout the adaptation, an elegant choice that helps hold the sprawling narrative together. The older Dolours's reflections soundtrack scenes of her younger self at work; the younger Dolours's eagerness runs counter to her older self's evident pain. Dolours's foundational goals take center stage as the story hopscotches across time: Although she was raised to believe in the cause of Irish independence, her biggest motivation was her love for her little sister, Marian (Hazel Doupe). In her youth, she stayed at home and joined the Provos in part because going to university instead would have meant their separation. In old age, she never gave up Marian's activities as another, more trigger-happy Provo. The focus on Dolours is pivotal to the show's success: She embodies the struggle to separate your life and identity from the larger conflict, even after it ends.

Dolours is also an effective point of contrast for Jean, allowing the show to explore the different ways these two women moved through the world. An early scene of Dolours's induction into the IRA, after she's argued successfully that she can do more than serve her male peers, is spliced together with shots of Jean and her 10 children moving into their own apartment for the first time. Both women are bucking expectations; both seek to protect their families. Yet Jean's identity as a widowed single mother is, to the IRA, a sign of weakness, a possible reason for her to become an informant for the British; her neighbors also ostracize her for comforting a wounded British soldier who collapsed outside her home. Dolours weaponizes her femininity, flirting with a border-patrol officer to gain entry into Ireland during a mission, and her Provos superiors reward her for adopting the organization's ruthlessness. Once she's "promoted" to be the group's Charon, ferrying the IRA's perceived enemies to their executions, she must also shepherd some of her own friends to their death--a responsibility that weighs on her conscience. Neither woman can disentangle her quest for independence from the unrest around her.

Read: Great sex in the time of war

Say Nothing is not absent of possible antagonists--it treats Gerry Adams (Josh Finan in early scenes, Michael Colgan later on), the alleged former IRA member who later helped negotiate the peace accord in 1998 in part by turning his back on the organization, with both skepticism and sympathy. (A disclaimer at the end of every episode notes his ongoing denials of involvement in the IRA.) But the show is more interested in pointing out that the thoroughly human impulse to belong can also be shortsighted, even naive. The Provos' extreme views allowed for a deep-seated sense of community, and these idealistic teens and 20-somethings approached their terrorist activities with starry-eyed enthusiasm: Dolours and Marian don costumes to rob a bank, giggling together after they accomplish the heist. The Provos grab beers and gossip about their crushes in between rigging car bombs. Even the older Dolours reflects upon some moments with a wistful nostalgia, underscoring the continued allure of a movement that had seemed so righteous and revolutionary.

The consequences of belonging to such communities endure too. In the pilot, one of Jean's sons clings to her leg before the masked Provos take her away; later in the episode, Dolours does the same to a Royal Ulster Constabulary officer, grasping his leg tightly after he fends off a Protestant man who beats her with a baton at a civil-rights march. Taken together, these shots illustrate how cyclical violence and despair can be: Dolours's failed attempt at peaceful protest leads to her devotion to the Provos, and that leads only to more pain--for her and others. Say Nothing presents Jean's and Dolours's fates as intertwined from the start, even before it reveals Dolours's role in Jean's murder--an indication of just how intimate the Troubles really were.

In focusing so much on Dolours and the Provos, Say Nothing doesn't adapt some of the most intriguing turns in Keefe's account--the mass prison hunger strike in the 1980s, the Belfast Project's struggle to preserve the anonymity of its interviewees--and fast-forwards through years of political upheaval. In their stead, the series offers a thoughtfully constructed study of the conflict's moral complexity. Say Nothing demonstrates that war can easily bring groups of people together. Ending the fighting--reckoning with atrocities, confessing to misdeeds, and assigning blame--is the hard part.
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I Used to Have Friends. Then They Had Kids.

How do I rebuild my broken social life?

by 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,

I'm in a strange situation of seeming basically like an extrovert but feeling quite lonely. I organize things with my smallish group of close friends, but as more of them have kids, those get-togethers are so frenetic and kid-focused that we rarely have real conversations anymore. I feel like I know them, and they know me, much less than we used to--and that gap breaks my heart.
 
 So I've been trying to branch out more. I organize get-togethers at work, start up conversations, invite groups to hang out--but I rarely have a lot of effort directed back toward me socially. I occasionally fall into these deep, blue moods, where I genuinely feel like if I could agree to, say, a magical pact wherein I could have one of my legs amputated in exchange for never feeling like I needed socialization again, I would eagerly agree. It's so tiring: I can't stop wanting to have friends, and yet, honestly, friendship has mostly been a disappointing pain for the past couple of years.
 
 And last--despite all of this--I have a few glimmers of hope: kind new acquaintances who invite me to something, or follow up, or actively participate in trying to reschedule. And now I'm at a strange point of having been friendship-burned enough that these new opportunities actually make me feel very anxious and vulnerable. I just feel like I'm getting back on the terrible merry-go-round of hope and disappointment related to friendship. How do I develop a healthier relationship to this cycle?



Dear Reader, 

I want you to hang on to your leg, both your legs, and hang on to hope. Friendship, like everything else, comes in waves. And as each fresh wave of everythingness arrives, happy and sad, entropic and creative, interested in you and purely unconcerned, rushing in and then receding, what it leaves you with is mysteriously related to how you handled the wave before. Did you meet it with a bit of symmetry and poise, a touch of private mettle, or did you just get bowled over and churned like a lump in the wave-chambers?

What I'm saying is: Hold your ground. Right now you feel alone. But a person who can handle their own solitude, who can carry their own weight, who isn't loudly and sprawlingly involved in everybody else's business, texting and weeping and crashing around, is fascinating. And, eventually, magnetic. This solitude is not forever.

The kids/no-kids divide is very real. Parents have to talk with other parents, in parent language, and nonparents are left twiddling their thumbs (to put it no more strongly than that). But try to forgive your friends with kids. As idiotically preoccupied as they have become, as passionately oblivious to the nonkid world as they appear to be, they need you badly. They might be feeling lonely themselves. What are friends for? For reassuring us that we exist; for finding us interesting when we're boring; for holding on to the better parts of us even as we slide like renegade meatballs into the worse parts. Your friends with kids--some of them, anyway--will come back. Courage!

Serenely underwater,

James



Dear James,

I am 75, and when I was in college, I read Erik Erikson and thought, I will be satisfied at the end of my life. But instead, I look back with regret and see only my mistakes. I'm suffering from heartache, and though I tried to be a loving person throughout my life, I must have been selfish, as my daughter recently screamed at me just before she cut me out of her life--she doesn't like that I drink wine and occasionally have too much. My son lives with me, but he suffers from anxiety and can't go anywhere. I'm trapped at home (my husband died 18 months ago) and feeling very sad. Is there anything I can do?



Dear Reader,

I wrote a poem, in the hope that it might cheer you up:

When the misery comes,
 up the rungs of your lungs
 and clambering into your brain,
 all the rue and regret,
 and the fever and fret
 and the feelings you cannot explain--
 make yourself a nice sandwich.
 Despondency, banish.
 Move in the direction of health.
 Put on some clean clothes.
 Stick your nose in a rose.
 It's not going to smell itself.

Wishing you a string of good moments,

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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Put Down the Vacuum

Americans need to get off the tidiness treadmill.

by Annie Lowrey

The other night, a friend came over. A dear friend. A friend who has helped me out when I've been sick, and who brought over takeout when I had just given birth. Still, before he arrived, I vacuumed.

I thought about this while reading the Gender Equity Policy Institute's recent report on gender and domestic labor. The study finds that mothers spend twice as much time as fathers "on the essential and unpaid work" of taking care of kids and the home, and that women spend more time on this than men, regardless of parental and relationship status. "Simply being a woman" is the instrumental variable, the study concludes.

The time gaps are large for all women, and especially large for certain subgroups. Moms with a high-school education or less spend 19 hours a week on cleaning and child care, versus seven hours for dads with a comparable education. Latina mothers devote 26 hours a week to chores and kids, Latino dads less than a third of that time.

Remarkably, having a male domestic partner means more work for women, not less. Married women spend more time on housework than single women; married men spend roughly the same amount as single men. Women's lower wages and higher propensity to take part-time jobs explain some of the difference: To maximize the household's total income, the person earning more does less around the house. But other studies have found that women who earn as much as or more than their male partner still devote more time to domestic care. Queer relationships, unsurprisingly, tend to be more equitable.

Perhaps most enraging: The gender divide results in women having fewer hours than men to devote to socializing, exercising, going out, or practicing a hobby. No wonder women tend to experience more stress and burnout.

A generation after the publication of Arlie Russell Hochschild's The Second Shift, a lot has changed, and nothing has changed. Women are much more likely to work outside the home, but the distribution of work within the home has not become commensurately equitable. Surveys show that women are not exactly happy with the situation. What would it take for things to be different?

It was once thought that technology was part of the answer. Decades of labor-saving innovations cut the hours Americans spent on chores. A dishwasher saves a household an estimated 200 hours a year, a laundry machine three-plus hours of backbreaking work per load. Yet even as technology improved, homes got bigger, filled with more items to care for. As my colleague Derek Thompson has noted, standards of cleanliness have risen over time too: "Automatic washers and dryers raised our expectations for clean clothes and encouraged people to go out and buy new shirts and pants; housewives therefore had more loads of laundry to wash, dry, and fold."

You see this tidiness treadmill on TikTok and Instagram: People recommend how to wash your walls, "refresh" your furniture season by season, and organize everything in your pantry in clear acrylic bins. This labor isn't time-saving; it is never-ending.

The Gender Equity Policy Institute suggests, well, policy changes, including "use it or lose it" parental-leave programs for new fathers, caregiving credits for the Social Security system, and expanded early-child-care programs. But the report acknowledges that the unhappy divide is cultural, and requires cultural shifts as well.

Caretaking is a central way that women perform their gender. The advertising of domestic goods and cleaning products remains intently focused on women. The majority of children still grow up watching their mother do more housework than their father. The gender chore gap shows up in children as young as 8.

Men doing more housework is an obvious solution, but not one that I am particularly hopeful about. Virtually every woman I know who is unhappy with her household division of labor has tried and failed to get her male partner to pick up the slack. The belief that men care less about having a messy home is pervasive, and supported by at least some evidence. In one anthropological study, researchers had people give them a video tour of their house. Mothers almost unanimously apologized for the rooms not being tidier. "Fathers in their home tours would walk in the same rooms their wives had come through and often made no mention whatsoever of the messiness," UCLA's Jeanne Arnold reported. "This was pretty astonishing."

Perhaps the problem is women, and the remedy is for women to do less housework and tolerate a consequentially messier home. "The tidiness level of a home is a matter of simple preference with no right or wrong," my colleague Jonathan Chait has written, offering an "easy answer" to the chore wars. "My wife and I happily learned to converge on each other's level of tidiness. We settled--fairly, I think--on a home that's neater than I'd prefer to keep it, but less neat than she would."

Yet men are perfectly capable of recognizing a mess when it is not theirs. The sociologists Sarah Thebaud, Leah Ruppanner, and Sabino Kornrich asked people to look at photographs of an open-plan living room and kitchen; half saw a living space cluttered with dishes and laundry, and the other half saw a tidy area. The participants rated how clean the room was on a 100-point scale, and said how urgent they thought it was for the owner to take care of it. Men and women had essentially the same ratings of how clean the space was and how important tidying up was.

In a second experiment, the same researchers told study participants that the photos were taken by someone looking to rent out their place on an Airbnb-type site. Some participants viewed rooms hosted by "Jennifer," some by "John." The participants thought that Jennifer's clean space was less tidy than John's, and were more judgmental in their assessments of the female host.

Women internalize this kind of judgment, making the individual desire to keep things clean inextricable from the social expectation to do so. Women are critiqued for having pans in the sink and grime on the countertops in a way that men aren't. Women's cortisol levels go up when their space is messy in a way that men's cortisol levels don't. Asking women to clean less means asking women to accept more criticism, to buck their culture, to put aside their desire for a socially desirable space. At the same time, men internalize the message that an untidy home is not their responsibility.

The best path forward might be for men and women to applaud messy, normal, mismatched, lived-in spaces. We should recognize that multinational conglomerates are in the business of devising problems that need solutions, which are conveniently available at Walmart and Target; we should admit that everything done in front of a camera is a performance, not reality; we should acknowledge that being welcomed into someone's house is a gift of connection, not an invitation to judge. Easy enough for me to say. I am one of the millions of us who cannot seem to put down the vacuum, even if I do not want to pick it up.
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The Baleful Influence of Gambling

"The housewife, the factory worker, and the businessman will tell you that they are against such things as narcotics, bootlegging, prostitution, gang murders, the corruption of public officials and police, and, the bribery of college athletes. And yet this is where their money goes."

by Robert F. Kennedy




No one knows exactly how much money is involved in gambling in the United States. What we do know is that the American people are spending more on gambling than on medical care or education; that, in so doing, they are putting up the money for the corruption of public officials and the vicious activities of the dope peddlers, loan sharks, bootleggers, white-slave traders, and slick confidence men.


Investigation this past year by the FBI, Internal Revenue Service, the Narcotics Bureau, the Post Office Department, and all other federal investigative units has disclosed without any shadow of a doubt that corruption and racketeering, financed largely by gambling, are weakening the vitality and strength of this nation.

But, as I sit down today to write this article, a business executive with an industrial firm on the Eastern seaboard is telephoning a bookmaker to place a fifty-dollar bet on a horse race; a factory worker in a Midwestern town is standing at a lunch counter filling out a basketball parlay card on which he will wager two dollars; a housewife in a West Coast suburb is handing a dime to a policy writer who operates a newsstand as a front near the supermarket where she shops.

These people, and millions like them who follow similar routines every day, see nothing wrong in what they are doing. Many of them can afford the luxury of this type of gambling. They look upon it simply as taking a chance.

But they are taking a chance which the nation and its economy cannot afford. They are pouring dimes and dollars day by day into a vast stream of cash which finances most illegal underworld activities. The housewife, the factory worker, and the businessman will tell you that they are against such things as narcotics, bootlegging, prostitution, gang murders, the corruption of public officials and police, and, the bribery of college athletes. And yet this is where their money goes.

Last May, I appeared before a subcommittee of the House Committee on the judiciary and testified in support of anticrime legislation then pending before the Congress. Relying on rock-bottom estimates of the Department of Justice, I estimated--probably conservatively--that illegal gambling in the United States does a gross volume of $7 billion annually. That is more than the American people spend each year on bread.

Mortimer Caplin, the Commissioner of Internal Revenue, told Senator John L. McClellan's antiracketeering committee that a total of $25 billion a year is wagered in the United States, but he did not provide a breakdown on how much was legal and how much went into illegal channels. Twenty-five billion dollars is almost as much as we spent on education in this country last year.

Last August, John Scarne, who has made a study of gambling for many years, testified before the McClellan committee that the annual gross figure on illegal gambling involves about $50 billion. He testified that the bulk of this money was bet on horse racing through bookies. Fifty billion dollars is eight billion more than Congress appropriated last year for national defense. Our estimate of $7 billion may be low. Mr. Scarne's estimate of $50 billion may be too high, but it could be right. The truth is that nobody really knows. Senator McClellan pointed out that if the figure, of $50 billion is accurate, the government is being cheated out of some $5 billion a year in taxes owed by the gambling community.

Is this really the way American citizens want it to be?

The great discrepancy in the guesses as to how much is wagered each year is understandable, because once the housewife, the factory worker, or the business executive gives money to a local bookie or policy writer, it disappears into the pocket of the underworld figure, who is in business to cheat the government--and his customer, if he can: And while many persons may regard the bookie on the other end of the telephone and the neighborhood numbers writer as the gambling racketeers, actually they are usually the small-time front men who stand to make a profit with every person who bets with them.

The bookies make a profit from the bettors because they have an edge on every bet. They pay track odds, but usually not in excess of twenty to one. The odds at the track are calculated after deducting the 15 to 18 percent of the total betting pool which goes to pay taxes and other expenses. The bookmaker pockets that amount.

But he is not a man of unlimited resources. He must balance his books so that he will lose no more on the winner than has been bet on the other horses in a race, after his percentage has been deducted. He cannot control the choices of his customers, and very often he will find that one horse is the favorite choice of his clientele. His "action," as he calls it, may not reflect the action of the track. Therefore, he must reinsure himself on the race in much the same way that a casualty insurance company reinsures a risk that is too great for it to assume alone. To do this, the bookmaker uses the "layoff" man, who, for a commission, accepts the excess wager.

The local layoff bettor also will have limited funds, and his layoff bets may be out of balance. When this occurs, he calls the large layoff bettors, who, because of their funds, can spread the larger risk. These persons are gamblers who comprise a nationwide syndicate or combine. They are in close touch with each other all the time, and they distribute the bets among themselves so that an overall balance is reached on any horse race.

With a balanced book at any level--handbook, layoff, or syndicate--the edge is divided, and no one loses except the men and women who placed the bets. As an indication of the volume of business I am talking about, one of the largest operators in the, combine does a layoff business of $18 million a year. His net profit is $720,000 a year. This is a 4 percent return on volume, with relatively no risk, as a result-of the balancing of his books on each event.

The term "gamblers" is a misnomer for these persons. They accept money that the small gamblers wager, but they do not gamble at all. This is further illustrated, graphically, by what we know as the numbers racket.

A man purchases a ticket with three numbers on it, paying a dollar for the ticket. Since there are 999 such numbers, he should reasonably expect the odds to be 998 to 1. The numbers bank usually pays 600 to 1 on such a wager--or less--so you can see that the only gambler in this situation is the man who makes the bet. The operator pockets forty cents of every dollar bet -that is, if the game is run honestly. That, however, is too much to expect from this group. If the play is too high on any one number, they manage through devious means to ensure that a number on which he play has been small will be the winner.

While we do have great problems in estimating the total amount gambled illegally, we can get some idea from significant records made available by the Internal Revenue Service through raids.


For example, the records of an Indiana bookmaker indicate that for a three-day period he received a total of $1,156,000 in wagers. A check of the gross receipts of a large department store in the same- city indicated its gross for the same three days as $31,863. A Chicago bookie's records showed he took in $6,400,000 in total wagers for one year, while a chain grocery store in Chicago showed total gross receipts of only $293,000. While, actually, these comparisons may be unfair, in that the bookmakers probably are doing considerable layoff betting from smaller bookies in other cities and other states, these two instances are not unusual, as the following Internal Revenue figures indicate: A Los Angeles bookmaker, Jack Rosen, took in $4,511,000 in one year. A Miami bookie received $1,594,000; a Virginia bookie, $1,221,000 for an eight-month period; and a Tennessee bookmaker, $1,689,000 for five months. A Pennsylvania policy operator collected $587,000 in seven months.

But, invariably, when federal agents try to raid bookmakers and policy operators, the first efforts of the law violators are aimed at destroying all of their books and records. Only a short while ago raiders in Detroit used a ladder to go through a second-story window in a raid in which they found people in the house burning information sheets in a potbellied stove which had a padlock on it. IRS agents in Atlanta recently raided a policy operator who also operates a supermarket. They found records of baseball bets in his cash register. While agents were examining these slips, the operator of the establishment suddenly touched his cigarette to the betting slips, and they exploded in a ball of fire. This bolt-flash paper is now widely used by racketeers so that they can do away with their records in a matter of seconds. A New Orleans bookie who was recently raided raced into his bathroom and dumped his papers into a toilet. Agents were right on his heels and salvaged the soaking documents, which indicated $6500 in bets had been placed with this operator during part of the day.

In January, Internal Revenue agents raided a large-scale bookmaking operation in Florida. The raid was unique because some of the Revenue agents brought fire extinguishers and were able to douse a fire set to flash paper by operators in an attempt to destroy records. However, I was more interested in the agents' report that the bookmaking operation appeared to handle about $250,000 in bets daily.

These cases demonstrate that fantastic sums of money are being handed over to the gamblers by millions of Americans who, like the housewife, the factory worker, and the business executive, think they are simply taking a chance. They are not taking a fair chance The odds are loaded against them.

Their dimes, quarters, and dollars do not stay in the pockets of the big-time gamblers and racketeers. Just as legitimate businessmen invest their profits in other businesses, so do the capitalists of crime use their gambling profits to invest in other criminal businesses. High on the list is narcotics.


The horrors of the narcotics traffic need no elaboration. The contribution of gambling to narcotics smuggling, however, deserves wide attention. The profits from narcotics smuggling can be enormous, but it takes large amounts of money to finance a narcotics ring, and almost invariably gambling revenues provide the initial investment. Indeed, the use of such revenues to finance narcotics operations is so common as to be virtually inevitable.

During the 1920s and 1930s, such kingpin gamblers as Arnold Rothstein and Waxey Gordon invested huge amounts in the narcotics-smuggling business. An enormous international narcotics conspiracy in the 1950s was financed with the gambling profits and underworld credit of Harry Stromberg. He and seventeen others were convicted for their participation in this five-year heroin-importing operation.

The activities of Vito Genovese, a top racketeer, closely document the kinship between gambling profits. and narcotics traffic. The Federal Bureau of Narcotics has described Genovese as having been the motivating force behind an international heroin smuggling combine, and at the same time the controlling force behind gambling interests in several large cities. At one point, Genovese and several associates attempted to take over the numbers racket in the Spanish-speaking areas of East Bronx, New York. Their- plan was to use the gambling profits from the numbers operation to finance heroin shipments into this country. The gang was arrested before it could carry out the entire plan. Genovese is serving a fifteen-year prison sentence for narcotics conspiracy, and his associates also received substantial sentences.

Strong-arm methods, including murder, are common in the illicit narcotics traffic. After a major international narcotics ring was broken up last year, two of the- twenty-four defendants were murdered before completion of the trial. One was shot down in the Bronx; the burned body of the other was found near Rochester, New York. The business executive, factory worker, and housewife never encounter the seamy side, but this is what their bets are financing. Again I ask, Is this really the way the American people want it to be?

This Administration is making a major effort to bring organized crime and racketeering under control. Congress, in the last session, with strong support from Democrats and Republicans, aut*honzed the Justice Department for the first time to deal with gambling activities. Our theory is that if we can reduce the gamblers' income, we will take a first major step toward cutting off the funds which now are being used to bribe public officials and finance the narcotics trade and other underworld activities.

In the past, only three effective laws have permitted the federal government to move against gambling. They are the wagering-stamp and excise-tax statutes, which basically were aimed at collecting revenue for the federal government, not at controlling criminal operations in this country, and a law prohibiting the interstate shipment of slot machines. One of our new laws makes it a federal crime for any person to move in interstate travel to promote or participate in a racketeering enterprise. Some of the nation's most notorious racketeers have been insulated from prosecution by living in one section of the country and having illegal gambling interests in another.

In one case, many of the racketeers who backed one of the nation's big number banks lived in a resort area far from the scene of their illegal operation. Every month a courier with a bag of money was dispatched from the racket enterprise. One month's payment alone was in excess of $250,000. The kingpins of this operation reaped huge profits and remained beyond the reach of the law because they had committed no crimes in the state in which they lived. We plan to move against such activities. The messenger who carries the funds across state lines and those who conspire with him are subject to the new law; and we hope, therefore, that we will be able to dry up this interstate flow of cash, which turns ten-cent bets in one city into massive profits in the hands of big-time hoodlums.

Two other new laws make it a felony to transmit bets and wagers between states by wire or telephone or to transport wagering paraphernalia to another state. Wagering paraphernalia, as defined by Congress, includes tickets; slips, or paper used in bookmaking, sports pools, or the numbers racket.

The new laws, which the President signed on September 13, had an immediate effect on the gambling community. The nation's leading race wire services, including Athletic Publications of Minneapolis, Minnesota--the so-called Minneapolis line, which furnished point spread and other sports handicap information--and the Nola News of New Orleans closed down. Federal field offices and local law-enforcement officials in every section of the nation report the hoodlums who control gambling have curtailed or shut down their activities. Some are even making plans to dispose of their homes and move to other countries that will permit them to operate in the manner to which they have been accustomed.

But many of the gamblers, while making themselves less vulnerable to federal prosecution, are standing by with a wait-and-see attitude. We know they are worried, and from the evidence already in hand, the FBI has estimated that this year alone we may have as many as ten thousand cases for investigation under the new laws. In the first four months that the laws were in effect, more than three thousand cases were brought under investigation.

The two other new laws extended the FBI's authority under the Fugitive Felon Act and prohibited the interstate shipment of weapons to or from persons accused of certain crimes. The Justice Department sought three other bills in the last session which are extremely important. They were enacted by the Senate and are now before the House. One would protect persons cooperating with the FBI from threats or coercion. Another would permit the government to give immunity to certain witnesses in labor-management racketeering cases, and a third would strengthen the 1951 law which prohibits interstate shipment of slot machines. The proposed measure would cover other types of gambling devices, including pinball machines.

The laws themselves, of course, while enabling the federal government to do a better job, will not make the final difference. That must come from the extra effort now being made by all the federal law-enforcement agencies and many local police officials, and from the support which this effort gets from the American people themselves.

The dishonesty of the gambling operations, the degradation of the narcotics and white-slave traffic are bad enough, but what really concerns me is the great wealth of the racketeers and the power that goes with it--the power to corrupt police and public officials, and in some instances, gain political control of an area.

The fundamental strength, of our democracy, which is based on respect for the law, is at stake. Individual citizens, by working to elect honest public officials and raise policemen's pay, can make a major difference in this matter. But in the last analysis it depends on the business executive, the factory worker, and the housewife who have been financing--big-time crime with their two-dollar bets and their. ten-cent wagers. If they would stop patronizing the illegal bookie, the numbers runner, and the sports-pool operator, they could take the profit out of gambling and bring organized crime down to size quicker than all the combined efforts of the federal and local law-enforcement agencies.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1962/04/the-baleful-influence-of-gambling/304909/?utm_source=feed
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In Search of a Faith Beyond Religion

Scholastique Mukasonga's <em>Sister Deborah</em> suggests that some people must look outside the traditional bounds of Christianity to find true spiritual freedom.

by Tope Folarin




My immigrant parents--my father especially--are ardent Christians. As such, my childhood seemed to differ dramatically from the glimpses of American life I witnessed at school or on television. My parents often spoke of their regimented, cloistered upbringings in Nigeria, and their belief that Americans are too lax. They devised a series of schemes to keep us on the straight and narrow: At home, we listened to an unending stream of gospel music and watched Christian programming on the Trinity Broadcasting Network. The centerpiece of their strategy, however, was daily visits to our small Nigerian church, in North Texas.

I quickly discerned a gap between the fist-pumping, patriotic Christianity that I saw on TV and the earnest, yearning faith that I experienced in church. On TV, it seemed that Christianity was not only a means of achieving spiritual salvation but also a tool for convincing the world of America's preeminence. Africa was mentioned frequently on TBN, but almost exclusively as a destination for white American missionaries. On-screen, they would appear dour and sweaty as they distributed food, clothes, and Bibles to hordes of seemingly bewildered yet appreciative Black people. The ministers spoke of how God's love--and, of course, the support of the audience--made such donations possible, but the subtext was much louder: God had blessed America, and now America was blessing everyone else.

In church, however, I encountered an entirely different type of Christianity. The biblical characters were the same, yet they were evoked for different purposes. God was on our side because we, as immigrants and their children, were the underdogs; our ancestors had suffered a series of losses at the hands of Americans and Europeans, just as the Israelites in the Bible had suffered in their own time. And like those chosen people, we would emerge victorious.

Over time, I learned that Christianity is a malleable faith; both the powerful and the powerless can use it to justify their beliefs and actions. This is, in part, the message of Scholastique Mukasonga's Sister Deborah, which was published in France in 2022 and was recently released in the United States, in a translation by Mark Polizzotti. Set in Rwanda in the 1930s, the novel spotlights a group of recently arrived African American missionaries who preach a traditional Christian message about a forthcoming apocalypse, but with a twist: They prophesize that "when everything was again nice and dry, Jesus would appear on his cloud in the sky and everyone would discover that Jesus is black." These missionaries are a destabilizing influence in a territory dominated by another version of Christianity, established and spread by the colonizing Belgians, that emphasizes the supremacy of a white Jesus.

Read: A family story about colonialism and its aftereffects

The most vital force in the novel is Sister Deborah herself. She is the prophetic, ungovernable luminary of the African American contingent, and possesses healing powers. Over the course of her time in Rwanda, she develops a theology that centers Black women; as a result, she is eventually castigated by her former mentor, Reverend Marcus, a gifted itinerant preacher who serves as the leader of the missionaries. Sister Deborah is a novel about the capaciousness of Christianity but also the limits of its inclusivity--particularly for the women in its ranks.

Those limits are evident throughout the novel. The first section is narrated by a woman, Ikirezi, who recalls her childhood in Rwanda. She'd been a "sickly girl" who required constant attention, yet her mother had avoided the local clinic: She had "no confidence in the pills that the orderlies dispensed, seemingly at whim." Ikirezi's mother eventually determines that her child's chronic illness comes "from either people or spirits." So, in a fit of desperation, she decides to take her to Sister Deborah. She doesn't know much about this American missionary except that she is a "prophetess" who possesses the gift of "healing by laying on hands." Upon learning of his wife's plans, Ikirezi's father explodes:

You are not going to that devil's mission. I forbid it! Didn't you hear what our real padri said about it? They're sorcerers from a country called America, a country that might not even exist because it's the land of the dead, the land of the damned. They have not been baptized with good holy water. And they are black--all the real padri are white. I forbid you to drag my daughter there and offer her to the demon hiding in the head and belly of that witch you call Deborah. You can go to the devil if you like, but spare my daughter!

Through Ikirezi's father's outburst, Mukasonga deftly sketches the two opposing Christian camps in the novel--one that depends on the Bible to protect its status, and the other that uses the Bible to attain status. The white padri (priests) seek to maintain their spiritual control of the local population by labeling the African American missionaries as evil interlopers. The missionaries, for their part, have positioned themselves as an alternative religious authority, and they begin to attract many followers, especially women, who are drawn to their energetic services and Sister Deborah's supernatural abilities.

Ikirezi's mother defies her husband and takes Ikirezi to see Sister Deborah. They arrive at the American dispensary, where Sister Deborah holds court "under the large tree with its dazzling red flowers, sitting atop the high termite mound that had been covered by a rug decorated with stars and red stripes." She asks the children who are gathered before her, Ikirezi among them, "to touch her cane while she lay her hands on their heads." Afterward, Ikirezi recalls "that under the palms of her hands, a great sense of ease and well-being spread through me." Ikirezi's depiction of Sister Deborah remains more or less at this pitch through the rest of this section: deferential and mystified, studied but also somewhat distant. As time passes, Ikirezi's reverence for Sister Deborah only grows, forming a scrim that obscures the healer in a hazy glow.

The novel then pivots to Sister Deborah's point of view; she expands on and revises Ikirezi's portrait of her life. As a child in Mississippi, Sister Deborah discovered that she had healing powers. Her mother pulled her out of school, dreading "people's vindictiveness as much as their gratitude" for her daughter's gift. Shortly afterward, Sister Deborah is raped by a truck driver, which shifts the trajectory of her life dramatically. She has a profound religious experience when she visits a local church, and soon after falls in with Reverend Marcus.

Reverend Marcus initially sees Sister Deborah as a tool to advance his own ambitions. He is concerned about the suffering of Black people around the world: "the contempt, insults, and lynchings they endured in America; the enslavement, massacres, and colonial tyranny forced upon them in Africa." His theology is focused not only on their salvation but on their ascendancy as well.

Sister Deborah begins to perform healings during Reverend Marcus's revival services, and eventually, he brings her along on a missionary trip to Rwanda. There, the reverend and Sister Deborah initially work in harmony, attracting devoted new converts. But their partnership begins to fray when a divine spirit informs Sister Deborah that a Black woman, not a Black Jesus, will save them. Reverend Marcus's response is both a warning and a prophecy: "If we follow you in your visions and dreams, we step outside of Christianity and venture into the unknown."

Although the reverend initially accepts Sister Deborah's "vision" of female power, he eventually uses it to undermine her, condemning her as a witch. Even within his progressive and radical theology, Reverend Marcus believes that women must serve men; in Mukasonga's telling, he is a man whose shortsightedness and thirst for power eventually overwhelm his generally good intentions. His behavior reflects a reality that many Christian women have experienced, Black women in particular. In Rwanda, Sister Deborah is contending with a caste system that installed white men at the top and placed Black women at the bottom. Sister Deborah's claim that the savior is a Black woman undermines that status quo. And the reverend's response reveals a contradiction that many Black Christian women have faced: They are encouraged to seek spiritual freedom but are still expected to remain subservient.

Read: Why did this progressive evangelical church fall apart?

What Reverend Marcus doesn't realize, however, is that his warning about "ventur[ing] into the unknown" has also given Sister Deborah a route for her own liberation. Like the women in Mukasonga's prior work--a collection of accomplished memoirs, novels, and short fiction--Sister Deborah explores and then occupies unfamiliar realms. Unfamiliar, that is, to men, who create hierarchies in which they can flourish and then mark any territory beyond their reach as benighted. Yet it is in those benighted spaces, Sister Deborah comes to believe, that Black women can thrive. A group of women begins to follow her, and she changes her name to Mama Nganga. Little girls collect "healing plants" for her. She treats local sex workers, and invites homeless women to stay with her. She constructs an ecosystem of care and protection for women and proudly claims the label that Ikirezi's father placed on her at the beginning of the novel: "I'm what they call a witch doctor, a healer, though some might say a sorceress," she declares. "I treat women and children." For Sister Deborah, Reverend Marcus's Christianity is inadequate because it prioritizes dominance over service. She abandons that approach in favor of pursuing the true mission of Jesus: to uplift and care for the most vulnerable.

Mukasonga's slim novel is laden with ideas, but perhaps the most potent and urgent is her assertion that sometimes, Black women cannot achieve true freedom within the confines of Christianity. By exposing how even progressive interpretations of the faith can uphold patriarchal norms, Mukasonga invites her reader to question the limitations imposed on marginalized believers. In Sister Deborah, real liberation lies in eschewing conformity to any dogma, even the Bible. But the novel is more than a critique of religious institutions: It is a call to redefine faith, perhaps even radically, on one's own terms.
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What to Read If You're Angry About the Election

These seven books aren't a cure for rage and despair. Think of them instead as a prescription.

by Ruth Madievsky




A close friend--someone whom I've always thought of as an optimist--recently shared his theory that, no matter what time you're living in, it's generally a bad one. In each era, he posited, quality of life improves in some ways and depreciates in others; the overall quotient of suffering in the world stays the same.

Whether this is nihilistic or comforting depends on your worldview. For instance, plenty of Americans are currently celebrating the outcome of the recent presidential election; many are indifferent to national politics; many others are overwhelmed with anger and despair over it. Looking at the bigger picture, I think the upsides of contemporary life--antibiotics, LGBTQ acceptance, transcontinental FaceTime--outweigh the horrors more often than not. I'll also concede that this decade comes with a continuous drip of bad news about ghastly acts of violence, erosion of human rights, and climate disaster. Perhaps unsurprisingly, a 2023 Gallup poll found that rates of depression in the United States have hit a record high.

What can people turn to when the itch to burn everything down, or to surrender to hopelessness, feels barely suppressible? I agree with the novelist Kaitlyn Greenidge that there is power in "naming reality"--in telling, and writing, the truth about what's happening around us. For those who are despondent about Donald Trump's victory and feel unable to make a difference, reading might be a place to start. This doesn't necessitate cracking open textbooks or dense political tracts: All kinds of books can provide solace, and the past few decades have given us no shortage of clear-eyed works of fiction, memoir, history, and poetry about how to survive and organize in--and ultimately improve--a broken world.

Reading isn't a panacea. It's a place to begin and return to: a road map for where to go from here, regardless of where "here" is. Granted, I am perhaps more comfortable than the average person with imperfect solutions. As a clinical pharmacist, I can't cure diabetes, for example, but I can help control it, make the medications more affordable sometimes, and agitate for a better health-care system. Similarly, these seven books aren't a cure for rage and despair. Think of them instead as a prescription.








Which Side Are You On, by Ryan Lee Wong

Wong's novel opens with a mother picking up her son from the airport in a Toyota Prius, her hands clutching the wheel in a death grip. Wry, funny moments like this one animate Wong's book about the dilemma of trying to correct systemic problems with individual solutions. It's 2016, and spurred by the real-life police shooting of Akai Gurley, 21-year-old Reed is considering dropping out of Columbia University to dedicate himself to the Black Lives Matter movement. Reed wants nothing more than to usher in a revolution, but unfortunately, he's a lot better at spouting leftist talking points than at connecting with other people. Like many children, Reed believes that his family is problematic and out of touch. His parents, one a co-leader in the 1980s of South Central's Black-Korean Coalition, the other a union organizer, push back on his self-righteous idealism. During a brief trip home to see his dying grandmother, Reed wrestles with thorny questions about what makes a good activist and person. Later, in the Prius, Reed's mother teaches him about the Korean concept of hwabyung, or "burning sickness"--an intense, suppressed rage that will destroy him if he's not careful--and Reed learns what he really needs: not sound bites but true connection. Wong's enthralling novel is a reminder that every fight for justice is, at heart, a fight for one another.






Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, by Rebecca Solnit

Solnit's short manifesto about the revolutionary power of hope is a rallying cry against defeatism. She begins by critiquing the progressive tendency to harp on the bleakness of societal conditions, insisting that despair keeps oppressive systems afloat. Hope and joy, by contrast, are essential elements of political change, and celebrating wins is a worthy act of defiance against those who would prefer that the average person feel powerless. Originally published in 2004 after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, and updated in 2005 and 2016, Hope in the Dark provides modern examples of gains on race, class, environment, and queer rights. That said, this is not a feel-good book. It does not sugarcoat, for instance, the fact that we are headed toward ecological disaster. And if you look up the latest figures on the gender wage gap, you'll find that they've hardly budged from those cited by Solnit years ago. Still, her deft logic and kooky aphorisms ("Don't mistake a lightbulb for the moon, and don't believe that the moon is useless unless we land on it") have convinced me that to give up hope is to surrender the future. Fighting for progress can be exhausting and revelatory, full of both pain and pleasure. Solnit insists that doing so is never a waste.

Read: Trump won. Now what?








Women Talking, by Miriam Toews

The inspired-by-true-events premise of Toews's seventh novel is literally the stuff of nightmares. In a remote Mennonite colony, women who have suffered mysterious attacks in the night learn that they've been drugged and raped by several men from their community. One woman is pregnant with her rapist's child; another's 3-year-old has a sexually transmitted infection. The novel takes place in the aftermath of the discovery, just after the men have been temporarily jailed. They are set to be bailed out in two days, and the colony's bishop demands that the victims forgive them--or else face excommunication and be denied a spot in heaven. The women meet in secret to decide what to do: Comply? Fight back? Leave for an outside world they've never experienced? Even against this harrowing backdrop, Toews's signature humor and eye for small moments of grace make Women Talking an enjoyable and healing read. The women's discussions are both philosophical (they cannot read, so how can they trust that the Bible requires them to forgive the men?) and practical (if they leave, do they bring their male children?). Any direction they choose will lead to a kind of wilderness: "When we have liberated ourselves," one woman says in a particularly stirring moment, "we will have to ask ourselves who we are."






Good Talk, by Mira Jacob

Jacob's graphic-memoir-in-conversations took major guts to write. It begins like this: The author's white in-laws throw their support behind Trump's 2016 presidential campaign, and her otherwise loving family toes the edge of collapse. Good Talk is a funny and painful book-length answer to questions from Jacob's 6-year-old son, who is half Jewish and half Indian, about race, family, and identity. Jacob, who was raised in the United States by parents who emigrated from India, gorgeously illustrates her formative experiences, touching on respectability politics, colorism within the Indian community, her bisexuality, and her place in America. She refuses to caricaturize the book's less savory characters--for example, a rich white woman who hires Jacob to ghostwrite her family's biography and ends up questioning her integrity and oversharing the grisly details of her 2-year-old's death from cancer. Jacob's ability to so humanely render the people who cause her grief is powerful. My daughter is too young to ask questions, but one day, when she begins inquiring about the world she's inheriting, I can tell her, as Jacob told her son, "If you still have hope, my love, then so do I."

Read: Hope and the historian








The Twenty-Ninth Year, by Hala Alyan

Startling, sexy, and chaotic, The Twenty-Ninth Year is a collection of poems narrated by a woman on the verge--of a lot of things. She's standing at the edge of maturity, of belonging as a Palestinian American, of recovery from anorexia and alcoholism. It's a tender and violent place, evoked with images that catch in the throat. The first poem, "Truth," takes the form of a litany of confessions: "I broke / into the bodies of men like a cartoon burglar"; "I've seen women eat cotton balls so they wouldn't eat bread." That Alyan is a clinical psychologist makes sense--her poems have a clarity that can't be faked. Dark humor softens the blow of lines such as "I starved myself to starve my mother" and "Define in, I say when anyone asks if I've ever been in a war." She reckons with the loneliness of living in exile and the danger of romanticizing the youthful conviction that there is something incurably wrong with you. A shallow read of the collection might be: I burned my life down so you don't have to. But I return to the last line of the book: "Marry or burn; either way, you're transfiguring." There is always something to set aflame; more optimistically, there is always something left to salvage. The Twenty-Ninth Year is, in the end, a monument to endurance.






Riot Baby, by Tochi Onyebuchi

If you're sick of books described as "healing" or "hopeful," look no further than Riot Baby. Onyebuchi's thrilling 2020 novella asks just how far sci-fi dystopias are from real life. Kev, a Black man born during the Rodney King riots in Los Angeles, California, spends much of his 20s in prison after a botched armed robbery. His sister, Ella, has more supernatural problems: She sees the past and the future and, when fury takes over, can raze cities to the ground--yet she could not protect her brother from the violence of incarceration. When Kev is paroled and a new form of policing via implantable chips and pharmaceutical infusions brings "safety" to the streets of Watts, Ella understands that the subjugation of her community is not a symptom of a broken system; rather, it is evidence of one "working just as designed," as Onyebuchi put it in an interview. Ella must make a wrenching choice: fight for a defanged kind of freedom within such a system or usher in a new world order no matter the cost. In real life, too often, you cannot control your circumstances, only your actions. But you may find relief in reading a book that reaches a different conclusion.

Read: When national turmoil becomes personal anxiety








Let the Record Show: A Political History of ACT UP New York, 1987-1993, by Sarah Schulman

This 700-plus-page history of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power's New York chapter is, I promise you, a page-turner. Schulman and the filmmaker Jim Hubbard, who were both in ACT UP New York, interviewed 188 members over the course of 17 years about the organization's work on behalf of those living with HIV/AIDS--"a despised group of people, with no rights, facing a terminal disease for which there were no treatments," Schulman writes. Part memoir and part oral history, Let the Record Show is a master class on the utility of anger and a historical corrective to chronicles that depict straight white men as the main heroes of the AIDS crisis. In reality, a diverse coalition of activists helped transform HIV into a highly manageable condition. "People who are desperate are much more effective than people who have time to waste," Schulman argues. ACT UP was known for its brash public actions, and Schulman covers not just what the group accomplished but also how it did it, with electrifying detail. There can be no balm for the fact that many ACT UP members did not survive long enough to be interviewed. There is only awe at the way a group of people "unable to sit out a historic cataclysm" were determined to "force our country to change against its will," and did.
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        Shortlisted Images for the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 20, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The Close-up Photographer of the Year competition is now in its sixth year, and recently released its shortlisted picks, with the winners set to be announced in January. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. Competition organizers were once again kind enough to share some of these amazing images with us here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young wallaby tries to snuggle into its mother's pouch, but his feet rest across his own forehead at the opening.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wallaby Baby. Animals. "A baby wallaby tries to settle into the warm security of its mother's pouch, but because it has grown quite large, it is not easy to fit inside. After several tries and with a great deal of persistence, it finally managed to fold its long legs in and get comfortable. This image was captured at a conservation center in France."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Pedro Jarque Krebs / cupoty.com
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two stag beetles battle, seen in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clash of the Titans. Insects. "This is the moment that two male stag beetles begin their battle for a female. They live in oak forests, in the Voronezh region of Russia in this case, and are difficult to find."
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                [image: Small mites walk across the face of a lizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiny Host. Animals. "After several hours of trekking into the Sumatran forest of Indonesia, we waited until nightfall before we went looking for reptiles and amphibians. Some species were active in the dark; others were resting on branches like this lizard, the Kloss's forest dragon. After taking a few wide-angle shots, I noticed the small mites moving across the reptile's skin and decided to take some close-up photos to capture these fascinating details."
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                [image: An upward-looking view of a pine marten in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pine Marten Portrait. Animals. "I placed camera traps in the Szucsi forest of Hungary and monitored the animals' movements over a long period of time. In winter, I noticed that a pine marten appeared every day. I set up my GoPro camera in the most picturesque spot under the trees, and set it to be triggered when it detected any movement. After many experiments, I finally captured this photograph with the pine marten in it."
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                [image: A sea star with many branching legs holds tight to part of a sea sponge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Holding On. Underwater. "Basket stars like to position themselves on the reef so they can reach higher into the water column to feed more easily. The variation in their perch of choice and the position of their arms can create some really dramatic opportunities to capture their incredible patterns combined with the beautiful hues of their surroundings, making them my favourite subject to photograph underwater. In False Bay, Cape Town, South Africa, basket stars are generally seen holding onto fans. They have feet that tightly wrap around the fan, leaving their intricate tendrils free to stretch out and grab food. Seeing a basket star using its arms to grab onto a sponge is very unusual behavior from what I have seen, resulting in a photograph unlike that of any basket star I have ever captured."
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                [image: A pair of damselflies are silhouetted against the rising sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demoiselles at Dawn. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I took this photo to capture the tranquil beauty of dawn, where even the smallest creatures come to life in the golden light of a new day. I had arrived long before dawn to look for banded demoiselle damselflies and although there were many around, it was these two perching on a blade of grass that caught my eye, especially as I knew the sun would be rising behind them."
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                [image: A seahorse rests among a cluster of sea tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Portrait of a Pot-Bellied Seahorse. Underwater. "Pot-bellied seahorses are a relatively common sight in the waters around Sydney, often seen using their prehensile tails to cling to sea tulips. On this particularly surge-heavy day, I spotted one seahorse clinging tightly, doing its best to hold on in the shifting water. My goal for this shot was to capture not only the seahorse but also the motion of the surrounding sea tulips in the surge."
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                [image: A damselfly in flight, seen close-up, facing the camera]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crystal Blue Flight. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I waded into the water of a pond in Texas to get as close to the familiar bluet damselfly as my lens' minimum focus distance would allow. I love taking macro photographs of flying insects, and my favorite shots are when I catch the front of the subject dead-on. I had noticed that in the fall, the males of this species will hover over the water late in the day, which gave me the opportunity to get this kind of shot."
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                [image: Smoothly eroded striated stone, looking almost like folded cloth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canyons. Intimate Landscape. "On my many visits to this section of coastal Northumberland, I've only seen this area of beach uncovered and clear of sand, pebbles and seaweed on the one occasion. Fortunately the tide was out and the light was not too harsh, allowing me to capture the exquisite naturally sculptured sandstone before it disappeared beneath the sea."
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                [image: A distinctive lobster-like caterpillar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stauropus Fagi. Invertebrate Portrait. "I was looking for spiders in my garden at night when I discovered this distinctive caterpillar of the lobster moth (Stauropus fagi). Sitting on a branch, it seemed very calm. I decided to take several handheld shots for a stack, when it curled up its abdomen toward its head, adopting the threatening appearance of a spider."
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                [image: A stork holds a small fish in its bill, wading in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Successful Hunter. Animals. "This is a black stork, photographed from one of Bence Mate's hides in the Pusztaszer Landscape Protection Area in Hungary. The challenge I faced, except for the situation itself, was using a short lens with a very shallow depth of field. This made it essential for both the prey and the bird's eye to be on the exact same focal plane to ensure that both were sharp."
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                [image: An aphid caught in a spider web]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Colourful Death. Insects. "In my father's garden in the Netherlands, I was looking for spider webs to experiment with, hoping to create a more graphic image. An aphid had flown into a spider web and tried in vain to escape from the sticky threads. The aphid was still alive, and I experienced for the first time how it must feel to be stuck in a spider web. To capture this emotion, I made a close-up. The flashlight created beautiful colors in the wings and made the wires stand out white against the black background."
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                [image: Cottonwood tree trunks in a fierce winter storm]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Cottonwoods. Intimate Landscape. "During the pandemic, I woke up one morning to a fierce winter storm. As I looked out of my condominium window onto Toronto, Canada, I was amazed at how strong the winds were. I had an urge to go out shooting, and I decided that I would do some street photography, shooting people in downtown Toronto battling the fierce winds, driving snow, and bitter cold. I hadn't been downtown for a while due to the pandemic. When I got to the financial district, I found no one. The place was a ghost town, with windows and businesses boarded up. I was shocked. It looked like something out of a movie. So I quickly altered my plan and drove down to the Toronto lakefront to see whether there were any photographic opportunities. The conditions were extremely challenging and I was getting cold, so I decided to pack it in and head home. As I was walking back to the car, I looked up and saw this striking scene. The chaos of the interwoven trees caught my eye. I immediately realized the potential for an image. I loved how the high winds had driven snow into the bark of the bare tree trunks."
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                [image: A tiny mite sits on a slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Camouflage. Arachnids. "On the forest floor, among decaying wood and leaves, there's much more activity than one might expect to find. Sometimes it can be worthwhile to point the camera at a specific area and simply wait for an interesting creature to pass by, rather than chasing after it. This time, I was lucky enough to find a tiny mite, probably no larger than 0.5 mm, on one of the slime molds. It is so perfectly camouflaged that it looks like part of the slime mould."
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                [image: An insect rests on a fungus amid a swirl of spores.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Own Galaxy. Insects. "During a night walk in Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary in Goa, India, I found this bracket fungus. It was producing clouds of spores, which drew me over. As I approached, an insect landed on the fungus. Using an LED torch allowed me to backlight the scene and capture the swirls of spores around the fungus and insect."
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                [image: Blades of kelp flowing gently in water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flowing Kelp. Plants. "This image was made during a surface interval between dives at one of my favorite dive sites on Santa Barbara Island in Channel Islands National Park. As the boat drifted over a kelp forest, I saw the potential and quickly grabbed my camera. I singled out this particular giant kelp frond that was ever so slightly submerged underwater."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Sigfrido Zimmermann / cupoty.com
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stink bug nymph feeds on a beetle that is trying to fly away.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Harpooned. Insects. "The beetle in the stink bug's grasp was still struggling and fluttering in an attempt to escape, so I waited to fire off the shots when I thought it would be most still."
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                [image: A scorpion glows under UV light on desert sand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire Stream Scorpio. Arachnids. "I was searching for scorpions at night in the Thar Desert of Rajasthan, India. After spotting this one, I approached it slowly and very cautiously so as not to disturb it. Once close enough, I lit up the ripples in the sand with an LED torch and made the scorpion glow blue with the help of a faint UV light."
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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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        Pete Hegseth Might Be Trump's Most Dangerous Cabinet Pick
        Jonathan Chait

        For a few hours, Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense was the most disturbing act of Donald Trump's presidential transition. Surely the Senate wouldn't confirm an angry Fox News talking head with no serious managerial experience, best known for publicly defending war criminals, to run the largest department in the federal government. Then, in rapid succession, Trump announced appointments for Matt Gaetz, Tulsi Gabbard, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The appearance of these newer and even ...

      

      
        Trump Is Building the Most Anti-Semitic Cabinet in Decades
        Franklin Foer

        Of all the promises, from quixotic to horrifying, that Donald Trump has made about the next four years, the one that seems least likely to be fulfilled is his vow to "defeat anti-Semitism." He has nominated a slew of cranks who have dabbled in the oldest conspiracy theory of them all, a belief that Jews control the world.Over the past decade or so, pernicious lies about Jewish villainy have drifted into the mainstream of American life. That's a fact Trump acknowledges when he talks about his plan...

      

      
        What Going 'Wild on Health' Looks Like
        Olga Khazan

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the bear-fondling, gravel-voiced Camelot scion, is President-Elect Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where presumably he will "go wild on health," to quote Trump. His nomination has raised concerns among public-health experts because many of Kennedy's views on health are, well, wild.To be sure, among Kennedy's battier ideas are a few reasonable ones, such as reducing obesity and cracking down on direct-to-consumer drug commercials and ...

      

      
        The 'Democracy' Gap
        Christopher Beam

        When I lived in China, a decade ago, I often saw propaganda billboards covered in words that supposedly expressed the country's values: Patriotism. Harmony. Equality. And ... Democracy. Indeed, China claims to consider itself a democratic country. So do Russia, Cuba, Iran, and so on down the list of nations ranked by their level of commitment to rights and liberties. Even North Korea fancies itself part of the club. It's right there in the official name: the Democratic People's Republic of Korea.I ...

      

      
        Washington Is Shocked
        David A. Graham

        At a rally in Las Vegas in September, the reggaeton star Nicky Jam came onstage in a Make America Great Again hat and endorsed Donald Trump. "We need you. We need you back, right? We need you to be the president," he said. But after a comedian at Trump's rally at Madison Square Garden last month called Puerto Rico "a floating island of garbage," the singer--whose father is Puerto Rican and who was raised partly on the island--had second thoughts."Never in my life did I think that a month later, a c...

      

      
        How Trump Could Make Congress Go Away for a While
        Russell Berman

        Power-hungry presidents of both parties have been concocting ways to get around Congress for all of American history. But as Donald Trump prepares to take office again, legal experts are worried he could make the legislative branch go away altogether--at least for a while.Several of Trump's early Cabinet nominees--including Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and former Representative Tulsi Gabbard of Hawaii--have drawn widespread condemnation for their outlandish political ...

      

      
        Trump's New York Sentencing Must Proceed
        Randall D. Eliason

        One of the many troubling consequences of Donald Trump's reelection is that he will largely avoid responsibility for his conduct in his four criminal cases. No other criminal defendant in American history has had the power to shut down his own prosecution. This is an unprecedented and wrenching affront to the principle that no one is above the law.The potential exception is the New York State case. In May, a jury found Trump guilty of 34 felony counts related to falsifying business records to cov...

      

      
        American Kakistocracy
        Beppe Severgnini

        Why is a regular guy attracted to a billionaire candidate? It's simple: Because the candidate can play to people's fantasies. The man knows his television, loves girls, hates rules, knows how to make a deal, tells jokes, uses bad language, and is convivial to a fault. He is loud, vain, cheeky. He has a troubled relationship with his age and his hair. He has managed to survive embarrassment, marital misadventures, legal troubles, political about-faces. He's entangled in conflicts of interest, but ...

      

      
        The Perverse Logic of Trump's Nomination Circus
        David A. Graham

        A month after his election in 2016, Donald Trump chose Andrew Puzder, a longtime fast-food-company CEO, to be his secretary of labor. Most of Trump's Cabinet picks moved smoothly through the confirmation process, but Puzder's nomination languished amid allegations of wage theft, sexual harassment, and spousal abuse, as well as his acknowledgment that he had hired an undocumented immigrant as a nanny and not paid her taxes. By February 2017, he gave up and withdrew his nomination.Being a president...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Collects His Reward
        John Hendrickson

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s movement has repeatedly been written off as a farce, a stunt, a distraction. Now Donald Trump has nominated him to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where, if confirmed, he'll oversee a life-and-death corner of the federal government.RFK Jr.'s operation had been building toward this moment for months. On August 23, Kennedy suspended his independent presidential bid and endorsed Trump after what he described as "a series of long, intense discussions" that pr...

      

      
        Get Ready for Higher Food Prices
        Ellen Cushing

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Americans went to the polls last week, they wanted cheaper food. Groceries really are more expensive than they used to be, and grocery costs are how many Americans make sense of the state of the economy at large. In September, Pew Research Center reported that three-quarters of Americans were "very concerned" about them. And this month, many of those people voted for Donald Trump, the candidate who toute...

      

      
        The Democrats' 2022 Error Message
        Ronald Brownstein

        In 2022, Democrats defied the political history of poor midterm-election results for the party holding the White House by running expectedly well in the seven key swing states--most crucially, the former "Blue Wall" states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin--despite pervasive dissatisfaction with the economy and President Joe Biden's performance. That success, ironically, may have helped seal the party's fate in the 2024 election.Two years ago, the Democrats succeeded in quarantining the swin...

      

      
        Either Way, Matt Gaetz Wins
        Elaine Godfrey

        Yesterday, when Donald Trump announced that he wanted Representative Matt Gaetz to lead the Department of Justice, virtually all Democrats--and even some Republicans--were aghast. The man who was the subject of a federal sex-crimes investigation will now be America's chief prosecutor? they wondered, eyes wide. Attorney General Matt Gaetz?They may have to get used to it. "It's the absolute perfect pick," Steve Bannon, the former Trump campaign strategist, told me last night. "It's pure Trump, it's p...

      

      
        Brace for the Storm
        Eliot A. Cohen

        I was and proudly remain what the Navy calls a plank owner--a member of the first crew of a new vessel--of the good ship National Security Never Trump. I see no reason to unsay anything I have said about Donald Trump's character or the risks he poses to the United States, but I also do not see any reason to restate those claims. Either you already believe those things or you have, for whatever reason, chosen to ignore them.The issue now is what to expect from a second Trump presidency, how to judge...

      

      
        Trump Takes Aim at Republicans
        David A. Graham

        Trying to grasp quite what is going on as Donald Trump assembles his new administration is difficult. His early picks for top roles reinforce that he is deadly serious about both mass deportation and revenge, two of the main themes of his campaign, but one of the strangest and most ominous signs is the president-elect's posture toward Congress. When Trump fulminates against his enemies, he tends to cite Democrats or the permanent federal bureaucracy, but Trump is actually laying the groundwork to...

      

      
        Why the Gaetz Announcement Is Already Destroying the Government
        Franklin Foer

        And just like that, Donald Trump broke the federal government.The U.S. government is more than an array of marble buildings. It's an aggregation of expertise, a collection of individuals who have inherited an ethos and a set of practices handed down through the decades. Ever since Trump's second victory last week, these long-standing denizens of the bureaucracy, a tier of career employees who occupy their job regardless of the partisan affiliation of the president, have mulled leaving the governm...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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,...

      

      
        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...
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Pete Hegseth Might Be Trump's Most Dangerous Cabinet Pick

He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means <em>war</em> metaphorically.

by Jonathan Chait




For a few hours, Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense was the most disturbing act of Donald Trump's presidential transition. Surely the Senate wouldn't confirm an angry Fox News talking head with no serious managerial experience, best known for publicly defending war criminals, to run the largest department in the federal government. Then, in rapid succession, Trump announced appointments for Matt Gaetz, Tulsi Gabbard, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The appearance of these newer and even more aberrant characters, like a television show introducing a more villainous heel in its second season, muted the indignation over Hegseth.

Obscured in this flurry of shocking appointments is the fact that Hegseth's drawbacks are not limited to his light resume or to the sexual-assault allegation made against him. Inexperienced though he may be at managing bureaucracies, Hegseth has devoted a great deal of time to documenting his worldview, including three books published in the past four years. I spent the previous week reading them: The man who emerges from the page appears to have sunk deeply into conspiracy theories that are bizarre even by contemporary Republican standards but that have attracted strangely little attention. He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means war metaphorically. He may be no less nutty than any of Trump's more controversial nominees. And given the power he is likely to hold--command over 2 million American military personnel--he is almost certainly far more dangerous than any of them.

Hegseth began his involvement in conservative-movement politics as a Princeton undergraduate. He then joined the Army and quickly developed a profile, when not on active duty, as a budding Republican spokesperson. He testified against Elena Kagan's appointment to the Supreme Court (on the grounds that, while dean of Harvard Law School, she had blocked military recruiters from campus in protest of Don't Ask, Don't Tell) and lobbied in favor of the Bush administration's Iraq policy. As the Republican Party's foreign-policy orientation changed radically under Donald Trump, Hegseth's positions changed with it. But his devotion to the party remained constant. After stints running the advocacy groups Vets for Freedom and Concerned Veterans for America, and a failed Senate campaign, he finally settled at Fox News, where he joined a chorus in support of Trump.

Along the way, Hegseth has written five books. The first, extolling Teddy Roosevelt's legacy, revolves around ideas that Hegseth has since renounced after converting to Trumpism. Another is simply a collection of war stories. The other three, all published in the past four years--American Crusade (2020), Battle for the American Mind (2022), and The War on Warriors (2024)--lay out his worldview in florid, explicit, and often terrifying detail.

A foundational tenet of Hegseth's philosophy, apparently carrying over from his Roosevelt-worshipping era, is a belief in the traditional masculine virtues and the potential for war to inculcate them. Hegseth maintains that boys require discipline and must aspire to strength, resilience, and bravery. His preferred archetype for these virtues appears to be Pete Hegseth, whose manful exploits either on the basketball court (he played for Princeton) or the battlefield are featured in all three books.

David A. Graham: The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus

Hegseth complains that society no longer gives veterans like him their proper measure of deference. "Being a veteran no longer demands respect of the coastal elites or reverence from large swaths of the public," he writes--an observation that will sound strange to anybody who has ever attended a football game or listened to a speech by a politician from either party. "In previous generations, men had to find ways to salvage their honor if they didn't get to fight in a war." (The single strongest piece of evidence for Hegseth's thesis--the popularity of lifelong coastal elitist, proud war-avoider, and POW-mocker Donald Trump--goes unmentioned).

Hegseth's demand for greater respect grows out of his belief that he personally succeeded in the face of forbidding odds. "I had been an underdog my whole life," he writes. "I persisted. I worked my ass off." But the woke military, he complains, doesn't reward that kind of individual merit and grit. Instead, it has grown so obsessed with diversity that it promotes unqualified minorities and allows women in combat, reducing its effectiveness and alienating hard-working, meritorious soldiers such as, well, him. He also frets that the inclusion of women in combat erodes traditional gender norms. "How do you treat women in a combat situation," he asks, "without eroding the basic instinct of civilization and the treatment of women in the society at large?"

(The treatment of women by Hegseth specifically happens to be the subject of a recently disclosed police report detailing an alleged sexual assault of a woman at a 2017 political conference. Hegseth denies the allegation and says that the encounter, which took place while he was transitioning between his second and third wives, was consensual. He paid the alleged victim an undisclosed sum in return for her signing a nondisclosure agreement.)

One episode looms especially large in Hegseth's mind as the embodiment of the wokification of the military and its abandonment of traditional merit. In 2021, Hegseth, an active National Guard member, wished to join the Washington, D.C., unit protecting incoming President Joe Biden's inauguration. The National Guard, however, excluded him from the detail because he was deemed a security risk on account of a bicep tattoo of the "Deus Vult" symbol--a reference to the Crusades that is popular with some far-right activists.

The logic of the snub was straightforward. Biden's inauguration took place in the immediate aftermath of an insurrection attempt that had included many members of the armed forces, some operating within far-right networks. But to Hegseth--who protests that the Deus Vult tattoo is simply an expression of his Christian faith, not a white-nationalist symbol--the decision was an unforgivable personal affront.

He expresses indignation at the notion that he could even be suspected of harboring radical ideas. "I fought religious extremists for over twenty years in uniform," he writes. "Then I was accused of being one." This is not as paradoxical as Hegseth makes it sound. Many of the people most eager to fight against extremists of one religion are extremist adherents of another religion. An example of this would be the Crusades, an episode that Hegseth highlights in American Crusade as a model to emulate.

In any case, evidence of Hegseth's extremism does not need to be deduced by interpreting his tattoos. The proof is lying in plain sight. In his three most recent books, Hegseth puts forward a wide range of familiarly misguided ideas: vaccines are "poisonous"; climate change is a hoax (they used to warn about global cooling, you know); George Floyd died of a drug overdose and was not murdered; the Holocaust was perpetrated by "German socialists."

Where Hegseth's thinking begins venturing into truly odd territory is his argument, developed in Battle for the American Mind, that the entire basic design of the public education system is the product of a century-long, totally successful communist plot. Hegseth is not just hyperventilating about the 1619 Project, Howard Zinn, or other left-wing fads, as conservatives often do. Instead he argues that the entire design of the U.S. education system is a Marxist scheme with roots going back to the founding of the republic. The deist heresies of Ben Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, he writes, laid the groundwork to implant communist thought into the school system. Then, "American Progressives in the late 1800s blended the idea of Marxist government with aspects from the Social Gospel and the belief in an American national destiny in order to make Marxism more palatable to Americans."

The nefarious plan to turn America communist involves steps that appear anodyne to the untrained eye. "Yes, our modern social sciences--like 'political science,' previously known as 'politics,' and 'social studies,' previously known as individual disciplines like 'history, economics, geography and philosophy'--are byproducts of Marxist philosophy," he writes. "Let that sink in: the manner in which we study politics, history, and economics in American schools--public and private--today is the product of Marxists. That was always the plan, and it worked." Hegseth will no longer sit back and allow communist indoctrination to sap and impurify our precious bodily fluids.

The Marxist conspiracy has also, according to Hegseth, begun creeping into the U.S. military, the institution he is now poised to run. His most recent book calls for a straightforward political purge of military brass who had the gall to obey Democratic administrations: "Fire any general who has carried water for Obama and Biden's extraconstitutional and agenda-driven transformation of our military." Trump appears to be thinking along similar lines. He is reportedly working on an executive order that will fast-track the removal of officers "lacking in requisite leadership qualities" and compiling a list of officers involved in the Afghanistan retreat, who will likewise be shoved out.

To what end? Trump has already signaled his interest in two revolutionary changes to the Defense Department's orientation. One is to legalize war crimes, or at least cease enforcement of the rules of war. The president-elect has enthusiastically endorsed the use of illegal military methods and has pardoned American soldiers who committed atrocities against detainees and unarmed civilians, following a loud campaign by Hegseth on Fox News.

Graeme Wood: War crimes are not difficult to discern

In The War on Warriors, Hegseth makes plain that he considers the very idea of "rules of war" just more woke nonsense. "Modern war-fighters fight lawyers as much as we fight bad guys," he writes. "Our enemies should get bullets, not attorneys." He repeatedly disparages Army lawyers ("jagoffs"), even claiming that their pointless rules are "why America hasn't won a war since World War II." (Ideally, the secretary of defense would be familiar with historical episodes such as the Gulf War.)

Writing about his time guarding prisoners at Guantanamo Bay--where, as even the Bush administration eventually admitted, most detainees were innocent men swept up by American forces--Hegseth describes calls for due process as a stab in the back of brave soldiers like him. "The nation was dealing with legal issues (mostly led by weak-kneed, America-hating ACLU types) concerning enemy combatants, 'international rights' of illegal combatants, and the beginnings of extrajudicial drone attacks," he writes. "Not to mention the debate about the 'rights' of assholes (I mean, 'detainees') at Gitmo."

Trump's second and even more disturbing interest in having a loyalist run the department is his enthusiasm for deploying troops to curtail and if necessary shoot domestic protesters. His first-term defense secretaries blanched at these demands. Hegseth displays every sign of sharing Trump's impulses, but in a more theorized form.

The clearest throughline of all three books is the cross-application of Hegseth's wartime mentality to his struggle against domestic opponents. American Crusade calls for the "categorical defeat of the Left," with the goal of "utter annihilation," without which "America cannot, and will not, survive." Are the Crusades just a metaphor? Sort of, but not really: "Our American Crusade is not about literal swords, and our fight is not with guns. Yet." (Emphasis--gulp--his).

Battle for the American Mind likewise imagines the struggle against the communist educational plot as a military problem: "We are pinned down, caught in an enemy near ambush. The enemy has the high ground, and is shooting from concealed and fortified positions."

And The War on Warriors repeatedly urges Hegseth's readers to treat the American left exactly like foreign combatants. Describing the military's responsibility to the nation, he writes, "The expectation is that we will defend it against all enemies--both foreign and domestic. Not political opponents, but real enemies. (Yes, Marxists are our enemies.)" The Marxist exception swallows the "not political opponents" rule, because pretty much all of his political opponents turn out to be Marxists. These include, but are not limited to, diversity advocates ("They are Marxists ... You know what they are? They're traitors"), newspapers ("the communist Star Tribune"), and, as noted, almost anybody involved in public education.

Lest there be any ambiguity, Hegseth incessantly equates the left to wartime enemies. "They do not respect cease-fires, do not abide by the rules of warfare, and do not respect anything except total defeat of their enemy--and then total control," he writes at one point. At another, he argues, "We should be in panic mode. Almost desperate. Willing to do anything to defeat the 'fundamental transformation' of the American military and end the war on our warriors."

Hegseth's idea of illegitimate behavior by the domestic enemy is quite expansive. Consider this passage, recalling his time advocating for the Iraq War: "While I debated these things in good faith, the Left mobilized. Electing Obama, railroading the military, pushing women in combat--readiness be damned. The left has never fought fair." The most remarkable phrase there is "electing Obama." Hegseth's notion of unfair tactics used by the left includes not only enacting administrative policies that he disagrees with, but the basic act of voting for Democrats. The inability or unwillingness to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate political opposition likely endeared Hegseth to Trump, who shares the trait.

A Defense Secretary with a tenuous grip on reality, who can't differentiate foreign enemies from domestic political opponents, and who seems to exist in a state of permanent hysteria is a problem that the United States has never had to survive. The main question I was looking to answer when I started reading Hegseth's collected works was whether he would follow a Trump command to shoot peaceful protesters. After having read them, I don't think he would even wait for the order.
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Trump Is Building the Most Anti-Semitic Cabinet in Decades

Donald Trump has vowed to "defeat anti-Semitism." His Cabinet picks tell a very different story.

by Franklin Foer




Of all the promises, from quixotic to horrifying, that Donald Trump has made about the next four years, the one that seems least likely to be fulfilled is his vow to "defeat anti-Semitism." He has nominated a slew of cranks who have dabbled in the oldest conspiracy theory of them all, a belief that Jews control the world.

Over the past decade or so, pernicious lies about Jewish villainy have drifted into the mainstream of American life. That's a fact Trump acknowledges when he talks about his plans to "defend Jewish citizens in America." But he tends to focus on the problem at college campuses, which constitutes an incomplete diagnosis. It allows Trump to ignore his own complicity in unleashing the worst wave of anti-Jewish sentiment in generations.

In his first administration, Trump provided rhetorical cover for supporters who blared hateful sentiments--those "very fine people," Kanye West, and others. This time, he's placing them in the line of presidential succession. If confirmed, this crew would comprise the highest-ranking collection of White House anti-Semites in generations.

Take Matt Gaetz, Trump's nominee for attorney general. He is a fierce opponent of the Antisemitism Awareness Act, which would curtail federal funding for institutions of higher education that fail to address the hatred of Jews when it flourishes on their campuses. There are principled reasons for rejecting the bill. But in the course of arguing against it, Gaetz revealed himself. He asserted that the legislation's definition of anti-Semitism would penalize the belief that the Jews killed Jesus. This wasn't a point Gaetz made in the spirit of protecting free speech. He fervently believes it himself. "The Bible is clear. There is no myth or controversy on this," he posted on X. This is the canard from which the whole Western tradition of anti-Semitism flows, a belief officially repudiated by the Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council nearly 60 years ago.

And it wasn't a stray expression. In 2018, Gaetz invited Charles Johnson, a notorious figure on the alt-right, to attend the State of the Union address as his guest. Johnson is a textbook example of a Holocaust denier. He insists that only 250,000 Jews died--and only of typhus--during World War II. In a Reddit "Ask Me Anything" session, he wrote that he agreed with a commenter "about Auschwitz and the gas chambers not being real." When confronted with Johnson's record, Gaetz admitted that he hadn't properly vetted Johnson before extending him an invitation. Even so, he told Fox Business that Johnson is "not a holocaust denier." That defense, given all the evidence about Johnson presented to him, is tantamount to an endorsement.

The essence of conspiracism is the description of the hidden hand, the ubiquity of all-powerful evildoers. That is Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s overriding intellectual habit. He believes that the CIA killed his uncle, and he attributes autism to vaccines. In 2023, he was caught on video suggesting that COVID-19 might be a bioweapon. Espousing such a theory should be disqualifying for the job of running America's public-health system. But he went further. He said that the disease was designed to attack Caucasians and Black people. "The people who are most immune are Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese." (In case it needs saying, this is false.) As a well-practiced conspiracist, he knew to append his theory with a disclaimer, adding, "We don't know whether it was deliberately targeted or not," as if he were merely asking an innocent question. And when confronted with his own words, he denied any ill intent: "I haven't said an anti-Semitic word in my life."

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

But his insinuation echoed the medieval Christian libel that Jews had poisoned the wells of Europe, unleashing the Black Death. Kennedy's winking accusation also mimics a strain of white-supremacist pseudoscience, which asserts that Ashkenazi Jews are a distinct race from Caucasians. According to this bizarre, and bizarrely prevalent, theory, that's what makes Jews so pernicious: They can pass for white people while conspiring to undermine them.

Not so long ago, these sorts of comments would have rendered a nominee unconfirmable--or at least would have necessitated an excruciating apology tour. But anti-Semitism is no longer taboo. And it's telling that Trump has adopted Elon Musk as a primary adviser, because Musk is a chief culprit in the lifting of that taboo.

When Musk bought Twitter in 2022, he reversed a ban imposed by the company's previous regime that kept anti-Semites and Holocaust deniers off the platform. Under his ownership, anti-Jewish voices became unavoidable fixtures on the site, broadcasting their bigoted theories without any fear of consequences.

One reason they have little to fear is that Musk has displayed sympathy for their worldview. Like them, he harps on the wickedness of George Soros, whom he once likened to the comic supervillain Magneto, a mutant who plots to wipe out humanity. (Like Soros, Magneto is a Holocaust survivor.) This comparison almost explicitly admits its exaggeration of Jewish nefariousness. And if the thrust of his sentiments wasn't clear enough, he emphatically endorsed a tweet claiming that "Jewish communities have been pushing ... dialectal hatred against whites."

For a time, Musk refuted his critics by smearing them. He accused the Anti-Defamation League, the nation's leading Jewish civil-rights group, of orchestrating a campaign to destroy him. Eventually, to fend off an advertiser boycott, he apologized, visited Auschwitz, and called himself "aspirationally Jewish."

The presence of these conspiracists doesn't suggest that Trump will pursue policies that provoke Jewish suffering. His support for Israel might even win him the approval of a growing segment of organized Jewry. Instead, the danger posed by his appointees is that their mere presence in high office will make American anti-Semitism even more permissible; they will make conspiracies about Jews socially acceptable. Indeed, that might already have happened. Trump just proposed the most anti-Semitic Cabinet in recent history, and that fact has barely elicited a peep.
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What Going 'Wild on Health' Looks Like

The potential consequences of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s most troubling ideas

by Olga Khazan




Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the bear-fondling, gravel-voiced Camelot scion, is President-Elect Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where presumably he will "go wild on health," to quote Trump. His nomination has raised concerns among public-health experts because many of Kennedy's views on health are, well, wild.

To be sure, among Kennedy's battier ideas are a few reasonable ones, such as reducing obesity and cracking down on direct-to-consumer drug commercials and conflicts of interest among researchers. But these are eclipsed by some troubling ones, such as the ideas that common cooking oils are poisonous, that fluoride doesn't belong in tap water, and that childhood vaccines are questionable.

What if Kennedy did, in fact, go wild on health, get his way, and remake America in his own image? If his worst ideas come to pass, experts tell me, heart attacks might increase, dental infections might spike, and children might needlessly die of completely preventable diseases.

Read: RFK Jr. collects his reward

Even if he is confirmed as health secretary, Kennedy's influence on some of these domains might be limited. Most public-health measures--including water fluoridation and vaccines--are a matter for states and localities, not the federal government. (This is why different states had such different COVID-19 responses.) But even so, a Secretary Kennedy would have a prominent perch from which to espouse his ideas, and his position would give him a veneer of credibility that he has not earned. Right-leaning states and judges might listen, and adapt local policies to suit his worldview. At the very least, parents who support Trump and Kennedy might take the administration's views into account when making decisions for their families.

Let's begin with seed oils, which keep popping up in Kennedy's speeches and media clips. (He even mentioned them while suspending his presidential bid.) Kennedy has called seed oils, which include common cooking oils such as canola oil and sunflower oil, "one of the most unhealthy ingredients that we have in foods," and says Americans are being "unknowingly poisoned" by them.

Kennedy believes that seed oils cause "body-wide inflammation" and disease. But this isn't true, Christopher Gardner, a nutrition scientist at Stanford, told me. In fact, replacing foods high in saturated fat, such as butter, with those high in unsaturated fat, such as canola oil, has been proven again and again to lower cholesterol levels and reduce the risk of heart disease. To the extent that seed oils are bad, Gardner said, it's because they often show up in highly processed junk and fast food.

And Kennedy's solution to this supposed health crisis--to replace seed oils with beef tallow--is troubling. (Several of his seed-oil clips end with a promo of red Kennedy swag that reads MAKE FRYING OIL TALLOW AGAIN.) Whatever you do with seed oil, "don't replace it with beef tallow," Gardner said. "That's friggin' nuts." Replacing all the oil you eat with beef fat can cause cholesterol to pile into plaques in your arteries, impeding the flow of blood. "That's how you get a heart attack," Gardner said.

Kennedy has also said he wants to remove fluoride from tap water, claiming that the compound is an "industrial waste associated with arthritis, bone fractures, bone cancer, IQ loss, neurodevelopmental disorders, and thyroid disease."

There is some risk associated with excessive fluoride intake: Consuming fluoride above a level of 1.5 milligrams a liter--about twice the level that's in most fluoridated tap water--has been linked to lowered IQ in children. Fluoridated water can also cause light stains on teeth, which affect about 12 percent of people in the United States.

But researchers say these risks are generally worth it because the consequences of removing fluoride from the water are much worse. Fluoride helps strengthen tooth enamel, and it also fights off the acid that attacks our teeth any time we eat carbohydrates. If the teeth lose this battle, decay can set in--and if the decay goes untreated, it can cause excruciating pain and, in extreme cases, pus-filled abscesses. "There will certainly be an increase in dental decay if fluoride is removed from the drinking water," Gary Slade, a dentistry professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Slade found in a study that fluoride in drinking water reduces decay by 30 percent in baby teeth and 12 percent in permanent teeth.

Some cities and countries have removed fluoride from the water, and kids' dental health suffered as a result. After Israel ceased water fluoridation in 2014, dental treatments in a clinic in Tel Aviv increased twofold across all ages. In Canada, after Calgary ceased water fluoridation in 2011, second graders there experienced more cavities than those in Edmonton, where water was still fluoridated. After Juneau, Alaska, ceased water fluoridation in 2007, children younger than 6 underwent more cavity-related dental procedures--at a cost of about $300 more a year per child. Some cities have even reintroduced fluoride into the water supply after noticing an uptick in tooth decay among children.

Kennedy is perhaps most infamous for his skepticism of vaccines, and this is also likely the issue where his views are most consequential and worrisome. Although Kennedy sometimes shies away from calling himself anti-vaccine, he is the founder of the anti-vaccine group Children's Health Defense and once wrote a (now-retracted) magazine story on the (false) link between vaccines and autism. He's called vaccines "a holocaust" and has claimed that "there's no vaccine that is safe and effective." A co-chair of the Trump-Vance transition team has said that Kennedy would be given access to federal health data in order to assess the safety of vaccines.

Though school vaccine requirements are determined by states, a prominent national-health figure casting doubt on vaccines' safety can influence both state policy and individual parents' decisions to vaccinate. If vaccination rates do drop, among the diseases that health experts worry will return is measles, the most contagious of the vaccine-preventable diseases.

A person infected with measles is most contagious right before they develop symptoms. They can infect others simply by sharing their air space; tiny droplets infected with measles can hang in the air for two hours "like a ghost," Paul Offit, the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me.

Kids with measles are sick and miserable. They're photophobic--afraid of the light--and may struggle to breathe. Before the measles vaccine came along in 1963, 48,000 people were hospitalized with measles each year in America, many with pneumonia or inflammation of the brain. Five hundred of them died each year. When Samoa suffered a measles outbreak in 2019, 83 people died, out of a population of just 200,000.

Measles can also weaken the immune system, Matthew Ferrari, a biology professor at Penn State, told me. For two to three years after contracting measles, you're likely to be hit harder by flu and other viruses. In rare cases, measles can cause a chronic form of brain inflammation that leads to a gradual loss of mental faculties and motor skills, and eventually, death.

John Hendrickson: The first MAGA Democrat

Measles is such a menace, in fact, that giving people "a choice" about whether to vaccinate their kids, as Kennedy often suggests, is not sufficient. People who have received two doses of the MMR vaccine are 97 percent protected against measles. But about 9 million people, including kids who are undergoing chemotherapy or who are on some kinds of immunosuppressants, can't get vaccinated. These individuals rely on herd immunity from other vaccinated people, and when more than 5 percent of people choose not to be vaccinated, herd immunity suffers.

"Is it your right to catch and transmit a potentially fatal infection? No, it's not," Offit said. "You are part of this society, and you have to recognize that what you do affects other people." Offit told me he's already talked with pediatricians who say parents are hesitant to get their children vaccinated because of what they've heard Kennedy say.

Of course, there is a way to prevent Kennedy from having this much influence over public health: The Senate could reject his nomination. But that would require Republicans to stand up to Trump, which is a wild idea in itself.
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The 'Democracy' Gap

Almost all Americans say they support democracy--but they have very different ideas about what the word means.

by Christopher Beam




When I lived in China, a decade ago, I often saw propaganda billboards covered in words that supposedly expressed the country's values: Patriotism. Harmony. Equality. And ... Democracy. Indeed, China claims to consider itself a democratic country. So do Russia, Cuba, Iran, and so on down the list of nations ranked by their level of commitment to rights and liberties. Even North Korea fancies itself part of the club. It's right there in the official name: the Democratic People's Republic of Korea.

I thought of those Chinese billboards recently, when a postelection poll showed that many American voters touted the importance of democracy while supporting a candidate who had tried to overturn the results of the previous presidential election. According to a survey by the Associated Press, a full one-third of Trump voters said that democracy was their top issue. (Two-thirds of Harris voters said the same thing.) In a poll conducted before Joe Biden dropped out of the race, seven out of 10 uncommitted swing-state voters said they doubted that Donald Trump would accept the election results if he lost--but more people said they'd trust Trump to handle threats to democracy than said they'd trust Biden.

Almost all Americans say they support democracy. They even agree that it's in trouble. But when researchers drill down, they find that different people have very different ideas about what democracy means and what threatens its survival, and that democracy is just one competing value among many. In the collective mind of U.S. voters, the concept of democracy appears to be so muddled, and their commitment to it so conditional, that it makes you wonder what, if anything, they'd do anything to stop its erosion--or whether they'd even notice that happening.

Yoni Appelbaum: Americans aren't practicing democracy anymore

Americans perceive democracy through an almost completely partisan lens. In recent polls, Democrats tend to cite Trump--in particular, the likelihood of him seeking to subvert elections--as the biggest threat to democracy. They also point to gerrymandering, voter suppression, and Trump's rhetoric about using the government to exact retribution as causes for concern. For Republicans, by contrast, threats to democracy take the form of mainstream media, voting by mail, immigration, and what they see as politically motivated prosecutions of Trump. Perhaps the best Rorschach test is voter-ID laws, which get characterized as "election integrity" or "voter suppression" depending on the perspective: Republicans see them as a commonsense way to make elections more accurate and accountable, while Democrats see them as a ploy to disenfranchise voters who don't have state-issued identification. No surprise, then, that campaigning on a platform of preserving democracy didn't work for Kamala Harris. Invoking the term to rally support assumes a shared understanding of what it means.

Even more troubling, American voters rarely prioritize democracy over other considerations. For the most part, we're willing to overlook mischief that undermines democracy as long as our own team is the one doing it. A 2020 study in the American Political Science Review by Matthew H. Graham and Milan W. Svolik of Yale University found that only 3.5 percent of Americans would vote against a candidate whose policies they otherwise support if that candidate took antidemocratic actions, like gerrymandering or reducing the number of polling stations in an unfriendly district. Another survey found that when left-wing voters were presented with hypothetical undemocratic behavior by right-wing politicians--prohibiting protests, say, or giving private groups the ability to veto legislation--62 percent of them considered it undemocratic. But when the same behavior was attributed to left-wing politicians, only 36 percent saw it as undemocratic.

Graeme Wood: Only about 3.5 percent of Americans care about democracy

Some scholars have dubbed the phenomenon "democratic hypocrisy." Others, however, argue that voters aren't pretending that the antidemocratic behavior they're supporting is democratic; they really feel that way. "People are pretty good at reasoning their way to believing that whatever they want to happen is the democratic outcome," Brendan Nyhan, a political-science professor at Dartmouth, told me. That's especially true if you can tell yourself that this could be your last chance before the other guy abolishes elections altogether. We just have to sacrifice a little democracy for the sake of democracy, the thinking goes. Graham, who is now an assistant professor of political science at Temple University, has studied the reaction to the 2020 presidential election and the "Stop the Steal" movement. "Our conclusion was that pretty much everyone who says in polls that the election was stolen actually believes it," he told me.

The disturbing implication of the political-science research is that if the typical forms of incipient democratic backsliding did occur, at least half the country likely wouldn't notice or care. Stacking the bureaucracy with loyalists, wielding law enforcement against political enemies, bullying critics into silence--these measures, all credibly threatened by President-Elect Trump, might not cut through the fog of partisan polarization. Short of tanks in the streets, most people might not perceive the destruction of democratic norms in their day-to-day life. And if Trump and his allies lose elections or fail to enact the most extreme pieces of their agenda, those data points will be held up as proof that anyone crying democratic erosion is a Chicken Little. "This is a debate that's going to be very dumb," Nyhan said.

You might think that, in a democracy, support for democracy itself would be nonnegotiable--that voters would reject any candidate or leader who didn't clear that bar, because they would recognize that weakening democracy threatens their way of life. But that simple story isn't always true. The job of genuinely pro-democracy politicians is to convince voters that democratic norms and institutions really are connected to more tangible issues that they care about--that an America with less democracy would most likely also be one with more economic inequality, for example, and fewer individual liberties.

The alternative to making and remaking the case for democracy is a descent into apathetic nihilism. Just look at the Chinese media's coverage of the U.S. election. A video shared by China News Service said that whoever won would merely be "the face of the ruling elite, leaving ordinary people as mere spectators." The state broadcaster China Central Television claimed that the election was plagued by "unprecedented chaos." That kind of talk makes sense coming from democracy's enemies. The danger is when democracies themselves start to believe it.
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Washington Is Shocked

Just shocked, I tell you.

by David A. Graham




At a rally in Las Vegas in September, the reggaeton star Nicky Jam came onstage in a Make America Great Again hat and endorsed Donald Trump. "We need you. We need you back, right? We need you to be the president," he said. But after a comedian at Trump's rally at Madison Square Garden last month called Puerto Rico "a floating island of garbage," the singer--whose father is Puerto Rican and who was raised partly on the island--had second thoughts.

"Never in my life did I think that a month later, a comedian was going to come to criticize my country and speak badly of my country, and therefore, I renounce any support for Donald Trump," Nicky Jam said.

He had no right to be surprised. Trump himself had previously gone after Puerto Rico--he punished its leaders for criticizing him after Hurricane Maria, and sought to swap it for Greenland--but even if Nicky Jam had missed or forgotten that, he had to know who Trump was.

Nicky Jam was ahead of the curve. Since the election, Trump has moved swiftly to do things he'd said he'd do, and yet many people--especially his own supporters--seem stunned and dismayed. This is absurd. Surprise was perhaps merited in late 2016 and early 2017, when Trump was still an unknown quantity. But after four years as president, culminating in an attempt to erase an election he lost, Trump has demonstrated who he is. Somehow, the delusion of Trump a la carte--take the lib-owning, take the electoral wins, but pass on all of the unsavory stuff--persists.

In an article about how Trump's transition is "shocking the Washington establishment," Peter Baker of The New York Times writes: "Nine years after Mr. Trump began upsetting political norms, it may be easy to underestimate just how extraordinary all of this is." He's right that the aberrant nature of the picks may be overlooked, as I have warned, yet it is also true that the actual unpredictability of them is overestimated.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Trump isn't bluffing

On K Street, Politico reports, health-care-industry lobbyists can't believe that Trump has nominated Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. They were "expecting a more conventional pick," even though Trump emphasized Kennedy's "Make America Healthy Again" agenda late in the campaign, and even though Kennedy said that Trump had promised him control of HHS. To be sure, Kennedy is a shocking and disturbing pick, as Benjamin Mazer and my colleague Yasmin Tayag have recently written for The Atlantic, but his nomination should not come as a surprise--especially for people whose entire business proposition is being highly paid to advise clients on how Washington actually works. (The influence peddlers reportedly hope that senators will block Kennedy. The fact that they're still waiting for someone else to solve their problems is further evidence of how little they've learned, years into the Trump era.)

Meanwhile, the New York Post, a key pillar of Rupert Murdoch's right-wing media juggernaut, is similarly jittery about the Kennedy choice. Back when Kennedy was a thorn in President Joe Biden's side, threatening to run against him in the Democratic primary, the Post's editorial board was all too happy to elevate him. Now the board condemns his nomination and tells us that it came out of a meeting with him last year "thinking he's nuts on a lot of fronts." The columnist Michael Godwin, who beamed on November 9 that Trump's victory "offers the promise of progress on so many fronts that it already feels like Morning in America again," was back a week later to complain that "it's not a close call to say" that Kennedy and Matt Gaetz, Trump's pick for attorney general, are "unfit" for the roles.

The lobbyists and editorialists are in good company, or at least in some sort of company. On Capitol Hill, Republican senators say they are shocked by many of Trump's Cabinet picks. Senator Susan Collins of Maine, who notoriously professed surprise when Justices Neil Gorsuch and Brett Kavanaugh voted to overturn Roe v. Wade, is "shocked" at the Gaetz nomination. Gaetz's House Republican colleagues are "stunned and disgusted."

Reactions to Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense are less vitriolic, if no less baffled. "Wow," Senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska told NBC. "I'm just surprised, because the names that I've heard for secretary of defense have not included him." Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana was even blunter. "Who?" he said. "I just don't know anything about him."

David A. Graham: The Trump believability gap

If this is true, the senators could perhaps do with some better staff work. Hegseth was a real possibility to lead the Department of Veterans Affairs in the first Trump administration; more to the point, he was a prominent figure on Fox News, which is a dominant force in the Republican Party, from whose ranks Trump has repeatedly drawn appointees.

Staffers at the affected agencies have also expressed shock and horror at the prospect of an Attorney General Gaetz, a Defense Secretary Hegseth, or a Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard.



Ordinary Americans may also be taken aback. As I reported last month, Trump critics were concerned about a "believability gap," in which voters opposed some of Trump's big policy ideas, sometimes quite strongly, but just didn't trust that he would really do those things. Although they perhaps deserve more grace than the Republican officials and power brokers who are astonished, they also had ample warning about who Trump is and how he'd govern.

Throughout his presidential campaign, Trump vowed to deport undocumented immigrants en masse. He's appointing officials such as Stephen Miller and Tom Homan who are committed to that, and yesterday morning, Trump confirmed on Truth Social a report that he would declare a national emergency and use the military to conduct mass deportations. And yet, when the roundups start in January, many people are somehow going to be taken by surprise.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/washington-shocked-trump-nominations/680703/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How Trump Could Make Congress Go Away for a While

An untested provision in the Constitution might allow him to install his Cabinet picks no matter what the Senate has to say.

by Russell Berman




Power-hungry presidents of both parties have been concocting ways to get around Congress for all of American history. But as Donald Trump prepares to take office again, legal experts are worried he could make the legislative branch go away altogether--at least for a while.

Several of Trump's early Cabinet nominees--including Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and former Representative Tulsi Gabbard of Hawaii--have drawn widespread condemnation for their outlandish political views and lack of conventional qualifications. Their critics include some Senate Republicans tasked with voting on their confirmation. Anticipating resistance, Trump has already begun pressuring Senate GOP leaders, who will control the chamber next year, to allow him to install his picks by recess appointment, a method that many presidents have used.

The incoming Senate majority leader, John Thune of South Dakota, has said that "all options are on the table, including recess appointments," for overcoming Democratic opposition to Trump's nominees. But Democrats aren't Trump's primary concern; they won't have the votes to stop nominees on their own. What makes Trump's interest in recess appointments unusual is that he is gearing up to use them in a fight against his own party.

Read: The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus

If Senate Republicans block his nominees, Trump could partner with the GOP-controlled House and invoke a never-before-used provision of the Constitution to force Congress to adjourn "until such time as he shall think proper." The move would surely prompt a legal challenge, which the Supreme Court might have to decide, setting up a confrontation that would reveal how much power both Republican lawmakers and the Court's conservative majority will allow Trump to seize.

"None of this has ever been tested or determined by the courts," Matthew Glassman, a senior fellow at Georgetown University's Government Affairs Institute, told me. If Trump tries to adjourn Congress, Glassman said, he would be "pushing the very boundaries of the separation of powers in the United States." Although Trump has not spoken publicly about using the provision, Ed Whelan, a conservative lawyer well connected in Republican politics, has reported that Trumpworld appears to be seriously contemplating it.

Trump could not wave away Congress on his own. The Constitution says the president can adjourn Congress only "in case of disagreement" between the House and the Senate on when the chambers should recess, and for how long. One of the chambers would first have to pass a resolution to adjourn for at least 10 days. If the other agrees to the measure, Trump gets his recess appointments. But even if one refuses--most likely the Senate, in this case--Trump could essentially play the role of tiebreaker and declare Congress adjourned. In a Fox News interview yesterday, Speaker Mike Johnson would not rule out helping Trump go around the Senate. "There may be a function for that," he said. "We'll have to see how it plays out."

Presidents have used recess appointments to circumvent the Senate-confirmation process throughout U.S. history, either to overcome opposition to their nominees or simply because the Senate moved too slowly to consider them. But no president is believed to have adjourned Congress in order to install his Cabinet before. "We never contemplated it," Neil Eggleston, who served as White House counsel during President Barack Obama's second term, told me. Obama frequently used recess appointments until 2014, when the Supreme Court ruled that he had exceeded his authority by making them when Congress had gone out of session only briefly (hence the current 10-day minimum).

Watch: What's behind Trump's controversial Cabinet picks

Any attempt by Trump to force Congress into a recess would face a few obstacles. First, Johnson would have to secure nearly unanimous support from his members to pass an adjournment resolution, given Democrats' likely opposition. Depending on the results of several uncalled House races, he might have only a vote or two to spare at the beginning of the next Congress. And although many House Republicans have pledged to unify behind Trump's agenda, his nominees are widely considered unqualified, to say the least. Gaetz in particular is a uniquely unpopular figure in the conference because of his leading role in deposing Johnson's predecessor Kevin McCarthy.

If the House doesn't block Trump, the Supreme Court might. Its 2014 ruling against Obama was unanimous, and three conservative justices who remain on the Court--John Roberts, Clarence Thomas, and Samuel Alito--signed a concurring opinion, written by Antonin Scalia, saying they would have placed far more restrictions on the president's power. They wrote that the Founders allowed the president to make recess appointments because the Senate used to meet for only a few months of the year. Now, though, Congress takes much shorter breaks and can return to session at virtually a moment's notice. "The need it was designed to fill no longer exists," Scalia, who died in 2016, wrote of the recess-appointment power, "and its only remaining use is the ignoble one of enabling the president to circumvent the Senate's role in the appointment process."

The 2014 ruling did not address the Constitution's provision allowing the president to adjourn Congress, but Paul Rosenzweig, a former senior official in the George W. Bush administration and an occasional Atlantic contributor, told me that the conservatives' concurrence "is inconsistent with the extreme executive overreach" that Trump might attempt: "As I read them, this machination by Trump would not meet their definition of constitutionality."

Thanks in part to those legal uncertainties, Trump's easiest path is simply to secure Senate approval for his nominees, and he may succeed. Republicans will have a 53-47 majority in the Senate, so the president-elect's picks could lose three GOP votes and still win confirmation with the tiebreaking vote of Vice President-Elect J. D. Vance. But the most controversial nominees, such as Gaetz, Kennedy, Gabbard, and Pete Hegseth (Trump's choice for defense secretary), could struggle to find 50 Republican votes. And as Thune himself noted in a Fox News interview on Thursday night, Republicans who oppose their confirmation are unlikely to vote for the Senate to adjourn so that Trump can install them anyway.

Thune, who had been elected as leader by his colleagues only one day before that interview, seems fine with helping Trump get around Democrats. Letting Trump defy Thune's own members and neuter the Senate is a much bigger ask. Then again, if Trump takes his power play to the limit, the new majority leader won't have a say at all.
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Trump's New York Sentencing Must Proceed

An election is not a jury verdict, and winning an election doesn't make you any less guilty.

by Randall D. Eliason




One of the many troubling consequences of Donald Trump's reelection is that he will largely avoid responsibility for his conduct in his four criminal cases. No other criminal defendant in American history has had the power to shut down his own prosecution. This is an unprecedented and wrenching affront to the principle that no one is above the law.

The potential exception is the New York State case. In May, a jury found Trump guilty of 34 felony counts related to falsifying business records to cover up hush-money payments to the adult-film star Stormy Daniels prior to the 2016 election.

Justice Juan Merchan recently granted the parties' joint request to pause the New York proceedings while both sides consider what should be done in light of Trump's reelection. Trump's attorneys claim that the case must be dismissed altogether to avoid "unconstitutional impediments to President Trump's ability to govern." Even the district attorney's office said it wants time to consider how the court should balance the "competing interests" of the jury verdict and the needs of the office of the presidency.

Out of an abundance of caution, Merchan avoided a preelection sentencing that potentially could have influenced the election. But the election result changes nothing about the criminal case. Now that the election is over, sentencing should proceed promptly.

Quinta Jurecic: Bye-bye, Jack Smith

Once in office, Trump may cancel federal prosecutions of himself and his allies. He has threatened to use the Justice Department to pursue political opponents. He may seek to bend the justice system to his will in unprecedented ways. But that doesn't mean the DA or Merchan should "obey in advance" by abandoning the jury's verdict.

Trump's attorneys are essentially arguing that the election wipes the slate clean, that the people have spoken and all criminal matters must be dismissed. His former attorney general William Barr made a similar point in an interview with Fox News, where he called on prosecutors to drop all the pending criminal cases. "The American people have rendered their verdict on President Trump," Barr argued. Prosecutors, he said, should "respect the people's decision and dismiss the cases against President Trump now."

What nonsense. The election was not a "verdict" on Trump's criminality. A majority of voters apparently concluded that Trump's criminal cases were not disqualifying--just as the sexual assaults, pandemic response, efforts to overturn the last election, and many other things apparently were not disqualifying. That doesn't mean they didn't happen or that Trump is not legally and morally responsible.

No doubt all public-official defendants would like to be able to say that winning their next election means everyone should just forget about their alleged crimes. That's not how our system works. An election is not a jury verdict, and winning an election doesn't make you any less guilty.

When it comes to Trump, the New York case may be the rule of law's last stand. As president, Trump is sure to swiftly kill off the two pending federal prosecutions--the classified-documents case in Florida and the January 6 case in D.C. He may not even need to do it himself. Special Counsel Jack Smith and the Justice Department have already begun discussing how to wind down the cases, based on the DOJ policy that a sitting president cannot be prosecuted.

Even if the current Justice Department were to attempt to keep the cases alive somehow--such as by merely agreeing to pause them until Trump is out of office in four years--the new Trump Justice Department will simply dismiss them. Trump may pardon his co-defendants and co-conspirators, and may even try to pardon himself.

Unlike with the federal cases, Trump cannot unilaterally make the state prosecutions go away. The Georgia case is currently mired in appeals over whether the DA should be disqualified for a conflict of interest. But although the Justice Department policy against prosecuting a sitting president does not bind the states, the reality is that a state will not be allowed to put a sitting president on trial. If prosecutors survive the appeals, the trial might proceed against the remaining defendants in a year or two. But any potential trial of Trump is sure, at a minimum, to be postponed until he is out of office--and who knows whether there will be any appetite to pursue the case at that point.

That leaves New York. Until he granted the most recent extension of time, Merchan was set to rule on November 12 on Trump's claim that the Supreme Court's decision on presidential immunity requires dismissal of his convictions. That argument is a long shot, because almost all of Trump's relevant conduct in the case took place before he was president. And although Trump is arguing that a few items of evidence in his trial should have been barred by immunity, those claims are unlikely to derail the convictions. Assuming Merchan denies the motion to dismiss, sentencing was set for November 26--until the election results cast that into doubt.

The sentencing should go forward. The argument by Trump's attorneys that the entire case should be dismissed based on his reelection amounts to nothing more than a claim that a president (or in this case, a president-elect) is above the law and may never be held criminally accountable. Thanks to the election results and the Supreme Court's immunity decision, that appalling claim may often be true--but it doesn't have to be in this case.

The defense claim that sentencing would unconstitutionally impede "Trump's ability to govern" is laughable. Trump is not yet the president. He's not responsible for governing anything other than his transition. A sentencing proceeding would involve a few hours in a New York courtroom--probably less time than a round of golf. He could squeeze it in.

David A. Graham: The twisted logic of Trump's attacks on judges

The defense may be suggesting that if Trump were sentenced to prison, that would interfere with his duties. It's true that a prison sentence could be problematic. If Merchan were inclined to sentence Trump to prison, he would likely stay that sentence pending appeal. Once Trump was in office, even if the convictions were affirmed, the state presumably would not be allowed to jail the sitting president.

In the unlikely event of Merchan trying to jail Trump immediately, a higher court would undoubtedly intervene. The federal courts are no more likely to allow a state to jail the president-elect than to allow a state to jail the president.

But Merchan has sentencing options short of locking up the president-elect. He could impose a fine and/or sentence Trump to probation, suspending the service of any probationary period until Trump leaves office. He could even impose a jail sentence but similarly suspend that until Trump is no longer president.

At this point, the details of the sentence are less important than the sentencing taking place. Justice requires that the criminal process be completed. The defendant has been found guilty by a jury. The next step, in the ordinary course, is for the judge to impose a sentence. That will formalize Donald Trump's record as a convicted felon. Even if Trump ends up with no substantial sentence, that's an important legal and historical statement.

Once he is sentenced, Trump's attorneys may appeal his convictions. That can proceed with almost no involvement from Trump himself. The appeals process will be handled by the lawyers and will not interfere with any of his presidential duties. His convictions may be affirmed on appeal or they may be tossed out, but there's no reason the regular criminal process can't continue.

Although the idea was unthinkable to many of us, a criminal can be president of the United States. The people have spoken, as Trump's attorneys and supporters would say. But just as Trump's criminal cases did not prevent his reelection, the election should not prevent the regular criminal process in New York from concluding. This sentencing must proceed.
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American Kakistocracy

Italy knows a thing or two about what the United States faces--but there are key differences between the two countries' experiences.

by Beppe Severgnini




Why is a regular guy attracted to a billionaire candidate? It's simple: Because the candidate can play to people's fantasies. The man knows his television, loves girls, hates rules, knows how to make a deal, tells jokes, uses bad language, and is convivial to a fault. He is loud, vain, cheeky. He has a troubled relationship with his age and his hair. He has managed to survive embarrassment, marital misadventures, legal troubles, political about-faces. He's entangled in conflicts of interest, but he couldn't care less. His party? A monument to himself.

He thinks God is his publicist, and twists religion to suit his own ends. He may not be like us, but he makes sure there's something about him that different people can relate to personally. He is, above all, a man of enormous intuition. He is aware of this gift and uses it ruthlessly. He knows how to read human beings, their desires and their weaknesses. He doesn't tell you what to do; he forgives you, period.

So, how do you like Silvio Berlusconi?

Here in Italy, he loomed over our politics--and our lives--for 30 years. He created his own party in 1994 (Forza Italia, a sort of Make Italy Great Again), and a few months later, he became Italy's prime minister for the first time. He didn't last long, but he climbed back into government in 2001, and then again in 2008. Three years later, he resigned amid sex scandals and crumbling public finances, but he managed to remain a power broker until he died last year.

Tom Nichols: Trump's depravity will not cost him this election

Silvio Berlusconi, like Donald Trump, was a right-wing leader capable of attracting the most disappointed and least informed voters, who historically had chosen the left. He chased them, understood them, pampered them, spoiled them with television and soccer. He introduced the insidious dictatorship of sympathy.

But Silvio Berlusconi is not Donald Trump.

Berlusconi respected alliances and was loyal to his international partners. He loved both Europe and America. He believed in free trade. And he accepted defeat. His appointments were at times bizarre but seldom outrageous. He tried hard to please everybody and to portray himself as a reliable, good-hearted man. Trump, as we know, doesn't even try.

Berlusconi may have invented a format, but Trump adopted and twisted it. Trump's victory on November 5 is clear and instructive, and it gives the whole world a signal as to where America is headed.

The scent of winners is irresistible for some people. The desire to cheer Trump's victory clouds their view. They don't see, or perhaps don't take seriously, the danger signs. Reliability and coherence, until recently a must for a political leader, have taken a back seat. Showing oneself as virtuous risks being counterproductive: It could alienate voters, who would feel belittled.

American journalism--what is left of it, anyway--meticulously chronicled Trump's deceitfulness. It made no difference, though. On the contrary, it seems to have helped him. Trump's deputy, J. D. Vance, explained calmly in an interview that misleading people--maybe even lying to them--is sometimes necessary to overcome the hostility of the media.

I'm no better than you. I'm bad. So vote for me! This seems to be the magic new formula of American democracy. Venting and showing off flaws have become ways to reassure those voters--and there are many of them--who hate criticism. He who misbehaves is popular; those who dare to preach become unbearable. People love the Joker, not Batman--the Joker is more fun.

You don't need to be a historian to know this; just a few history lessons are enough. The people, whether in the Athens of Plato and Demosthenes or in republican Rome, asked for leaders they could admire. This pretense lasted for centuries, in very different places and contexts. The people demanded honesty and sobriety from their leaders. They rarely got it, but at least they asked for it.

Not even dictators escaped the rule. Italy's own Benito Mussolini did not flaunt his excesses; he pretended to be sober and virtuous, and Italians pretended to believe it. Only autocrats and tyrants continue the farce today. A few weeks ago, the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un got very angry when flyers rained down on Pyongyang showing his and his family's luxuries to a very poor nation. Trump would have used them as election posters.

Aristocracy means "government by the best." Today, we are in a kakistocracy, government by the worst. And tens of millions of American voters are proud of it, or at least happy to appear so. The copyright of this questionable political style belongs at least in part to former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Trump himself: Both, in 2016, won by proudly displaying their whims and weaknesses.

From the July/August 2021 issue: The minister of chaos

In his book Narrare l'Italia, the psychoanalyst Luigi Zoja wrote: "The growth of children is not guided by the rules that parents impart, but by the examples they offer. Leaders--fathers and mothers of the people--will be able to preach what they consider necessary national virtues, but they will spread them only if they are the first to practice them." The author must admit that this has changed. Successful leaders have stopped "preaching the necessary virtues of the nation," instead preferring to applaud its faults and consolidate their own power. It's more rewarding.

The words Lead by example! are the soundtrack of distant childhood, for some of us. And what was asked of a firstborn or a class leader was expected of elected leaders. If they betrayed trust--and it often happened, everywhere--they lost their job and their reputation. Today, being labeled a good example or an expert is not only anachronistic; it is risky: Who do these guys think they are? How dare they show us a path, suggest a behavior? We know how to do our own research and make mistakes on our own, thank you.

Berlusconi's shortcomings helped fuel his success, but he wasn't proud of them. Trump wears his flaws like medals, and is appointing people to his coming administration who have the same attitude. Berlusconi would never have allowed the equivalent of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. near Italy's department of health. An Italian Matt Gaetz would have been considered for a reality show on one of Berlusconi's TV channels, at most.

If this is the path that democracy chose, let's prepare for the worst. It will become impossible to get rid of a leader elected in this way and for these reasons. What do you want from me? they will reply after having disappointed and failed. I told you who I was, and you voted for me with enthusiasm. Now shut up and be good.
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The Perverse Logic of Trump's Nomination Circus

The sheer quantity of individually unqualified selections might make blocking any of them harder.

by David A. Graham




A month after his election in 2016, Donald Trump chose Andrew Puzder, a longtime fast-food-company CEO, to be his secretary of labor. Most of Trump's Cabinet picks moved smoothly through the confirmation process, but Puzder's nomination languished amid allegations of wage theft, sexual harassment, and spousal abuse, as well as his acknowledgment that he had hired an undocumented immigrant as a nanny and not paid her taxes. By February 2017, he gave up and withdrew his nomination.

Being a president's most troubled or scandal-ridden nominee is dangerous--like being the weakest or sickest member of the herd when predators start to circle. Republican senators probably calculated that if they rejected Puzder, Trump would send a pick with less baggage and higher qualifications, which is exactly what he did: Alex Acosta, the eventual selection, had a long government resume and easily won confirmation.

Something very different is happening with Trump's Cabinet picks this time. Less than two weeks have passed since the election, but the president-elect has already put forward a batch of nominees so aberrant by historical standards that any one of them would have been a gigantic story in the past. (Hello, Attorney General-designate Matt Gaetz.) Each one barely holds the media's attention for an hour or two before the next nomination eclipses them. (Whoops, I didn't see you there, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., nominee to lead the Department of Health and Human Services.)

If Senate Republicans reject one of these unqualified nominees, how can they justify saying yes to any? And yet, how could they reject the whole slate of nominees by a president from their own party, who is so popular among their own voters? Perversely, the sheer quantity of individually troubling nominees might actually make it harder for the Senate to block any of them.

Elaine Godfrey: Either way, Matt Gaetz wins

The list of wild picks also includes Tulsi Gabbard, the walking embodiment of horseshoe theory and Trump's nominee to be director of national intelligence; Pete Hegseth, a square-jawed Fox News host tapped by Trump to lead the Pentagon; and Kristi Noem, a governor with no national-security experience, selected to head the Department of Homeland Security. By the time anyone gets around to noting that Trump is appointing his personal lawyers (who defended him in his several criminal trials) to top legal posts in the government, who will have the energy to be shocked?

We don't know yet if the Senate will confirm any or all of these nominees, but weariness is apparent in the voices of Republican senators, who face a choice between approving Trump's nominees and allowing Trump to use a dubious constitutional work-around to appoint them without requiring a Senate vote. Many have gasped or raised pained questions about Gaetz, and some have even predicted that his nomination will fail, but none has publicly pledged to vote against him.

Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana is a medical doctor who has shown a willingness to buck Trump and even voted to convict him during Trump's second impeachment; he's the incoming chair of the Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee. Yet Cassidy responded to the preposterous HHS nomination by posting on X that Kennedy "has championed issues like healthy foods and the need for greater transparency in our public health infrastructure. I look forward to learning more about his other policy positions and how they will support a conservative, pro-American agenda."

This isn't how things used to work. In 1989, President George H. W. Bush nominated former Senator John Tower to be secretary of defense. Few could question Tower's credentials. A World War II veteran, he'd served nearly 20 years on the Armed Services Committee; he later investigated the Iran-Contra affair. But allegations of womanizing and alcohol abuse led the Senate to reject his nomination, even though the body tends to give former and current members an easy ride. Hegseth, by comparison, is a veteran but has no government experience, has a history of infidelity and was in 2017 accused of sexual assault, and has expressed various extreme views, including lobbying Trump to pardon American soldiers accused of murdering prisoners and unarmed civilians. (Trump granted the pardons.)

Or consider Tom Daschle, the former Senate majority leader, whom President Barack Obama nominated to lead HHS in 2009. Daschle was forced to withdraw his nomination over $140,000 in unpaid back taxes. That was a serious lapse, yet it feels quaint compared to Kennedy's or Gaetz's dubious resume.

Franklin Foer: Why the Gaetz announcement is already destroying the government

A clear sign of how much things have changed may come from Puzder, whom Trump is reportedly considering nominating as labor secretary again. If Senate Republicans are willing to approve the same guy they rejected eight years ago, the advice-and-consent guardrails will be well and truly gone.

The circuslike bombardment of freakishly unqualified personnel picks calls to mind Steve Bannon's notorious insight that the press can handle only so much information, real or fake, without being overloaded. Uncovering, verifying, debunking, and explaining information takes time and resources. "The real opposition is the media," Bannon told the journalist Michael Lewis in 2018. "And the way to deal with them is to flood the zone with shit." Something similar might apply to U.S. senators who might otherwise be tempted to show some independence.

Ascribing too much strategic intent to Trump is always a risk. The president-elect works from impulse and intuition. Trump selected Gaetz on a whim during a two-hour flight, according to The New York Times; Politico has reported that Susie Wiles, Trump's campaign manager and incoming chief of staff, was on the plane but was unaware of the Gaetz pick. Even if Trump is not consciously following Bannon's directive, however, the effect is the same. Intentionally or otherwise, the shit level is high and rising.
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RFK Jr. Collects His Reward

The conspiratorial and chaotic independent is poised to join the government that he claims is lying to you.

by John Hendrickson




Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s movement has repeatedly been written off as a farce, a stunt, a distraction. Now Donald Trump has nominated him to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where, if confirmed, he'll oversee a life-and-death corner of the federal government.

RFK Jr.'s operation had been building toward this moment for months. On August 23, Kennedy suspended his independent presidential bid and endorsed Trump after what he described as "a series of long, intense discussions" that proved the two were ideologically aligned. Almost immediately, the "Make America Healthy Again" (MAHA) movement was born, as was a super PAC of the same name.

The group's near-term goal was simple: persuade Kennedy's coalition to vote for Trump. His former national field director, Jeff Hutt, became one of the MAHA PAC's leaders, and throughout the fall, in his phone calls and meetings with Kennedy supporters, he kept hearing the same message: If RFK Jr. couldn't become president, he should zero in on health reforms.

John Hendrickson: The first MAGA Democrat

"HHS is the place where they wanted Mr. Kennedy to be," Hutt told me last night. He fully expects Kennedy to be confirmed. Hutt and his team have set up a "war room" and are identifying which senators will support the HHS nomination, and which will need coaxing. Either through standard procedure or via a recess appointment (an idea Trump has teased), Hutt said he was confident that Kennedy will land the job.

Kennedy was offered such a significant position--and will have such a "big rein," as Hutt put it--because Trump returns favors. In 2016, Trump courted Christian voters by dangling the prospect of appointing conservative judges who would overturn Roe v. Wade. This year, Trump spent the final months of the election wooing the MAHA bros. How many Kennedy supporters actually voted for Trump is unclear, but Hutt and others I spoke with believe that Trump's victory is partially on account of the RFK Jr. brigade showing up. "He got behind them, and he got elected," Hutt said of Trump.

Kennedy's acolytes are elated that he will have such a prominent position in the administration. In my conversations with former Kennedy volunteers and others in his orbit this week, I heard some skepticism as to whether he'll actually be able to accomplish a revolution inside a sprawling government bureaucracy. But for now, Kennedy's champions are hopeful that he'll catalyze policy changes that would lead to a "healthier" society--even if they don't all agree on what that means.

In late September, at a festival of "free thinkers" in Washington, D.C., where RFK Jr. was the star attraction, Mike Patton, a former campaign volunteer who lives in Florida, told me he was unsure about whether he could bring himself to vote for Trump after all the work he'd done for Kennedy.

This week, Patton told me that, in the end, he and his wife each wrote in Kennedy's name on their ballot. He is happy that Kennedy is ascending to a place of power, and excited that Trump has promised to give Kennedy authority over health matters, but he's dismayed that Trump apparently wants to keep him away from areas involving fossil fuels and renewable energy. Patton isn't sure what Kennedy might be able to accomplish within Trump's administration. The idea of fighting all manner of chronic diseases with cleaner food and water is a pillar of the MAHA movement. But this will be an uphill battle. "Even when he was campaigning, he was saying he was going to make a drastic reduction in chronic disease in his four years, and I can't wrap my head around how you can make a measurable difference [that quickly]," Patton told me. "But he seems confident, and Bobby seemed confident before. So, pop some popcorn."

Another Kennedy supporter, Jennifer Swayne, who served as his campaign's Florida volunteer coordinator, told me she somewhat reluctantly voted for Trump. Swayne is the mother of a child with autism, and she believes that mothers like herself are searching for answers--that's partly what drew her to Kennedy. "We want to know what's causing this," she said of autism. "We want to prevent other moms from having to go through this." She said she would define success for Kennedy's HHS tenure as removing "dangerous products off the market" and holding drug manufacturers accountable for adverse effects and chemical dependency.

Yasmin Tayag: 'Make America healthy again' sounds good until you start asking questions

When I asked Hutt how he'd gauge Kennedy's success, he had a range of ideas. "The amount of money flowing through government into corporations would be dramatically reduced. Government would be out of a lot of things, like health care. We would take the middleman out of a lot of things. We would have government agencies whose sole purpose is to publish and report facts and numbers in ways that educate the American people, not to convince them one way or the other of something," he said. He envisioned Kennedy ushering in an era of more family farms, of citizens gardening and growing their own food. "I guess that's really what it looks like: sort of a health revolution, in a sense," he said. "Nobody's ever asked me that question before."

In announcing the nomination, Trump echoed Kennedy's core campaign messaging: "Americans have been crushed by the industrial food complex and drug companies who have engaged in deception, misinformation, and disinformation when it comes to Public Health." Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation and one of the key people behind Project 2025, said in a statement that Kennedy's nomination "sends a clear message to our failed public health establishment," and that under Trump and Kennedy, "Americans will be in control of their health, not the commissars of three-letter health agencies."

Many questions surround the HHS nomination, none more significant than whether Kennedy would use his authority to block or recall certain vaccines. Kennedy has spent years sowing doubt about their safety. In the early 2000s, he helped popularize the unproven theory of a link between vaccines and autism. More recently, he was an influential opponent of the COVID vaccines and accompanying mandates. Now he's poised to inform drug policy at the highest level.

Kennedy's spokesperson did not respond to my request for comment last night as to whether, as HHS secretary, RFK Jr. would move to outlaw any existing vaccines, and referred me to his victory-lap post on X, which did not mention the topic. Tony Lyons, who founded a different Kennedy super PAC, American Values 2024, said in a text message: "Bobby has said very clearly that he's not going to take away anyone's vaccines." If, hypothetically, we faced another pandemic during Trump's second term, I asked Lyons, would Kennedy stand in the way of a vaccine-development project such as Operation Warp Speed? Lyons didn't offer a clear answer. "[Kennedy] believes in robust, transparent and independent science, rather than corporate science propped up by censorship and propaganda," he wrote.

In my conversations with Kennedy's supporters, I heard a lot about "medical freedom" and "personal choice," but no one mentioned the word ban. Kennedy stiff-arms the "anti-vax" label, and his allies steadfastly maintain that he'll use his position to scrutinize vaccine science--but not to institute a vaccine moratorium for the greater population.

Benjamin Mazer: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

Perhaps the clearest way to understand Kennedy's HHS aim is to listen to his musings on "corporate capture": the idea that government agencies are overly influenced by the companies within the industries they're supposed to be regulating. This is a long-standing liberal complaint, which Kennedy has built up to the status of a conspiracy theory. (Anthony Fauci, for instance, has not personally profited off of vaccines, as Kennedy has claimed.) His top-line goal is to sever the relationships between corporations and the federal government, but he has yet to explicitly state how he'll do that. Reforming fast food may be his biggest source of tension with Trump. The future 47th president didn't just serve fries at a (closed) McDonald's as a campaign stunt; he seems to genuinely love Mickey D's, while Kennedy sees it as a scourge--the antithesis of MAHA. But that's just one company. Hutt conceded that his team faces a challenge in persuading senators from agricultural-heavy states to support the sort of reforms Kennedy is promising: fewer food chemicals, an emphasis on regenerative soil.

And some of what Kennedy speaks of accomplishing is well beyond his reach. For instance, he has called for removing fluoride from our drinking water--something even Republican dentists oppose. But such a change could occur only at the local level, not the federal level. In New York City, for example, Mayor Eric Adams has said he will follow the fluoridation recommendations of city and state health departments.

As Trump prepares to take office again, Kennedy remains a confounding presence: He's a dreamer, but he's destructive. Kennedy was never going to win the White House, but he's now, at last, on his way to Washington. And we all have to live with it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/11/trump-health-human-services-nomination/680674/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Get Ready for Higher Food Prices

Trump vowed to lower food prices. His policies will almost certainly do the opposite.

by Ellen Cushing




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


When Americans went to the polls last week, they wanted cheaper food. Groceries really are more expensive than they used to be, and grocery costs are how many Americans make sense of the state of the economy at large. In September, Pew Research Center reported that three-quarters of Americans were "very concerned" about them. And this month, many of those people voted for Donald Trump, the candidate who touted his distance from the economic policy of the last four years, and who promised repeatedly to lower prices.

But two of Trump's other big promises--mass deportations of undocumented immigrants and more restrictive trade regulations--would almost certainly raise food prices, economists told me. American-grown staples would get more expensive owing to a domestic labor shortage, and imported foods would too, because they would be subject to double-digit import taxes. This cause-and-effect dynamic "could be my final exam," Rachel Friedberg, who teaches "Principles of Economics" at Brown University, told me. "It's just very straightforward principles of economics."

The main issue is labor. American farming depends on undocumented workers; if the Trump administration were to enact "the largest deportation operation in American history" and deport every undocumented immigrant living in the United States, somewhere between 40 and 50 percent of the people who plant our crops and pick our fruit would leave the domestic workforce. Proponents of immigration enforcement typically say these jobs could be taken by documented or American-born workers. But the farm industry is already in a prolonged labor crisis, and undocumented immigrants tend to be willing to work for less money--that's why employers hire them, even though it's illegal. Fewer workers means higher wages means higher prices, straight up.

Read: Trump signals that he's serious about mass deportation

Some farms might be able to get by shorthanded, at least for a little while. Some might embrace technology more quickly, investing in automated systems that could help fill the labor gap. But that would take time, and as David Anderson, a Texas A&M University agricultural economist, told me, "You gotta get the cows milked and fed every day." America's agricultural system relies on hands and feet, arms and legs, day in and day out.

If the Trump administration does, in fact, deport millions of people, produce prices would likely increase the most, Bradley Rickard, an agricultural economist at Cornell University, told me in an email, because "labor represents a significant share of total costs." Prices would probably go up quickest and most dramatically for the crops that are most labor-intensive to harvest: strawberries, mushrooms, asparagus, cherries. So would those for the foods farmed in California, which grows three-quarters of the fruit and nuts, and a third of the vegetables, produced domestically, and is home to about half of the country's undocumented agricultural workers.

Mass deportations would also drive up prices for dairy and meat, whose industries have also been in a labor shortage, for at least the past half decade. According to a 2022 analysis from the American Immigration Council, which advocates for immigrants and seeks to shape immigration policy, a scarcity of workers led the median wage in the dairy and meat sectors to increase 33.7 percent from 2019 to 2022, and prices to rise between 4.5 and 7 percent. In 2015, Anderson and some colleagues conducted a survey on behalf of the dairy industry and found that eliminating immigrants from the sector would reduce production, put farms out of business, and cause retail milk prices to increase by about 90 percent.

Anderson's study is 10 years old, and assumed a total loss of all immigrant labor, documented and undocumented. Last week, he told me that he has no reason to believe the dynamic wouldn't hold to a lesser degree if a smaller amount of the workforce were deported now. "We wouldn't be able to produce all the stuff that we do today. Less production means less supplies," he said, "and less supplies means food prices would go up."

Immigration policy affects food that is grown domestically. But about 15 percent of the American food supply is imported, including about 60 percent of fresh fruit, 80 percent of seafood, 90 percent of avocados, and 99 percent of coffee. Our reliance on, or taste for, imported goods has ticked up steadily over the past few decades, as we have become accustomed to Italian olive oil and raspberries in winter. On the campaign trail, Trump proposed taxing these--and all--imported goods, in an attempt to raise domestic production and to reduce the deficit. If his plan goes through, Chinese imports--which include large amounts of the fish, seafood, garlic, spices, tea, and apple juice we consume--would be subject to 60 to 100 percent tariffs. All other imports would be subject to 10 to 20 percent tariffs. Those taxes would be passed onto consumers, especially in the short term, as domestic production ramps up (if it can ramp up), and especially if undocumented immigrants are simultaneously leaving the workforce. "There's no safety valve," Marcus Noland, the executive vice president and director of studies at the nonpartisan think tank Peterson Institute for International Economics, told me. "If you start deporting people, it's not like you can import the product and make up for it if you have these tariffs."

Read: The immigration-wage myth

We all need food to live, and all food needs to come from somewhere. The process by which it makes it to our plate is complicated, resource-intensive, and subject to the vagaries of policy, weather, disease, and labor supply. The system does not have a large amount of slack built into it. If sticker-shocked milk fans start gravitating toward other drinks, those prices will also go up. If California's berry industry is squeezed by a labor shortage, and the market for imported berries is squeezed by tariffs, berries will cost more.

And although farms are the biggest employer of undocumented workers, these workers are also a major part of the mechanism that processes, butchers, cooks, and delivers our food, from the sprawling poultry-processing plants of the South to the local fried-chicken place. The restaurant industry--which employs more than 800,000 undocumented immigrants, according to a Center for American Progress analysis--is already struggling to fill jobs, which is driving higher prices; even a small reduction in the workforce would increase operating costs, which will almost definitely result in either restaurants closing or costs being passed onto eaters.

The immigration and tariff policies, in other words, would affect all the food we eat: snacks, school lunches, lattes, pet food, fast food, fancy restaurant dinners. People will not stop eating if food gets more expensive; they will just spend more of their money on it.

Trump's team proposed deportations and tariffs as a way to fix America's inflation-addled economy. But voters are unlikely to be comforted by what they see over the next few years. Toward the end of our call, I asked Friedberg if she could see any scenario under which, if the new administration's policies are enacted, prices don't go up. "No," she said, without pausing. "I am extremely confident that food will get more expensive. Buy those frozen vegetables now."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/11/food-prices-trump-presidency/680670/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Democrats' 2022 Error Message

Swing-state successes in the last midterms gave the party false optimism about 2024.

by Ronald Brownstein




In 2022, Democrats defied the political history of poor midterm-election results for the party holding the White House by running expectedly well in the seven key swing states--most crucially, the former "Blue Wall" states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin--despite pervasive dissatisfaction with the economy and President Joe Biden's performance. That success, ironically, may have helped seal the party's fate in the 2024 election.

Two years ago, the Democrats succeeded in quarantining the swing states and won most of the key governor and Senate races within them, even as the powerful nationwide current of dissatisfaction with Biden and the economy moved virtually every other state, red or blue, toward the GOP. If the midterms had gone as badly as many analysts initially forecast--with predictions of a towering "red wave" of Republican gains--Biden likely would have faced greater pressure to renounce running for a second term long before his disastrous debate performance in June. That might have forced him from the race much sooner, allowing a full-scale primary to take place, which would have either yielded a nominee unconnected to the administration or helped Vice President Kamala Harris establish an identity independent of Biden.

By the same token, their strong 2022 result also left Democrats too confident that former President Donald Trump had become unacceptable to voters. The decisive defeats of handpicked Trump candidates such as Kari Lake, Mehmet Oz, Herschel Walker, and Doug Mastriano across swing-state governor and Senate races encouraged a complacency among Democrats about the degree to which voters had rejected the former president himself. That overconfidence contributed to Democrats reacting too slowly as voters' retrospective approval rating of Trump's performance in office started rising through 2023. By Election Day 2024, a majority of voters in the VoteCast survey conducted by NORC said that they approved of Trump's presidency, a level of support he famously never reached in office.

As a result, the persistent discontent with the country's direction overwhelmed the Democratic defenses in the Blue Wall and the other four swing states--North Carolina, Georgia, Arizona, and Nevada. That allowed Trump to sweep them all, propelling him back to the White House.

Mike Pesca: The HR-ification of the Democratic Party

Before the 2022 election, the Democratic strategist Simon Rosenberg was one of the few operatives in either party predicting that Democrats would avoid the supposed "red wave." Rosenberg believed that Democrats would lose ground outside the states where the two sides were spending heavily in 2022. But, he argued, inside the states where Democrats were concentrating their organizing and advertising, they could neutralize the effect of conservative media and win elections by shifting voters' attention to issues more congenial to the Democratic Party: abortion rights, democracy, and the extremism of Trump's allies.

Rosenberg was thus an early exponent of the "two elections" theory, which held that the electoral environment inside the swing states could be isolated from the conditions that would determine voters' choice beyond them. Mike Podhorzer, a former political director for the AFL-CIO, was another advocate of the theory--and the two influential Democratic strategists seemed validated by the 2022 results. With most voters disapproving of Biden's job performance, and with three-quarters of them describing the economy as "not so good" or "poor" in 2022 exit polls, the national environment did tilt to the right. Indeed, Republicans won the national popular vote in races for the House of Representatives by 2.6 percentage points, a 5.6-point swing from the Democrats' margin in 2020.

Despite that national current, Democrats did win governor's races in Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Arizona, as well as Senate contests in Arizona, Nevada, Georgia, and Pennsylvania that allowed them to maintain control of the upper chamber. (The only blemishes were Republican wins in the Nevada and Georgia governor's races, and Senate races in Wisconsin and North Carolina.) Wins in a number of white-collar suburban House districts also kept GOP gains in that chamber far below expectations.

"The big lesson for us here is that when we run full fledged national campaigns we can control the information environment, and stay in control of our own destiny in the most important battlegrounds in the country," Rosenberg wrote shortly after the 2022 election.

The 2024 election replicated the general rightward tilt, with most voters again disapproving of Biden and expressing negative views about the economy. As of Wednesday, Trump has improved from 2020 by about 6.6 percentage points in the national popular vote (from a deficit of 4.5 points to a lead of roughly 2.1 points); when all of the votes are counted (notably including California's), Trump's gain is expected to be about 5.8 points, a swing almost identical to the GOP's improvement in the House popular vote from 2020 to 2022. And as in 2022, in the places where the parties were not heavily spending, that overall national shift widened the GOP lead in red states and narrowed the Democratic advantage in blue states.

This time, though, Harris could not hold the swing states where Democrats won so many races two years ago. Harris ran somewhat better in most of the seven key swing states than she did nationally, but not nearly to the degree that the party did in 2022, nor well enough to carry any of them. Trump thus torpedoed the "two elections" theory that had underpinned Democratic hopes that Harris could still overcome Biden's unpopularity in 2024.

The Republican pollster Gene Ulm points to one reason for the change: the operational advantages that helped Democrats so much in those states' Senate and governor races two years ago aren't as consequential in a presidential contest. "Tactics, money, and things like that," he told me, "are just less important in a presidential race when the news is covering it wall-to-wall." The fact that Democrats won the Senate races in Michigan, Wisconsin, Arizona, and Nevada despite Trump's victories in those states supports Ulm's argument: Those contrasting results suggest that the Democratic financial and organizational advantages mattered more in those contests than they did in the presidential race. (Among the swing states that Trump won, Republicans appear, pending final counts, to have captured a Senate seat only in Pennsylvania.)

Jonathan Chait: Republican leaders are more afraid of Trump than ever

The political landscape was tougher for Harris in the swing states than for Democrats in 2022 in at least three other respects. One is that Trump turned out far more low-propensity, right-leaning voters than GOP candidates did in 2022. Across the swing states (as well as nationally), the electorate in 2024 tilted Republican much more than in 2022, as the exit polls and VoteCast both determined.

The second crucial change was that Biden was even more unpopular in many of these states than in the last election: The share of voters who gave him positive ratings for his job performance compared with 2022 was eight points lower in Wisconsin, seven points lower in Michigan, and four points lower in Pennsylvania, according to exit polls conducted by Edison Research.

The Democratic pollster Celinda Lake told me that in spite of all Biden's other successes on the economy, his reluctance to acknowledge the continued pain that most working-class voters felt from inflation further alienated them from him. "One of the big differences between '24 and '22 was, in the effort to get credit for the economy, we sounded out-of-touch to voters, and we sounded like we were the status quo," Lake told me. In each of the swing states, at least four-fifths of voters who disapproved of Biden voted for Trump, meaning that the decline in Biden's approval rating from 2022 to 2024 left Harris in a deeper hole.

The third big change in the swing-state environment may have been the most decisive. Far fewer of the voters in those states who were dissatisfied with the economy backed Harris in 2024 than had supported Democratic candidates two years earlier. Then, the exit polls in Pennsylvania, for instance, found that John Fetterman, the Democratic Senate candidate, lost voters who were negative about the economy by 18 percentage points; this time around, Harris lost those voters by twice as much. Then, Michigan's Democratic governor, Gretchen Whitmer, lost voters who were negative on the economy by 12 points; this year, Harris lost them by nearly four times as much. Harris lost voters who were down on the economy by at least 40 percentage points in Nevada, Arizona, Wisconsin, and North Carolina. In each case, that was considerably worse than Democratic candidates had performed with comparable voters in 2022.

Tellingly, the Democratic Senate candidates who narrowly won in the swing states in this cycle (as well as Josh Stein, the Democrat who comfortably won the North Carolina governor's race) all won a slightly higher share of voters dissatisfied with the economy than Harris did. To some extent, that reflected the tactical advantages Ulm stressed. But these Democrats' success, like the 2022 results, also suggested that voters were more willing to look past their economic discontent when picking for positions other than the presidency--the office to which they assign responsibility for setting national economic policy.

Jay Campbell, a Democratic pollster who studies economic attitudes as part of a bipartisan team that conducts surveys for CNBC, told me that Harris could not prevail against the widespread verdict among voters that the cost of living was more manageable under Trump's presidency than Biden's. "The Harris campaign did what it could," Campbell said. "We saw evidence that her middle-class-focused messaging was memorable to voters, and was sort of addressing the issue, but at the end of the day, the current of prices being as high as they still are, was just too strong."

The greater difficulty Harris faced on the economy contributed to Democrats' deep disappointment that, despite a big ad spend, abortion rights did not prove a more effective issue. Voters who said abortion should be legal in all or most circumstances provided crushing margins across the swing states in 2022: In governor races, Democrats won more than four-fifths of such voters in Michigan and Pennsylvania, and about three-fourths of them in Arizona and Wisconsin. This year, however, the exit polls found that only about two-thirds of pro-choice voters in those four states voted for Harris. That fall-off proved insurmountable for her.

In the aftermath of the 2022 Supreme Court decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, "Democrats, and probably some independents, were much more animated by the abortion issue than they were [by] concerns about the economy," Campbell told me. This year, that ranking reversed, particularly for the working-class white women who proved essential to Trump's victories in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

Trump's insistence that he would leave abortion rights to the states probably helped him mute the issue. But the biggest factor appears to be the primacy that voters placed on the economy in their presidential vote. Previously unpublished results from the exit polls provided to me by the CNN polling unit found that a little more than one-third of voters said they supported legal abortion but were negative on the economy--and they preferred Trump to Harris by a narrow margin. This phenomenon was especially visible among blue-collar women, Lake told me: "They decided that they were going to ignore the other issues and were going to vote the economy, because they just had to get the economy going for their families."

Eliot A. Cohen: Brace for the storm

Trump is anything but a normal candidate, but the unavoidable conclusion from last week's returns is that most voters treated him as one. The race followed the familiar hydraulic pattern of American presidential elections: When a president of one party falls in voters' esteem, the nominee of the other party rises. In the major exit polls, 62 percent of voters who said they were dissatisfied with the country's direction voted for Trump--exactly the same percentage of "wrong track" voters who backed Barack Obama in the race to replace George W. Bush in 2008.

Exactly how the race slotted into these familiar grooves remains a subject of debate among Democrats. Podhorzer blames the media for normalizing Trump and the GOP-appointed majority on the Supreme Court for blocking Trump's criminal trial for his efforts to overturn the 2020 election, which might otherwise have reminded voters about the threat he poses to the constitutional order. Both exit polls and the VoteCast survey, Podhorzer notes, suggest that millions of people who voted for Biden in 2020 stayed home this year. He attributes this to ebbing concern about the MAGA agenda among voters generally resistant to it. "The thing that struck me," Podhorzer told me, "is how alarming the lack of alarm was."

Rosenberg regrets the Harris campaign's lukewarm effort to sell the Biden administration's economic achievements, such as the strong job market and revived investment in manufacturing. "I think they took an enormous risk by not litigating and defending her record as vice president in this administration," Rosenberg told me. "What she ended up getting was all the downside of the Biden record and none of the upside."

Perhaps no set of strategies or messages or alternative nominee could have overcome the discontent over Biden's record on inflation and immigration. Still, the unusually strong Democratic performance in the 2022 elections gave the party a false sense of security about its ability to surmount widespread discontent with Biden. The surprise may not have been that Trump swept the swing states in 2024, but that the Democrats got a stay of execution in them two years before.
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Either Way, Matt Gaetz Wins

Trump's pick for attorney general will get to burnish his MAGA-loyalist credentials whether or not the Senate confirms him.

by Elaine Godfrey




Yesterday, when Donald Trump announced that he wanted Representative Matt Gaetz to lead the Department of Justice, virtually all Democrats--and even some Republicans--were aghast. The man who was the subject of a federal sex-crimes investigation will now be America's chief prosecutor? they wondered, eyes wide. Attorney General Matt Gaetz?

They may have to get used to it. "It's the absolute perfect pick," Steve Bannon, the former Trump campaign strategist, told me last night. "It's pure Trump, it's pure MAGA--and it's a huge reality check on John Thune," he added, referring to the South Dakota senator and incoming Senate majority leader generally regarded as an establishment type. Gaetz might be a pariah among his congressional colleagues--and inspire revulsion more widely--but the Florida Republican has consistently remained popular with the one person who matters: Trump.

Gaetz has always sought political relevance and power. Dismissed by many, including GOP colleagues, as a self-promoter, Gaetz's superpower has been understanding far more clearly than they do how power works in the Trumposphere. And that insight has enabled him to become consigliere to the former and soon-to-be president. "For all the things people say about Gaetz that are true, the one thing about Matt that people don't fully respect is that the guy is not an idiot," Steve Schale, a Florida Democratic consultant who knew Gaetz during his time in the state legislature, told me. Now is when Gaetz's hard work starts to pay off--even if the Senate declines to confirm him.

Read: The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump

"Matt is a deeply gifted and tenacious attorney," Trump wrote on Truth Social yesterday, although the truth seems more obvious: Gaetz has scant experience as a lawyer; more important to Trump, he'd be a scrappy loyalist. A few hours after the announcement, Gaetz resigned from Congress. Perhaps the move was a show of confidence in his own nomination; more likely, it was a perfect opportunity to escape the political repercussions of a long-awaited Ethics Committee report. (Gaetz has repeatedly denied the allegations against him. The DOJ dropped its criminal investigation in 2022, but the House panel inquiry had continued--and was set to vote on whether to release its findings soon.)

To understand why Trump chose Gaetz, it helps to understand Gaetz himself. Earlier this year, when I profiled Gaetz, I wrote about his childhood in the Florida panhandle, where his family's vacation home was the house from The Truman Show, the film whose main character's entire life is revealed to have been a performance for public consumption. Gaetz's father, Don, was an extremely wealthy business owner and a powerful establishment Republican, the leader of the state Senate. In high school, Gaetz was entitled, smart, and not very popular. "He would pick debates with people over things that didn't matter, because he just wanted to," one of his former debate-club teammates told me.

Before being elected to Congress in 2016, Gaetz had a quick gig as an attorney in Fort Walton Beach, and served a few terms in the Florida state House. He'd been a Jeb Bush guy, but he knew that his district--one of the reddest in the country--loved Trump. Sensing that the wind was shifting direction, he got on board. At first, Congress was tough for Gaetz, former staffers and friends told me. He didn't love being a freshman backbencher. He was used to being influential and was unwilling to wait his turn for a leadership role.

So he devised a different strategy: He'd go on TV as much as possible, as a way to speak directly to the American people--and one American person in particular. Gaetz quickly became the loudest Trump defender in Congress. He introduced a resolution to force Special Counsel Robert Mueller to resign, and barged into a closed-door deposition related to Trump's first impeachment. It worked: Right away, Trump was calling him regularly to request policy advice, and inviting him on Air Force One. "Lincoln had the great General Grant ... and I have Matt Gaetz!" Trump told a group of lawmakers in 2019, according to Gaetz's 2020 book, Firebrand.

Although even some of Trump's closest confidants disparaged him in private, Gaetz never wavered. "Unlike Roger Stone, I never heard Matt Gaetz say anything bad about Trump," Morgan Pehme, the filmmaker who produced Get Me Roger Stone and The Swamp, told me earlier this year. Pehme spent roughly 50 days with Gaetz, the star of The Swamp. "He was tickled by the fact that he could pick up the phone and have a private back-and-forth," Pehme said. When allegations that Gaetz had been involved in sex-trafficking a minor emerged in the spring of 2021, Trump distanced himself a little. But Gaetz leaned harder into his relationship with Trump. He went on the road with Marjorie Taylor Greene to repeat Trump's stolen-election lies.

Read: Matt Gaetz is winning

Last year, Gaetz led the effort to topple his party's speaker of the House. He thwarted the establishment in service of his own personal interests, as well as the MAGA agenda--and with the incoming speaker, Mike Johnson, he gave Trumpism a bigger microphone. "Gaetz is a creature of our time: versed in the art of performance politics and eager to blow up anything to get a little something," I wrote in April.

That little something could now be a big thing. Most Republicans, and some of his own allies, believe that Gaetz eventually wants to be governor of Florida. Others assume that he will one day run for president. But if, on his way up, Gaetz has a shot at being the nation's top prosecutor, why not take it? "Gaetz wants to be relevant," Schale told me yesterday. "He's going to find a way to be in the conversation."

The Senate might not confirm Gaetz. Already, a few Republicans have expressed serious displeasure at his nomination. Perhaps, some political observers have theorized, the pick is intended to be a kind of heat shield for Trump's other appointments, making Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence or Pete Hegseth for defense secretary look more normal by comparison. If Republican senators are forced to choose their battles, in other words, maybe they'll choose to bork Gaetz and let the rest go through.

But this is Trump, and these are Trump's people. If we've learned anything in these past eight years, it's that Republicans will do what Trump wants them to, almost every time. "What I'm hearing privately from a few key GOP senators: yes, they'd prefer to not have a messy fight over Gaetz. Not their favorite. But they also don't have a lot of energy for pushing back," CBS's Robert Costa posted on X.

If Gaetz is approved, some commentators seem confident that he can't--or won't--do much damage. "I'm not losing sleep over this one," Sarah Isgur, a former DOJ spokesperson during the first Trump administration who has since been critical of Trump, told me via text. "Sure, there's all sorts of stuff that anyone could do hypothetically," she said, but if Gaetz is the TV face of the department, and someone such as Todd Blanche, the attorney who defended Trump in his hush-money trial, is the AG's deputy running the show behind the scenes, she's not worried. Gaetz "is the opposite of the incel types who sit at home stewing about their perceived enemies on the playground," she said, "and Blanche has a serious background as a good lawyer."

Franklin Foer: Trump has already broken the government

Yet Trump's allies are gloating about Gaetz's nomination, predicting that he will relentlessly go after Trump's political enemies, at large and within the department itself. "He's gonna take a blowtorch to the Justice Department," Bannon told me. As for such former and current intelligence and law-enforcement officials as Merrick Garland, Andrew McCabe, Lisa Monaco, James Comey, John Brennan, and the 50 former senior intelligence officers who signed a letter in 2020 claiming that the Hunter Biden laptop leak looked like a Russian disinformation operation, "all of them better lawyer up," Bannon said. "He's going to put the fear of God into the people that have politicized these institutions completely."

At a minimum, the confirmation hearings will give Gaetz more time in the spotlight, performing as a warrior for Trump. Even if the Senate doesn't confirm him, he'll have the chance to burnish his MAGA credentials by claiming that he was thwarted, once more, by the Republican establishment. Without a full-time job, he'll have time to start shouting that message from the rooftops in Florida, where he could start running next year to replace Governor Ron DeSantis, who is term-limited. "Gaetz doesn't mind being a MAGA martyr," Peter Schorsch, a Florida publisher and former political consultant, told me, "so he gets blocked and comes raging hot from Hades and is fully empowered to run."

The one thing we can predict with certainty is that Gaetz will, as always, make the moment work for him.
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Brace for the Storm

The first year of Trump's new administration may be as dangerous as the last year of his previous one.

by Eliot A. Cohen




I was and proudly remain what the Navy calls a plank owner--a member of the first crew of a new vessel--of the good ship National Security Never Trump. I see no reason to unsay anything I have said about Donald Trump's character or the risks he poses to the United States, but I also do not see any reason to restate those claims. Either you already believe those things or you have, for whatever reason, chosen to ignore them.

The issue now is what to expect from a second Trump presidency, how to judge it, and what to do. Having studied a lot of military history and visited a few war zones, I learned long ago that hysteria is unhelpful; catastrophism gets in the way of diagnosis. In this case, it distracts from understanding how we got here, beginning with the ways in which elites disregarded the woes of those who found themselves whipsawed by inflation. And it risks obscuring the extent to which the culture wars of the past decade or so have bred a furious reaction against identity politics, thought policing, and the suppression of widely held beliefs.

Going forward, we should judge the Trump administration by what it does, and by who fills its senior positions. There was a 48-hour window of mild optimism when Trump named Michael Waltz as his national security adviser, Marco Rubio as secretary of state, and Elise Stefanik as UN ambassador. All three are experienced politicians, all are sane, and--although reliably Trump-deferential and hence flexible of spine--all are internationalists.

And then came the triple whammy of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense, Tulsi Gabbard as director of national intelligence, and Matthew Gaetz as attorney general. Hegseth is an angry former major of the Army National Guard who has never run a substantial organization but has loud and extreme views, including on the need for the American military to shake loose the law of war and the importance of firing the cerebral and highly competent chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General C. Q. Brown. Gabbard, who has proved sympathetic to Syria's Assad family and to Vladimir Putin, is a failed Hawaii politician. Gaetz, a man recently under federal investigation for alleged sex crimes, would take over the department that was investigating him. (He denies the claims, and no charges were ever filed.) None is remotely qualified to hold the jobs for which they've been nominated, three of the most important national-security positions in the country. Indeed, in a normal administration, they would be considered national-security risks.

Read: Republican leaders are more afraid of Trump than ever

This augurs ill, and not only for the individuals and groups against which Trump has sworn vendettas. The nominations risk producing an incoherent and irresponsible foreign policy and, in the case of Hegseth, the politicization of the U.S. military through a series of purges conducted outside normal procedures. We may well see the demoralization and corruption of the officer corps, major compromises of intelligence sources and methods, and a hijacking of the Department of Justice to pursue domestic opponents while shielding foreign enemies.

Not all of this is certain. In most administrations, one or two nominations for senior positions crater--and that may happen here as news organizations and Democratic staffs dig up material on, for example, nominees' serial adulteries, misuse of funds, or association with America's enemies.

Some of the really bad appointments will, however, surely go through a Senate that seems to lack the fortitude to enforce its constitutional role. What then awaits is a series of crises. Even with the mass firing of civil servants implied by the proposed Schedule F, bureaucratic processes will slow things down--they always do. Plenty of federal judges appointed by Trump have shown themselves willing to oppose him. Plenty of bureaucrats, seemingly neutral or even pro-Trump, will practice the dark arts of the slow roll or vindictive obedience. The appearance of normality in the early staffing of an administration will give way to reports of infighting, backstabbing, and sabotage by key members of the court of a cruel, unstable, and aged king.

As in Trump's first administration, some of the new choices look whimsical, based chiefly on looks and extravagant truckling on Fox News. Even those who are most insouciant about how fundamentally unprepared they are for high office will sooner or later face the weight of real responsibility. Meanwhile, some of the administration's larger policies will cause their own chaos, creating second- and third-order effects that will consume these appointees.

Mass deportations, possibly with the assistance of the military? That will have an effect on businesses, particularly in the construction and service industries, and yield lots of ugly scenes that many Americans will dislike. Firing tens of thousands of experienced bureaucrats? That will have an impact on all kinds of government functions that Americans have come to rely on. Purging the ranks of the general officer corps, beginning with the second-ever Black chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and kicking women out of combat roles? Even some Trump supporters will be appalled.

Before long as well, the poisonous politics of succession will set in. J. D. Vance may think of himself as Trump's heir apparent. One guesses that Donald Trump Jr. has concluded that the presidency is the family business. Elon Musk may get ideas about changing the Constitution to let him run. The knives will come out, and the rest of the government will feel the damage.

Four years is several eternities in politics but a relatively short period in an individual's career. Sooner or later Trump's subordinates--climbers, timid and agonized normies, and lickspittles as the case may be--will think about life after Trump. For some, an uneasy awareness of accountability will set in, and a sense of consequences to be feared in politics, courts, or careers. Some will be tempered; others will get wilder and crazier.

Given the evidence of Trump's picks--unless they are knocked out by a Senate Republican Party that recovers its backbone--this second term will be off to an ugly start. Indeed, if the last year of the first Trump administration was its most dangerous, as Trump and his subordinates learned how the government operates, the first year of the second administration may be equally so as the initial exuberance and vindictiveness of the new administration begin to run into realities, not least of which will be major international crises.

That is the really big difference between now and 2016: Trump faces a much more dangerous global environment, facilitated by the Biden administration's inconstancy and self-absorption. The gods of war are out and about in Ukraine and the Middle East, and they will be charmed by the chaos of MAGA and "America First."

Read: Trump won. Now what?

So what am I, a Never Trumper older if not necessarily wiser, reluctantly embarked on my second storm voyage to do? I plan to begin, in the name of honesty, by insisting on judging the administration action by action, appointment by appointment. And some of these may not be bad. If Vivek Ramaswamy and Elon Musk can find a way to break through the Navy's shipbuilding crisis, more power to them. If Elise Stefanik offers a full-throated defense of America in the UN and gives China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea tongue-lashings, I will cheer. If universities have to rethink the way in which they have allowed an oppressive ideological monoculture to dominate their administrations, so much the better. If America confronts with action the reality that Iranian malevolence will soon lead to nuclear proliferation throughout the Middle East and beyond, I will be delighted.

Politicians of good sense have their work cut out for them to restore sane and decent government through victories at the ballot box after cleaning out their own houses. Officials and soldiers will have to confront the ethical dilemmas before them squarely, accepting dismissal rather than doing things that are illegal or so profoundly immoral that public service is impossible. Lawyers and judges will have to fight for the rule of law and to protect unjustly persecuted individuals. What is needed now is not a vague, self-indulgent, and pointless resistance but rather an array of far more focused and purposive actions.

All politics, and particularly Trumpian politics, involves large doses of fantasy. But as we all discover sooner or later that, between our wishes, our hopes, and our fears on the one hand and reality on the other, reality always wins. The job of an intellectual thinking about policy remains as it has ever been: to describe reality, to analyze the consequences of actions, and to call attention to them. I cannot do more than that, but I intend not to do less.
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Trump Takes Aim at Republicans

Even as he fulminates against Democrats and bureaucrats, Trump's most radical proposals are aimed at bypassing members of his own party.

by David A. Graham




Trying to grasp quite what is going on as Donald Trump assembles his new administration is difficult. His early picks for top roles reinforce that he is deadly serious about both mass deportation and revenge, two of the main themes of his campaign, but one of the strangest and most ominous signs is the president-elect's posture toward Congress.

When Trump fulminates against his enemies, he tends to cite Democrats or the permanent federal bureaucracy, but Trump is actually laying the groundwork to bypass Republicans to enact big parts of his agenda.

The juxtaposition is superficially mysterious. Yesterday, networks called enough races to confirm that Republicans will hold majorities in both the House and Senate. That gives the GOP power on Capitol Hill, at the White House, and in effect in the Supreme Court as well, where six of the nine justices were appointed by Republican presidents. Yet Trump has spent the past few days demanding the power to appoint people to top roles without Senate approval and discussing how to make major spending decisions without Congress's involvement. This may be what the erosion of democracy under Trump II actually looks like: not supercharged partisan warfare, but brazen power grabs from those who are already aligned with him.

David A. Graham: The thing that binds Hegseth, Gabbard, and Gaetz to Trump

Congress's most fundamental power is the power of the purse--and in a century when legislators have steadily yielded power to the executive branch, it's one of the few they retain. But The Washington Post reports that Trump aides want to use a power called "impoundment" to unilaterally implement cost-cutting recommendations from the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, a panel led by Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy. Impoundment is when presidents simply refuse to spend money that Congress has appropriated. After Richard Nixon used the power prolifically, Congress passed a law banning the practice. But some Trump aides think the law is unconstitutional and ripe for challenging, and they see executive power as a way to radically reshape government.

Another bedrock power of the Senate is the power to advise and consent on major appointments. Trump frequently bypassed that during his first presidency by appointing people to serve in acting capacities. This solved two problems: He was slow to nominate candidates for many positions, and many of those he nominated struggled to get confirmed, because they were unqualified or had other vetting issues.

Trump is trying to get ahead of that problem now. On Sunday, ahead of leadership elections for Senate Republicans, Trump posted on social media that "Any Republican Senator seeking the coveted LEADERSHIP position in the United States Senate must agree to Recess Appointments (in the Senate!), without which we will not be able to get people confirmed in a timely manner. Sometimes the votes can take two years, or more. This is what they did four years ago, and we cannot let it happen again. We need positions filled IMMEDIATELY!" (His aides have also proposed that Trump grant security clearances without the standard FBI vetting process.)

Read: What Trump can (and probably can't) do with his trifecta

Ed Whelan, a leading conservative legal voice, writes in the generally Trump-aligned conservative magazine National Review that using recess appointments to fill the Cabinet is "an awful and anti-constitutional idea." He explains, "It's a fundamental general feature of our system of separated powers that the president shall submit his nominations for major offices to the Senate for approval. That feature plays a vital role in helping to ensure that the president makes quality picks."

This should not require explaining--it's the stuff of basic primary-school civics education. And yet Whelan writes in a second article that he's heard of an even more outrageous scheme to adjourn both chambers of Congress to effect recess appointments. How serious is this? As with the DOGE, it is impossible, by design, to know for sure. The details aside, however, the goal of buffaloing Congress is clear.

John Thune of South Dakota, who won the Senate leadership election, has signaled a preference for using the standard process rather than recess appointments. "I'm willing to grind through it and do it the old-fashioned way," he said yesterday. But Trump has set up a test of his power by making a series of picks who would appear otherwise unconfirmable, including Pete Hegseth for secretary of defense, Matt Gaetz for attorney general, and Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence. And yet Trump has encountered very little open resistance to any of them. Roger Wicker, the chair of the Senate Armed Services Committee, has already endorsed Hegseth.

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

Republicans who served in the House with Gaetz are sputtering mad about his nomination, and the immediate consensus was that he'd be very hard to confirm, but that represents a lack of imagination. Plenty of Senate Republicans expressed dismay or doubt about Gaetz, but as far as I know none have publicly ruled out voting for him, and CBS's Robert Costa reports that some members are privately already throwing in the towel.

So Trump might well be able to get the appointments he wants through normal channels. If senators will give him that, he might also be able to get major spending cuts through Congress. Yes, Republican margins are small, but Speaker Mike Johnson is eager to stay on Trump's good side, and the pressure on any moderates to stay in line will be enormous.

Perhaps the saber-rattling about recess appointments and impoundment is just a way to make sure Trump gets what he wants. But combined with Trump's previous frustrations about checks and balances, his demonstrated disdain for the rule of law, and his promises to wield power by whatever means necessary to achieve his goals, it's equally or more plausible that Trump is preparing for a serious power grab.

Quinta Jurecic: The Supreme Court's effort to save Trump is already working

If Congress doesn't do anything to stop him--something that it shows little appetite for doing--then actions from Trump would surely get challenged in the courts. But Trump doesn't fear the courts. Both during his first presidency and during the interregnum, when he faced criminal charges, Trump has found that it's fairly easy to draw out proceedings for years, and to create facts on the ground that courts are resistant to undo and also may be unable to truly undo. Failing that, he has seen that the Supreme Court is very willing to grant him wide leeway.

In short, perhaps this is what the erosion of democracy in Trump's second term will look like. Some critics warn he may cancel elections or lock up critics without trial. But those sorts of things are not only politically toxic and likely to draw a fierce backlash; they're also unnecessary. As long as neither the courts nor the Congress can or will restrain Trump, he can just keep arrogating new powers to himself until the presidency, and the nation, start to become unrecognizable.
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Why the Gaetz Announcement Is Already Destroying the Government

With his Cabinet picks, Donald Trump is causing a civil-service exodus that may hobble federal infrastructure for generations.

by Franklin Foer




And just like that, Donald Trump broke the federal government.

The U.S. government is more than an array of marble buildings. It's an aggregation of expertise, a collection of individuals who have inherited an ethos and a set of practices handed down through the decades. Ever since Trump's second victory last week, these long-standing denizens of the bureaucracy, a tier of career employees who occupy their job regardless of the partisan affiliation of the president, have mulled leaving the government. How could they not? Some of them are on purge lists drawn up by right-wing think tanks, named as enemies marked for retribution. They all know of Trump's plans to strip them of the tenured status that traditionally protects the civil service from the whims of political bosses. And they have read Project 2025, in which the theorists behind the incoming administration write plainly about the necessity of destroying agencies.

The outgoing Biden administration knew this assault might eventually come, and it spent four years preparing for it. At the Justice Department, to take one example, Merrick Garland had his own theory for how to build a bureaucracy capable of withstanding such a crisis. He spent his days bucking up the career lawyers who worked for him, and earnestly sought to model his own commitment to the rule of law by studiously resisting for more than two years the political pressure to indict Trump, hoping his example would instill the permanent employees of his department with the fortitude to stay true to their constitutional commitments.

In the end, Garland not only failed to bring Trump to justice, but he also erected a rather flimsy bulwark against his return, because he probably never imagined that Matt Gaetz would be his successor. A man obsessed with rectitude will be replaced by a man who revels in spiteful, often vulgar, exhibitionism. Where Garland spoke lyrically about the virtues of institutionalism, Gaetz wrote this about his own approach to public service: "All political lives end in failure, in a sense, but some are spectacular. Better to be a spectacle than to end up having never said anything worth cancelling because nobody was listening in the first place."

In the history of Cabinet appointees, Gaetz would almost certainly be the worst. He is friendly with members of the Proud Boys, even though his department is supposed to serve as a defense against treasonous paramilitary groups. He invited a Holocaust denier to attend the State of the Union as his guest, even though his department is charged with hunting Nazis. The organization he stands poised to lead once investigated him for sex trafficking, before apparently concluding that it didn't have a sufficiently strong case. In his quest to destroy institutions, Gaetz shamelessly manufactures controversy, invents conspiracy theories, and traffics in ridicule. As the ultimate Trump fanatic, he will gleefully execute the president's orders, even if those orders destroy the foundations of the justice system.

David A. Graham: The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegesth to Trump

To the civil servants mulling their future, Gaetz is a clarifying choice. Although some courageous bureaucrats will stay in their job, committed to preserving the institutions they revere, his nomination will also trigger a rush to the doors. Many will arrive at the quite reasonable conclusion that remaining in their job would be soul-sapping, morally corrosive, and futile.

This isn't speculation. As a resident of Washington, D.C., I know these civil servants, because I talk to them every day, during dog walks and on the sidelines of high-school soccer games. Encountering them in the aftermath of the Gaetz appointment, I have seen the blood drained from their faces. I have heard them begin to ponder their next steps. The Trump administration will likely change the law so that it can more easily fire civil servants. But in practice, it might not need to orchestrate a purge; its Cabinet selections will have served that purpose.

The departures of civil servants, although entirely understandable, will wreck the government for the foreseeable future. Career civil servants will be replaced by loyalists. Lawyers who are enthusiastic about having Matt Gaetz's photo on their office wall will flood the Justice Department. Intelligence agents worried about reporting to inexperienced spymasters with dangerous ideological proclivities will hand over their jobs to MAGA enthusiasts. Without so many experienced officials, the competence of the government will erode rapidly. And once the government struggles to perform basic tasks, its legitimacy will erode too.

This shift might prove irreversible. Organizational culture is a precarious thing. Once it breaks down, it might be impossible to repair. Squandered faith in institutions is exceedingly difficult to restore. The construction of the American government--with its aspirations to neutrality, and its capacity for executing enormously complex tasks--is one of the great American achievements. This infrastructure has transcended partisanship and stitched the nation together. It took centuries to erect, and the arrival of a clutch of conspiracists could destroy it all in a flash.
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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 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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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 in 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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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 representative 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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        Shortlisted Images for the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year
        Alan Taylor
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The Close-up Photographer of the Year competition is now in its sixth year, and recently released its shortlisted picks, with the winners set to be announced in January. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. Competition organizers ...

      

      
        The Problem With Boycotting Israel
        Arash Azizi

        When you hear that thousands of writers have signed a petition, you can already guess what they are calling for: What other than boycotting Israel could generate such enthusiasm among the literati?A staggering 6,000 writers and publishing professionals have signed a letter to address "the most profound moral, political and cultural crisis of the 21st century." They are calling for a boycott of Israeli cultural institutions. The letter says that these institutions have played a crucial role in "no...

      

      
        This Is What Record-Breaking Bad Air Looks Like
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Millions of people across northern India and Pakistan have spent the past few weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded. The sky is filled with particulates from the seasonal burning of rice-paddy stubble on nearby farms, mixed with other...

      

      
        He Was the World's Longest-Held Death-Row Inmate. He Was Also Innocent.
        Robert F. Worth

        Illustrations by Matt RotaThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.On a sunny morning in October 2023, a 90-year-old woman in a blue blazer walked slowly toward the main courthouse in Shizuoka, a city on the Japanese coast about a two-hour drive south of Tokyo. The woman, Hideko Hakamada, led a procession of lawyers and supporters carrying a broad, sky-blue banner, and as they approached the courthouse, a throng of some 300 people began clapping and...

      

      
        American Kakistocracy
        Beppe Severgnini

        Why is a regular guy attracted to a billionaire candidate? It's simple: Because the candidate can play to people's fantasies. The man knows his television, loves girls, hates rules, knows how to make a deal, tells jokes, uses bad language, and is convivial to a fault. He is loud, vain, cheeky. He has a troubled relationship with his age and his hair. He has managed to survive embarrassment, marital misadventures, legal troubles, political about-faces. He's entangled in conflicts of interest, but ...
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Speed climbing in Saudi Arabia, wildfires in California and New Jersey, a blanket of smog in New Delhi, a celebration of rural life in Turkey, Veterans Day in Seattle, a surfing record attempt in Brazil, a rodeo exhibition in Argentina, and much more
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        Israel Is Fighting a Different War Now
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Over the past year, after suffering a devastating surprise and brutal losses, Israel has achieved remarkable military successes. Yahya Sinwar, mastermind of the greatest slaughter of Jews since the Holocaust, is dead. So, too, are most of his senior subordinates and military commanders. Hamas guerrillas harass Israeli soldiers in Gaza, but what had been an army of tens of thousands--organized into five light infantry brigades and more than two dozen battalions--has been shattered, with half of the ...

      

      
        The Real Reason Trump Picked Mike Huckabee as Ambassador to Israel
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Tuesday, Donald Trump announced that he would be nominating former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee to serve as his ambassador to Israel. A Baptist minister, Huckabee is both familiar with the region and a vocal player in its many controversies. He has led religious pilgrimages to Israel and visited the country dozens of times over the course of several decades. He also opposes a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, says that "there's really no such thing as a Palestinian," a...
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            The Close-up Photographer of the Year competition is now in its sixth year, and recently released its shortlisted picks, with the winners set to be announced in January. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. Competition organizers were once again kind enough to share some of these amazing images with us here.
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                [image: A young wallaby tries to snuggle into its mother's pouch, but his feet rest across his own forehead at the opening.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wallaby Baby. Animals. "A baby wallaby tries to settle into the warm security of its mother's pouch, but because it has grown quite large, it is not easy to fit inside. After several tries and with a great deal of persistence, it finally managed to fold its long legs in and get comfortable. This image was captured at a conservation center in France."
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                [image: Two stag beetles battle, seen in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clash of the Titans. Insects. "This is the moment that two male stag beetles begin their battle for a female. They live in oak forests, in the Voronezh region of Russia in this case, and are difficult to find."
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                [image: Small mites walk across the face of a lizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiny Host. Animals. "After several hours of trekking into the Sumatran forest of Indonesia, we waited until nightfall before we went looking for reptiles and amphibians. Some species were active in the dark; others were resting on branches like this lizard, the Kloss's forest dragon. After taking a few wide-angle shots, I noticed the small mites moving across the reptile's skin and decided to take some close-up photos to capture these fascinating details."
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                [image: An upward-looking view of a pine marten in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pine Marten Portrait. Animals. "I placed camera traps in the Szucsi forest of Hungary and monitored the animals' movements over a long period of time. In winter, I noticed that a pine marten appeared every day. I set up my GoPro camera in the most picturesque spot under the trees, and set it to be triggered when it detected any movement. After many experiments, I finally captured this photograph with the pine marten in it."
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                [image: A sea star with many branching legs holds tight to part of a sea sponge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Holding On. Underwater. "Basket stars like to position themselves on the reef so they can reach higher into the water column to feed more easily. The variation in their perch of choice and the position of their arms can create some really dramatic opportunities to capture their incredible patterns combined with the beautiful hues of their surroundings, making them my favourite subject to photograph underwater. In False Bay, Cape Town, South Africa, basket stars are generally seen holding onto fans. They have feet that tightly wrap around the fan, leaving their intricate tendrils free to stretch out and grab food. Seeing a basket star using its arms to grab onto a sponge is very unusual behavior from what I have seen, resulting in a photograph unlike that of any basket star I have ever captured."
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                [image: A pair of damselflies are silhouetted against the rising sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demoiselles at Dawn. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I took this photo to capture the tranquil beauty of dawn, where even the smallest creatures come to life in the golden light of a new day. I had arrived long before dawn to look for banded demoiselle damselflies and although there were many around, it was these two perching on a blade of grass that caught my eye, especially as I knew the sun would be rising behind them."
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                [image: A seahorse rests among a cluster of sea tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Portrait of a Pot-Bellied Seahorse. Underwater. "Pot-bellied seahorses are a relatively common sight in the waters around Sydney, often seen using their prehensile tails to cling to sea tulips. On this particularly surge-heavy day, I spotted one seahorse clinging tightly, doing its best to hold on in the shifting water. My goal for this shot was to capture not only the seahorse but also the motion of the surrounding sea tulips in the surge."
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                [image: A damselfly in flight, seen close-up, facing the camera]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crystal Blue Flight. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I waded into the water of a pond in Texas to get as close to the familiar bluet damselfly as my lens' minimum focus distance would allow. I love taking macro photographs of flying insects, and my favorite shots are when I catch the front of the subject dead-on. I had noticed that in the fall, the males of this species will hover over the water late in the day, which gave me the opportunity to get this kind of shot."
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                [image: Smoothly eroded striated stone, looking almost like folded cloth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canyons. Intimate Landscape. "On my many visits to this section of coastal Northumberland, I've only seen this area of beach uncovered and clear of sand, pebbles and seaweed on the one occasion. Fortunately the tide was out and the light was not too harsh, allowing me to capture the exquisite naturally sculptured sandstone before it disappeared beneath the sea."
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                [image: A distinctive lobster-like caterpillar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stauropus Fagi. Invertebrate Portrait. "I was looking for spiders in my garden at night when I discovered this distinctive caterpillar of the lobster moth (Stauropus fagi). Sitting on a branch, it seemed very calm. I decided to take several handheld shots for a stack, when it curled up its abdomen toward its head, adopting the threatening appearance of a spider."
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                [image: A stork holds a small fish in its bill, wading in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Successful Hunter. Animals. "This is a black stork, photographed from one of Bence Mate's hides in the Pusztaszer Landscape Protection Area in Hungary. The challenge I faced, except for the situation itself, was using a short lens with a very shallow depth of field. This made it essential for both the prey and the bird's eye to be on the exact same focal plane to ensure that both were sharp."
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                [image: An aphid caught in a spider web]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Colourful Death. Insects. "In my father's garden in the Netherlands, I was looking for spider webs to experiment with, hoping to create a more graphic image. An aphid had flown into a spider web and tried in vain to escape from the sticky threads. The aphid was still alive, and I experienced for the first time how it must feel to be stuck in a spider web. To capture this emotion, I made a close-up. The flashlight created beautiful colors in the wings and made the wires stand out white against the black background."
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                [image: Cottonwood tree trunks in a fierce winter storm]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Cottonwoods. Intimate Landscape. "During the pandemic, I woke up one morning to a fierce winter storm. As I looked out of my condominium window onto Toronto, Canada, I was amazed at how strong the winds were. I had an urge to go out shooting, and I decided that I would do some street photography, shooting people in downtown Toronto battling the fierce winds, driving snow, and bitter cold. I hadn't been downtown for a while due to the pandemic. When I got to the financial district, I found no one. The place was a ghost town, with windows and businesses boarded up. I was shocked. It looked like something out of a movie. So I quickly altered my plan and drove down to the Toronto lakefront to see whether there were any photographic opportunities. The conditions were extremely challenging and I was getting cold, so I decided to pack it in and head home. As I was walking back to the car, I looked up and saw this striking scene. The chaos of the interwoven trees caught my eye. I immediately realized the potential for an image. I loved how the high winds had driven snow into the bark of the bare tree trunks."
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                [image: A tiny mite sits on a slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Camouflage. Arachnids. "On the forest floor, among decaying wood and leaves, there's much more activity than one might expect to find. Sometimes it can be worthwhile to point the camera at a specific area and simply wait for an interesting creature to pass by, rather than chasing after it. This time, I was lucky enough to find a tiny mite, probably no larger than 0.5 mm, on one of the slime molds. It is so perfectly camouflaged that it looks like part of the slime mould."
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                [image: An insect rests on a fungus amid a swirl of spores.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Own Galaxy. Insects. "During a night walk in Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary in Goa, India, I found this bracket fungus. It was producing clouds of spores, which drew me over. As I approached, an insect landed on the fungus. Using an LED torch allowed me to backlight the scene and capture the swirls of spores around the fungus and insect."
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                [image: Blades of kelp flowing gently in water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flowing Kelp. Plants. "This image was made during a surface interval between dives at one of my favorite dive sites on Santa Barbara Island in Channel Islands National Park. As the boat drifted over a kelp forest, I saw the potential and quickly grabbed my camera. I singled out this particular giant kelp frond that was ever so slightly submerged underwater."
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                [image: A stink bug nymph feeds on a beetle that is trying to fly away.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Harpooned. Insects. "The beetle in the stink bug's grasp was still struggling and fluttering in an attempt to escape, so I waited to fire off the shots when I thought it would be most still."
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                [image: A scorpion glows under UV light on desert sand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire Stream Scorpio. Arachnids. "I was searching for scorpions at night in the Thar Desert of Rajasthan, India. After spotting this one, I approached it slowly and very cautiously so as not to disturb it. Once close enough, I lit up the ripples in the sand with an LED torch and made the scorpion glow blue with the help of a faint UV light."
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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/shortlisted-images-2024-close-photographer-year/680712/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Problem With Boycotting Israel

Writers should build bridges instead of walls.

by Arash Azizi




When you hear that thousands of writers have signed a petition, you can already guess what they are calling for: What other than boycotting Israel could generate such enthusiasm among the literati?

A staggering 6,000 writers and publishing professionals have signed a letter to address "the most profound moral, political and cultural crisis of the 21st century." They are calling for a boycott of Israeli cultural institutions. The letter says that these institutions have played a crucial role in "normalizing ... injustices" and that cooperating with them harms Palestinians--the implication being that withholding cooperation will help Palestinians. Signatories include some of the best writers alive. If you like to read, chances are a favorite of yours is on here. Among the best-known are the novelists Percival Everett, Sally Rooney, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Annie Ernaux. Some of my own favorites include the Indian writer Arundhati Roy, the Canadian novelist Miriam Toews, and the British critic Owen Hatherley.

Read: The cowardice of open letters

Predictably, the letter has led to a backlash. Almost 1,000 writers issued a counter-letter. They include the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright David Mamet, the essayist Adam Gopnik, the historian Simon Sebag Montefiore, and the Nobel laureate Herta Muller. My favorite signatory on this one is another Nobel laureate, the fiery left-wing feminist Austrian Elfriede Jelinek, known for her 1983 masterpiece The Piano Teacher.

I am as horrified as anyone by Israel's brutal and criminal war in Gaza and its decades-long regime of occupation. As a writer, my primary solidarity is with the dozens of journalists killed in the conflict in the past year, the majority of whom were Palestinian. But I also have no doubt as to which side of this literary civil war I am on.

I've never joined a cultural boycott of any country--not Israel, not Russia, and not Iran, my own country of birth. The latter informs my outlook on the issue.

I grew up in one of the most culturally isolated countries on Earth. Our case was of course very different from Israel's. Iran's isolation was partly the doing of its own government, which banned foreign cultural products that violated its religious and political strictures--meaning most of them. Cinemas hardly ever showed newly released foreign films (rare exceptions included Michael Moore's Sicko and Frank Darabont's The Green Mile). The censors constrained what foreign literature Iranian publishers could translate and publish.

But our isolation also owed to the international sanctions on Iran that made any financial exchange with foreign entities into a potentially criminal affair. For example, we might have accessed banned foreign literature by ordering copies in original languages from abroad--except that this was not so easy in a country that had no credit cards, partly because international banks faced legal penalties for transacting with anybody inside it. When I was a teenager, my mom once helped me order a copy of Susan Sontag's Against Interpretation through Amazon, using a prepaid card we went to some trouble to obtain from Dubai. The ordering process was labyrinthine, and even then, the book took six months to arrive. (My Palestinian friends in the occupied West Bank tell me of similar travails, because their post is sometimes held by Israel for months.) In 2002, Iran's clandestine nuclear program was exposed, and the United States imposed a progression of sanctions that effectively blocked even this circuitous route. Today, many such simple exchanges between Iran and Western countries are close to impossible.

Some opponents of the Iranian regime abroad have reinforced Iran's isolation by equating cultural exchange with an unwanted "normalization" of the regime. They have protested the inclusion of Iranian films at festivals and the travel of Western cultural figures to Iran. I left Iran in 2008, but I have never supported such efforts, because I saw for myself how cultural isolation served Iran's oppressors. Many of us in Iranian society wanted nothing more than to find allies, counterparts, and inspiration abroad, and our regime wanted nothing less for us. Boycotting the country simply advanced the cause of our adversaries--namely, to cut the Iranian population off from influences that could bolster its courage and expand the reach of its solidarity.

That the Iranian people yearned for such contact was evident to those Western thinkers who did manage to visit. Jurgen Habermas, Immanuel Wallerstein, Michael Ignatieff, and Richard Rorty were among those who traveled to Iran and were treated like pop stars, filling meeting halls and taking part in enthusiastic exchanges with Iranians. Sadly these visits have dwindled in recent years, not just because of the regime's restrictions, but also because sanctions make any such exchange a tremendous hassle and a potential violation of U.S. law. (Foreign visitors also fear coming, because of the regime's grim track record of taking Western citizens hostage.) That Iranians can still enjoy a good deal of foreign literature in Persian translation owes entirely to the courage and persistence of Iranian publishers, many of whom have tangled with both the censors, who determine what is permissible, and the sanctions, which make dealings with publishers around the world difficult.

When I hear of boycotts on Israeli writers, I think of those Israeli writers who have been published in Persian translation regardless of these obstacles. I ask myself who would benefit if fewer Iranians could read Amos Oz's enchanting fairy tale, Suddenly in the Depths of the Forest, rendered in Persian by the Marxist poet Shahrouz Rashid. The book tells of two children in an unnamed village who decide, against the advice of their parents, to seek out a demon that has taken all the animals away. Some critics saw this story as an allusion to the Holocaust. I remember discussing it with friends in Tehran and finding within it our own meanings and references. We dreamed of meeting Oz, who died in 2018, and of sharing our interpretations with him. What good is served by severing such cross-cultural exchange?

Some supporters of boycotts will address these concerns by saying that their means are selective, that they punish only those writers or other artists who are linked, financially or ideologically, with states engaged in objectionable behavior, and that doing so has a track record of success in changing state behavior. But the question of which artists to tar as complicit with their governments' policies is not a simple one, and boycotts are a blunt instrument at best.

For instance, the writers' petition explicitly calls for sanctioning only those Israeli cultural institutions that are "complicit in violating Palestinian rights" or "have never publicly recognized the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people." Any Israeli cultural institution that has had to rely on state funding, in any form or at any point, could conceivably fall afoul of this criterion. Perhaps this explains why LitHub, the outlet that first published the letter, has done away with niceties and simply headlined it as a "pledge to boycott Israeli cultural institutions," as have most other outlets.

Read: When writers silence writers

Since it was founded in 2005, the Palestinian-led movement for boycotts, sanctions, and divestment (BDS) against Israel has shown that it likes to paint with a broad brush, censuring organizations that promote contact between Palestinians and Israelis on the grounds that they "normalize" Israel: In the past, BDS has boycotted the Arab-Jewish orchestra started by the Palestinian scholar Edward Said; one of its most recent targets was Standing Together, a courageous group of anti-war Israeli citizens, both Jewish and Palestinian, whose leaders and members have faced arrest in their long fight against Israel's occupation. A similar zeal seems to animate those who have promoted a boycott of Russian culture following Moscow's invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Many of those who advocate cultural sanctions point to South Africa as the shining example of boycott success. As is often the case with politicized appeals to history, the purpose here is to draw a strong moral injunction: Who could possibly stand on the side of the apartheid regime, which was triumphantly brought down in the 1990s and replaced by a multiracial democracy? But the history of the boycott movement against South Africa is more complicated than those analogizing it commonly acknowledge.

Started in 1959 following a call by the African National Congress, the movement encompassed pledges not to work with South African universities or publishers and not to perform in South African venues. Several major U.S. publishers refused to provide books to South African libraries. The boycott's proponents included not only fiery left-wingers but liberal doyens, such as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin and the American Library Association (ALA), which refused to work with any publisher that traded with South Africa. In 1980, the United Nations General Assembly voted to back the boycott and asked member states to "prevent all cultural, academic, sports, and other exchanges with the racist regime of South Africa." When apartheid finally collapsed in the 1990s, Nelson Mandela proudly proclaimed the return of his country to the international community.

But for all that they may have achieved, the boycotts were far from uncontroversial, even among opponents of apartheid. Many South African trade unions and social movements were in favor of them, but the Congress of South African Trade Unions, the main workers' organization that helped bring down the regime, was concerned that divestment could lead to the loss of jobs and pensions. Parts of that group embraced selective boycotts instead of a blanket ban.

Sanctions were even more contested in the art world. In 1975, Khabi Mngoma, the legendary principal of Johannesburg's African Music and Drama Association (AMDA), which had produced stars such as Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela, visited New York to campaign against the boycott movement. "We feel isolated inside South Africa," he told The New York Times, "and we also feel isolated by the outside world."

Mngoma was especially incensed that Black Americans were boycotting his country. "The students in our school, for example, would gain tremendously simply by being exposed in seminars and other classes to the expertise of black American artists," he said. "By staying away, blacks here do us a great disservice." But the zealots of the boycott movement didn't listen to the likes of Mngoma. In 1972, Muhammad Ali was scheduled to compete in South Africa, but a vociferous campaign dissuaded him from doing so.

Mngoma believed that engagement could be more constructive than sanction. On an earlier trip to New York, in 1968, he met with theater personalities and tried to persuade them to perform in South Africa instead of boycotting; they could tax white audiences and channel the money to Black theater. That strategy had some successes. The Broadway musicals Cabaret and Fiddler on the Roof were performed in South Africa and contributed tens of thousands of dollars in royalties to AMDA. Later, the American playwright Arthur Miller agreed to stage his plays in South Africa, but only for desegregated audiences. The singer Paul Simon recorded his Graceland album in South Africa in 1986, insisting on the importance of working with Black artists in the country. A year later, he headlined an enormous anti-apartheid concert in Zimbabwe with Makeba and Masekela. That same year, boycott proponents picketed his concert in London's Royal Albert Hall and denounced him.

Just how important a role the boycotts played in ending apartheid is disputed. Mattie C. Webb, a lecturer and postdoctoral researcher at Yale, tells me they were significant, "but they were only one factor in a broader movement that also included internal social movements against apartheid. The sanctions themselves were limited, and frankly came rather late in the broader struggle against apartheid." Lior Sternfeld, an Israeli American historian of Iran at Penn State, put a finer point on this, telling me: "I have tried in vain to find any empirical evidence that the boycott movement helped topple the South African regime."

Sternfeld has taken an interest in the question because of his work involving Israel and Iran. He is a critic of Israeli policy--both the occupation and the conduct of the war in Gaza--and he makes no brief for Israeli universities, which he says have tried "to get cozy with the government." He does favor some sanctions--for example, kicking Israel out of the FIFA World Cup and other sporting events, as has been done to Russia. But he believes that cultural boycotts will primarily hurt Israeli intellectuals, who are already demonized by their government.

"I have always believed that activism is about engagement, whereas BDS is articulated as a call for disengagement," he told me. "I oppose the boycotts because it is important to have some sort of a bridge to Israeli intelligentsia."

Sternfeld's position, like mine, is informed by observing the results of sanctions against Iran. He points specifically to How Sanctions Work: Iran and the Impact of Economic Warfare, a book published earlier this year by four Iranian American scholars, which argues that isolation has had adverse effects on Iran's political culture and has counterproductively strengthened the regime's repressive apparatus. The Iranian scholar Esfandyar Batmanghelidj, an outspoken opponent of the sanctions on Iran, has raised questions about boycotting Israel for similar reasons, to the ire of some on the left.

Lately Iran and Israel have found themselves ever more dangerously at odds, and the lack of people-to-people contact between the two countries doesn't help. That's one reason Sternfeld accepted a surprising overture in September: The Iranian mission to the United Nations invited him to attend an interfaith meeting with President Masoud Pezeshkian on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in New York. This encounter made Pezeshkian the first post-revolutionary Iranian president to knowingly and openly meet with an Israeli citizen. Iranian hard-liners attacked him for it relentlessly. As for Sternfeld, some critics of the Iranian regime in the United States denounced him for taking the meeting, even as hard-liners in Tehran called him a Zionist infiltrator.

Iran bans its citizens from visiting Israel, but numerous Iranian writers and artists in exile have traveled to the country anyway in recent years. Their visits have helped show Israelis, used to hearing of the "Iranian threat" from their government, a more human side of the country.

The filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf was a guest of honor at the Jerusalem Film Festival in 2013. Makhmalbaf was once an Islamist revolutionary; he spent four and a half years in prison before the 1979 revolution. But he went through a remarkable metamorphosis in the 1990s, becoming an anti-regime dissident and winding up in exile in Paris.

"I am one of the ambassadors for Iranian art to Israel, and my message was of peace and friendship," he told The Guardian of his trip at the time. "When I flew to Israel last week, I felt like a man flying to another planet, like a man flying to the moon." Makhmalbaf criticized the logic of boycotters, saying, "If I make a film in Iran, and you come to my country to watch it, does it mean you confirm dictatorship in Iran and you have no respect for political prisoners in Iran?" he asked rhetorically of his critics. "If you go to the US, does it mean you confirm their attack on Afghanistan and Iraq?"

Orly Cohen, a Tehran-born scholar who has lived in Israel most of her life, has helped organize the trips of several Iranian artists to the country. Now a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Haifa, she has also translated the work of Iranian poets into Hebrew.

"In the Israeli news, all Israelis hear of Iran is war," she told me by phone. "They don't know about Iran's culture and how much beautiful art is made in the country today."

Read: Iranian dissidents don't want war with Israel-but they can't stop it

Cohen translated a book of poems by Mehdi Mousavi, known in Iran as the "father of postmodern poetry," and facilitated his visit to Israel last year for its publication. He was the subject of a cover story in Haaretz, and he struck up a relationship with a well-known Iraqi-born poet, Ronny Someck. "He was seen as a bridge of friendship," Cohen told me. "For the first time," she said of Mousavi's Israeli audience, "they saw Iran through Iranian, not Israeli, eyes."

Cohen also helped organize an exhibition about Iranian feminist movements at Jerusalem's Museum of Islamic Art. Israeli feminists took an interest, but what surprised Cohen more was the feedback from religious Jews, some of whom were inspired by the example of Iranian women standing up to religious repression.

Boycotts preclude such experiences and connections. In the years since 2005, when the Palestinian movement adopted BDS, the tenuous links that once allowed Israeli and Palestinian scholars and artists to be in contact have been cut one after another. Israeli peace activists used to travel frequently to the West Bank and speak at events there. But in 2014, Amira Hass, Haaretz's correspondent in Ramallah and a vociferous critic of the Israeli occupation, was kicked out of an event at Bir Zeit University by two professors.

Some boycotters do seem concerned about punishing people like Hass, hence the guidelines that carve out ostensible exceptions for those who are critical of the policies of the boycotted state. But I don't see how any freedom-loving writer can embrace such a position. What distinguishes us from authoritarians and censors if we impose ideological litmus tests to decide which writers can present their work at festivals--if we ask them to declare their opposition to a political regime before they are allowed to speak?

This world is full of walls that divide peoples, and of regimes that impose ideological purity tests on writers. If writers are to use our collective powers, it should not be to add to them.
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        This Is What Record-Breaking Bad Air Looks Like

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 18, 2024

            	17 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Millions of people across northern India and Pakistan have spent the past few weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded. The sky is filled with particulates from the seasonal burning of rice-paddy stubble on nearby farms, mixed with other vehicular and industrial emissions. Several health emergencies have been declared, many schools have been closed, and residents are being encouraged to stay indoors.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crow sits on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crow perches on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog in Agra, India, on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: A thick layer of smog engulfs buildings and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A thick layer of smog engulfs buildings and trees on Gurugram-Faridabad road near Bandhwari village in Gurugram, India, on November 1, 2024.
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                [image: People walk and drive on a road enveloped in smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk and drive on a road enveloped in smog in Lahore, Pakistan, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of photographs showing a very smoggy scene on the left side, and on the right, a photo of the same location under blue skies two months earlier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This combination of pictures shows (left) pedestrians walking along the Kartavya Path engulfed in thick smog, near India Gate in New Delhi, on November 18, 2024, and, at right, pedestrians walking under a clear blue sky on the same road on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: People on motorcycles follow behind a tanker truck that is spraying water up into the air on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A government vehicle sprays water to curb air pollution amid smoggy conditions in Lahore on November 4, 2024.
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                [image: People visit a vegetable market on a smoggy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People visit a vegetable market as smog envelops the area, in Lahore on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: A person steers a small boat through a polluted river beneath a smoggy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man navigates the Yamuna River, passing toxic foam, beneath a smoggy sky in New Delhi, India, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A fruit seller stands beside an outdoor display under a dark, smoggy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fruit seller opens early in the morning as smog covers the area in Lahore on November 14, 2024.
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                [image: A man sweeps a road on a dark and smoggy night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sweeps near India Gate after New Delhi's air quality turned "severe" because of alarming air pollution on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: Several people exercise in a park, surrounded by smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in morning exercises surrounded by smog in Lodhi Gardens in New Delhi on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person wipes tears from their eyes while in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanita Pathak wipes her tears as she gets emotional while talking about her love for nature in the smog-enveloped Lodhi Gardens in New Delhi on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: Many people lie on hospital beds and others walk nearby inside a hospital.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Patients are treated at a hospital in Lahore on November 8, 2024, affected by poor air quality in Pakistan. The country's most populated province, Punjab, ordered public spaces closed in smog-hit main cities, authorities said on November 8, as the country endured record air pollution.
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                [image: Two people sit in water up to their shoulders, looking toward a temple structure nearby, engulfed in smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees take a holy dip as a thick smog engulfs the Golden Temple on November 15, 2024, in Amritsar, India.
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                [image: A drone carrying a small tank of water flies near an Indian flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone sprays water mist in an effort to clear dust and harmful particulate matter from the air in New Delhi on November 8, 2024.
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                [image: A man runs in a marathon while the sky is filled with smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man participates in a marathon while the sky is filled with smog in New Delhi on November 14, 2024.
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                Laborers work amid smoggy conditions in Lahore on November 18, 2024.
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                People feed seagulls in the Yamuna River, engulfed in a thick layer of smog, in New Delhi on November 14, 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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He Was the World's Longest-Held Death-Row Inmate. He Was Also Innocent.

Each day for 50 years, the Japanese boxer Iwao Hakamada woke up unsure whether it would be his last.

by Robert F. Worth




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


On a sunny morning in October 2023, a 90-year-old woman in a blue blazer walked slowly toward the main courthouse in Shizuoka, a city on the Japanese coast about a two-hour drive south of Tokyo. The woman, Hideko Hakamada, led a procession of lawyers and supporters carrying a broad, sky-blue banner, and as they approached the courthouse, a throng of some 300 people began clapping and chanting encouragement. A cluster of TV-news crews had set up nearby, and Hideko turned to greet them.

As she told the court later the same morning, she had come to right a wrong that had been done in that very building 55 years earlier. Hideko Hakamada is the sister of Iwao Hakamada, a former professional boxer whose long struggle for justice has become one of the most celebrated legal causes in Japanese history. He was found guilty of murdering four people in 1966, in a trial so flawed that it has become a textbook example of wrongful conviction.

Hakamada was sentenced to death, and spent the next five decades in a state of debilitating fear. Prisoners in Japan are not told when they will be executed; they listen every morning for the footsteps that could precede a key turning in their cell door and then a short walk to the hanging chamber. No warning is given to their lawyers or family members. Hakamada spent longer on death row than anyone else in history, earning a spot in Guinness World Records. He wrote eloquently about the daily mental torture he endured, and in the end it drove him mad. His agony changed the lives of many people around him, including one of the original judges, who became convinced of his innocence and spent the rest of his own life racked with guilt.

In recent years, Hakamada, who is now 88, has become a symbol in Japan not just of wronged innocence but of what is known as hitojichi shiho, or "hostage justice." Police in Japan have the power to hold suspects and interrogate them for months without giving them access to a lawyer. The goal is to extract a confession, which Japanese prosecutors see as the centerpiece of any successful criminal case. Hakamada was subjected to brutal interrogations for 23 days--lasting up to 16 hours a day--until he signed a confession (which he recanted soon afterward).

These routine practices have led to a conviction rate of 99.8 percent for cases that go to trial. They have also led to so many accusations of coercion that there is now a Japanese word for the phenomenon--enzai, meaning "false accusations leading to imprisonment." The system is also heavily weighted against granting retrials that might give convicted people a second chance. In Hakamada's case, it took more than 50 years for him to receive one.

The Japanese fixation on obtaining confessions is centuries old. As Takashi Takano, a prominent Tokyo attorney and a critic of the system, explained to me, it is rooted in a belief that the state must elicit remorse from offenders in order to rehabilitate them and bolster social harmony. One of Takano's clients was Carlos Ghosn, the former Nissan CEO, who was smuggled from Japan in a musical-equipment box in 2019 after being arrested on charges of financial misconduct and interrogated for hundreds of hours. The Ghosn case gave the outside world a rare glimpse of the power of Japanese prosecutors.

The facts of the Hakamada case were egregious enough to anger even insiders. In 2014, a judge released Hakamada from prison, granting him a retrial and delivering a stinging rebuke to the police, strongly suggesting that they had fabricated the evidence--a pile of bloodstained clothing--that had helped convict him. According to the judge, the man who supervised Hakamada's interrogation was known among lawyers as the "king of torture." The long-delayed retrial concluded in May, and Hakamada was finally acquitted in late September.

At this point, Hakamada may be beyond understanding what his exoneration means. He has sometimes said things that suggest he believes he was never in prison. He appears to have survived only by escaping into an imaginary world where he is all-powerful--a king, an emperor, even "the almighty God." (Hakamada embraced Catholicism while in prison.) But the prospect of a retrial helped galvanize a reform movement led by lawyers, ex-judges, other wrongly convicted people, and even some Japanese boxers, who see Hakamada as both a figure of heroic suffering and the victim of a lingering social prejudice against their sport. These advocates have been pushing Japanese officials to rewrite the laws that undergird the practice of hostage justice. Many of them have drawn inspiration from Hakamada's own prison writings, copied and passed around in samizdat form.

"Conscience is the only voice that protects the life of an innocent man," he wrote in a journal entry in 1981, when he was still lucid. "The voice of conscience echoing ever louder and higher for as long as the agonizing nights last."

When I first saw Iwao Hakamada, he was sitting at a table in the third-floor apartment he shares with Hideko, eating cooked eel and rice from a bowl. He still has the small, sturdy frame of a featherweight boxer, along with a large, sloping forehead and small eyes that give him the look of a sleep-addled bear.

Hideko, who had met me at the door, introduced me to her brother. I bowed a greeting, but Hakamada glanced up only briefly and went back to his eel and rice. The apartment was relatively large by Japanese standards, and it struck me that it must have seemed vast when Hakamada was released from his tiny cell. With Hideko's encouragement, I said a few words about why I was there and asked my first question, about why he had become a boxer.

"Because I decided I needed to be strong," he replied. It was a promising start for a man who was said to have lost touch with reality. But then he got up quickly and walked away, signaling that the interview was over. Hideko had warned me that her brother was no longer capable of telling a stranger his story.

Nonetheless, the long arc of his incarceration--from passionate self-defense to deepening despair to encroaching insanity--is captured in some 5,000 handwritten letters and journal entries that Hakamada produced in prison. In a sense, those pages are where his soul resides, perhaps more so than in the ghostly old man who was now sitting in a leather armchair in the next room. They were the real reason I had come.

Hideko got me a cup of tea and began carrying heavy boxes of Hakamada's prison letters and journals to the table, brushing off my efforts to help. She is small but impressively fit for her age, with a habitual expression of resilient good humor on her face. The pages are in bound volumes, each one as thick as a bible.

She began leafing through them, showing me how Hakamada's handwriting had changed over the years. It starts out wobbly and cartoonish; he had never been a good student, she said. He was the youngest of six siblings born to a working-class family in a village near Shizuoka, a quiet boy who loved animals and used to bring home cats and birds and give them names. Hideko was the second-youngest, by her own account a tomboy and a loudmouth. "He would imitate what I did," she said. He began boxing when he was 19--there was a gym nearby--and turned professional at the age of 23, boxing 19 matches in a single year (a record in Japan). But he decided to retire after an injury, and eventually got a job at a small miso factory not far from his parents' home. He married a local woman, and the couple had a child.

Hideko paused, resting her hand on one of the binders, and then told me about the night that changed everything: June 30, 1966. A fire broke out after midnight in the home of the miso factory's director, and after the flames had been put out, investigators discovered the burned bodies of the director, his wife, and two of their children. They had all been stabbed to death. The following morning, Hakamada went to his parents' house, where Hideko was still living, to talk about the shocking news. Meanwhile, the police settled on Hakamada as the most likely suspect among the firm's employees, believing the crime to have been an inside job and apparently seeing his boxing skills as proof of a capacity for violence.




During the 23 days of interrogation in a Shizuoka station house, the police used methods that were common in Japan when authorities were trying to extract a confession: sleep deprivation, threats, beatings. I spoke with two other people who had tried to maintain their innocence in similar circumstances, and both told me they had become so physically and emotionally spent that they would have said or signed almost anything to escape. The confession Hakamada ultimately signed is implausible on its face: He admitted to multiple scenarios, all of which seem to have been suggested to him by the police. Cash had been stolen from the home, but the police were never able to trace any of it to him.

"Please, God, I am not the killer," he wrote in one of many letters to his mother during the first trial. "I am screaming it every day, and one day I hope people will hear my voice that reaches them through this Shizuoka wind."

Hakamada could not have known it, but one of the judges who faced him as he first entered the courthouse in 1967 was a silent rebel against the Japanese way of justice. At 30, Norimichi Kumamoto was only a year younger than Hakamada, but in most ways their lives could not have been more different. Kumamoto was the eldest of four children, and had been recognized as brilliant from an early age. In pictures, he is austerely handsome, with creased brows and a firmly set mouth. He was well known at university, one of his classmates, Akira Kitani, told me, not just for his intellect but for his displays of brazen independence in a culture that fostered conformity. During the oral part of the bar exam, Kumamoto argued with his examiners--a shocking act of insubordination. "He won the argument, but they failed him" for talking back, Kitani, who later became a distinguished criminal-court judge, told me. (Kumamoto went on to earn the top score out of 10,000 students after he was allowed to retake the exam.)

Kumamoto also stood out for his interest in defendants' rights. Seiki Ogata, a Japanese journalist who wrote a book about the judge, described him as an admirer of Chief Justice Earl Warren, who wrote the U.S. Supreme Court's landmark 1966 Miranda decision requiring that suspects be read their rights before being interrogated. This was an unusual perspective in a country where law-enforcement officials have openly declared their belief that, as one of them put it, "the right to silence is a cancer."

Kumamoto appears to have sensed that something was wrong soon after Hakamada's trial began. The prosecutors had no plausible evidence tying Hakamada to the crime and no plausible motive for him to have been involved in the killings. Years afterward, according to Ogata's biography, the judge recalled being moved by the boxer's air of confidence as he asserted his innocence; unlike some other defendants, Hakamada did not seem drawn by an urge to explain himself. "I rather feel that we are being judged from now on," Kumamoto remembered telling one of the two other judges hearing the case, according to the biography. (Some serious criminal trials are handled by three judges in Japan.)

Almost a year into the trial--the Japanese justice system tends to take its time--the police claimed to have discovered a pile of bloody clothes at the bottom of a miso tank from the factory. They declared--though they could not prove--that the clothes were Hakamada's, and that he had hidden them there after the murders.

Judge Kumamoto thought the discovery of the new evidence was far too convenient to be real. The bloodstains were oddly fresh-looking on clothes that were said to have been stewing in a miso vat for 14 months, and at trial, the clothes would be shown not to fit Hakamada. Kumamoto wanted to acquit. But according to Ogata, the other two judges on the panel, both senior to him, could not believe that the police or prosecutors had coerced a false confession.

Such faith remains common among Japanese judges. Some spend an entire career on the bench without once delivering an acquittal. "In theory, the prosecutors monitor the police, and the judge monitors the prosecutors," Hiroshi Ichikawa, who spent almost 13 years as a prosecutor and is now a defense lawyer, told me. "But it doesn't work like this at all. The prosecutor basically does what the police want, and the judges follow what the prosecutor wants. So the criminal-justice system is basically controlled by the police."

Prosecutors are afraid to cross the police, who have much larger investigative resources, and often cover up their mistakes. Ichikawa startled me by disclosing that he had once, as a prosecutor, personally threatened to kill a suspect if he didn't confess. He said his former colleagues mostly haven't changed their ways.

In the summer of 1968, after weeks of difficult arguments among themselves, the three judges in the Hakamada trial held a vote. Kumamoto was alone in finding Hakamada not guilty. Then came a second blow: As the presiding judge on the panel, he was obliged to write the decision justifying the verdict.

Kumamoto reluctantly agreed--to refuse might have ended his career--but he produced a 350-page document that is a poignant record of a tortured conscience. He criticized the investigators' tactics at length and appeared to be headed for an acquittal. But he then concluded that the defendant was guilty and must be executed.

Another judge who reviewed Kumamoto's ruling many years later told me that the document was "very unusual, to the point that it's abnormal ... If you read the verdict, you can see that there was not just disagreement but serious conflict of opinion" among the judges.

Kumamoto refused to sign his own ruling. He said he tried to visit Hakamada in jail to apologize, but was not granted permission. "Kumamoto believed the higher courts would overturn the verdict, but they didn't," Ogata, his biographer, told me. "In the end, he felt really responsible for what happened." That feeling would shape the remainder of his life.

The 1968 death sentence was a reckoning for everyone in the Hakamada family. Hakamada's mother, who had been healthy and strong, fell into despair and died two months after the sentencing. His father died not long afterward. Hakamada was so attached to his parents that his siblings kept the news from him for more than a year. He continued to write to his mother regularly, and finally the siblings decided they had to tell him. "I felt a great shock, and my whole body instantly froze," he wrote in a letter to his brother. "I could do nothing except look at my uncontrollably trembling hands. Feeling the trepidation like dark waves overtaking my body, I was taken by the urge to curse every being in this world."

Hideko showed me more of Hakamada's writings from the years that followed. He studied hard in prison, and his kanji characters become impressively neat and elegant, in perfectly ordered lines; they look like the work of a different person. His thoughts are more focused. He talks about the details of his case, and sometimes expounds on the nature of freedom and solitude. In a letter from December 1976, he describes feeling relief and inspiration after meeting with students from a human-rights group: "They believe I'm innocent. That's why they support my cause. It's clear that the verdict of the high court is nonsense ... It is extremely brutal and unfair, prejudiced, to give a sentence based on a factual error."

As the years passed with no hope of release--and with sudden execution a daily possibility--Hakamada's mind continued to unravel.

Hakamada also wrote a diary entry addressed to his son, who was 2 and a half years old when he was arrested. "Son, I want you to grow up honest and brave," he wrote.

There is no need to be afraid. If someone asks how your father is, you should reply like this: My father is battling an unfair iron chain ... Son, as long as you try to do good and survive by learning lessons even from this society that is full of agonies and unkindness, I will be able to return to you in good health not too far in the future. I will prove to you then that your father never killed anyone and that the police know it best, and that the judge is the one who must feel most sorry.

He seems to have been referring to Judge Kumamoto, though the entry does not say so.

Hakamada's wife had divorced him while he was in prison. It was there Hakamada learned that the boy had been placed in an orphanage and that the letters he sent to his son never reached him, Hideko told me. She said she has not seen the boy since he was a toddler, and seemed reluctant to talk about him. But her brother sometimes still calls out his son's name: Akira. He would be 60 years old today.

Some of the letters and meditations Hakamada produced in prison are lyrical. "For some reason, moonlight gives me hope and peace," he wrote. "When I think that many people outside prison are also looking at the moon, I feel a sense of freedom with other people who also gaze at the moonlight."

Although he was on death row, Hakamada remained both hopeful and angry throughout the 1970s, sure that his conviction would be overturned on appeal. At times, he wrote about other cases of wrongful conviction that he became aware of through friends or lawyers. "This scream that I have continued to vocalize has not been listened to for the past 13 years," he wrote to a boxing commentator. "The lack of responsibility of Japan's justice system is so serious that my skin boils from anger."

In 1980, Japan's supreme court confirmed Hakamada's death sentence. Six months later, the man in the cell next to him, who had become a friend, was taken out one morning without warning and hanged. This was a period of terrible suffering, Hideko told me. She felt as if her heart would stop every time she heard about an execution on TV. Hakamada's journal entries and letters are a dark window into his state of mind. "Death-row inmates unanimously agree they fear execution very much," he wrote in a letter to his brother. "In fact, it's not the execution itself they fear: They fear so much the mind that fears execution. This agony, the pain that comes from extreme anxiety, completely differs from the pain and suffering accompanied by the concept of death."

A shadow seemed to fall over Hideko's face as she showed me some of the pages that followed, from the 1980s. "He started to talk about people sending him signals by radio waves," she said, pointing to the Japanese script. Later, there was talk of monkeys in his cell with him, and he started wearing bags on his head and arms to protect himself from harmful emanations.

Among the most striking letters are those in which Hakamada seems to be persuading himself that he can find meaning in his suffering. "My wish to win innocence is something that is purified and deepened when I accept loneliness," he wrote from his cell, a concrete box about seven feet on each side. "Loneliness is certainly very sad and painful, but it is never meaningless. When one endures and humbly accepts loneliness, one will surely realize the deep meaning of the path to victory."

But as the years passed with no hope of release--and with sudden execution a daily possibility--his mind continued to unravel. You can see it in his handwriting, which gradually loses its discipline and becomes loopy and uneven again, as if he were returning to his childhood self. At times, he seemed to hover between madness and reason within a single paragraph:

I am the king of Japan. I want to run flat out, as fast as I can. If I won my freedom, first I would make this boundless dream come true, cutting through the wind with shoulders and hips. Just thinking of it makes my body ache. Could I be champion if I just kept on running? When I was young, I used to think so. But now I have another answer ready.

All through the decades of Hakamada's imprisonment, Kumamoto was tormented by his role in the case. He resigned his judgeship in disgust less than a year after the verdict, a shocking decision for someone who had been seen as a rising star. He found work as a lawyer and university lecturer. He also became an alcoholic. Two marriages ended in divorce. He grew estranged from his two daughters, who didn't understand the source of his misery until many years later, Ogata told me.

According to Ogata, Kumamoto once turned himself in to the police, saying he'd committed a murder; he may have been drunk at the time. He seems to have carried Hakamada everywhere, like an accusing ghost. On learning that Hakamada had embraced Catholicism in prison, Kumamoto also embraced Catholicism. At one point, he went to a church and asked to confess his sins, because he "wanted to feel closer" to him, Ogata wrote in his book.

Kumamoto appears to have kept his belief in Hakamada's innocence almost entirely to himself. Japanese judges are expected to remain silent about their deliberations, and stoicism about one's suffering has long been a part of Japan's culture, perhaps especially for men. But in 2007, while living in retirement in southern Japan, Kumamoto began hearing about an emerging movement to free Hakamada, which had attracted the attention of some lawmakers. He sent a note to one of the activists, offering to help. Soon afterward, he appeared on a public panel about the death penalty, where he discussed his role in the trial and declared that he believed Hakamada was innocent. He also made an apology. "This is the moment when something that had been stuck in my throat and was suffocating me finally disappeared," Kumamoto later told his biographer.

Kumamoto's comments were reported widely in Japan, partly because he had violated the judicial code of silence. He spoke again at a session of Japan's Parliament. The story of his long-repressed guilt and grief captured the public's imagination, and gave rise to a feature film that was released in 2010, titled Box: The Hakamada Case, in reference to Hakamada's career as a fighter. It was not a great movie--dramatizing a man sitting alone in a cell for almost five decades is hard--but the film did help draw more attention to Hakamada's situation, both in Japan and beyond.

Hideko met Kumamoto at the time of his public apology. She told me she was deeply grateful to him for what he had done. Her brother was still locked up, but he was no longer seen as a monster. "Since the news report went out, the world has changed," she said. "Even strangers greeted me on the street with a smile."

Hideko has become something of a public figure in her own right. A manga-style graphic novel about her was published in 2020. She has the kind of life force that you sense the moment you walk into a room--her head cocked slightly, her eyes gleaming with amusement. She seems immune to regret, and laughs so often that it is easy to forget what she has been through.

She was 35 when Hakamada was convicted of murder, and it turned her into a pariah, along with the rest of the family. The local papers were full of stories portraying her brother as a demon. She got hate mail from strangers. She grew lonely and depressed, and drank herself to sleep every night for three years, she told me. But she pulled herself together, recognizing that she was her brother's only hope. She visited him in prison as often as she could. She lived alone, working long hours at a government office and then at an accounting firm. I later learned--from the graphic novel about her life--that she had been briefly married as a young woman, but she'd never mentioned that to me. In a sense, she was married to her brother's cause.

Starting in the '90s, with Hideko's help, a movement to exonerate Hakamada slowly coalesced. It attracted a diverse collection of people, and some pursued the cause with the kind of nerdy obsessiveness characteristic of otaku--a Japanese term for a person with a consuming hobby. One volunteer performed meticulous experiments with bloody clothing soaked in miso over long periods to show that the prosecution's claims in the original trial did not hold up. These experiments were so rigorous and well documented that they were cited by the defense at Hakamada's retrial many years later.

Among the movement's most passionate supporters were Japanese boxers. One of them, a retired bantamweight champion named Shosei Nitta, started accompanying Hideko on her prison visits in the early 2000s. Then he began going alone, once a month. "You couldn't converse in a normal way, except about boxing," Nitta told me when I visited him at his Tokyo boxing gym. Nitta cocked his arm, showing me how he and Hakamada would discuss the best technique for a hook punch. Dozens of champion boxers protested in front of the supreme court, calling for a retrial.

Among the many things the boxers did for Hakamada was reach out to Rubin "Hurricane" Carter, the American prizefighter who was catapulted to fame after Bob Dylan wrote a song about his wrongful murder conviction. (He served 19 years behind bars before his release in 1985.) Hakamada himself had written to Carter in 1989, congratulating him on his exoneration and pledging to "follow in your footsteps." Two decades later, a fellow boxer traveled to the United States and brought back a videotape of Carter offering his support to Hakamada, who was still on death row.

"In the boxing community, we share this mysterious bond," Nitta told me. "But in mainstream society, it's not really approved of. We are trying to resist this prejudice, and I think that is why Hakamada means so much to us."

Social prejudice appears to be a common thread in many wrongful-conviction cases in Japan. One of Hakamada's death-row companions--their cells were adjoining--was a man named Kazuo Ishikawa, who belongs to the burakumin, the descendants of a feudal caste that was consigned to low-status jobs and still suffers from discrimination. Ishikawa was convicted of a 1963 murder on the basis of a coerced confession and a ransom note, even though he was illiterate at the time. He was paroled in 1994, but has always maintained his innocence and is still, at age 85, trying to clear his name.

Hideko and her eclectic band of boxers and otaku have helped elevate a broader effort to address the flaws in Japan's criminal-justice system. More people are coming forward to contest their verdicts, and several nonprofits have sprung up to support those they believe to have been wrongly convicted. There is now an Innocence Project Japan, inspired by the American group formed in 1992, that uses DNA evidence to challenge convictions. The movement has had some modest victories: Defense lawyers have gained more discovery rights and have pushed back against detention orders. Some police interrogations are now recorded. A "lay judge" initiative, begun in 2009, allows a mixed panel of three professional judges and an average of six citizens to decide guilt and sentencing in some serious criminal cases.

There have also been setbacks. A lawsuit challenging Japan's long-standing practice of notifying death-row inmates only hours before their execution--which likely played a role in driving Hakamada insane--was dismissed by the Osaka district court in April.

Change of any kind comes slowly in Japan, where those who question authority are more likely to be slapped than rewarded. Most people seem to have deep confidence in the justice system, and they are not entirely wrong: Japan incarcerates far fewer people per capita than the United States, partly because prosecutors are cautious about pressing charges for less serious crimes. Sentences tend to be relatively light, especially for those who admit their guilt and express remorse. Prosecutors believe they have a responsibility to help offenders return to a useful life.

But they bridle at the notion that justice can be arrived at through a messy legal tussle, as in American courtrooms. In Japan, the legal system behaves more like some archaic deity: kind to those who accept its judgments, and merciless to those who do not.




In 2014, after his legal team had spent more than 30 years pleading for a retrial, Hakamada was finally granted one by a district court. Hideko was then 81 years old and retired. She went to the prison to give her brother the good news, trailed by a film crew. As she was leaving, a guard offered her boxes full of her brother's belongings. Hakamada then walked into the room and sat down next to her. The judge, it turned out, had ordered Hakamada's immediate release. Hideko was totally unprepared. They had to ask for a ride from the film crew, but Hakamada, who hadn't been in a car in decades, got motion sickness. They ended up spending the night in a Tokyo hotel before heading home to Hamamatsu, the city where Hideko now lives.

Hideko struggled to get her head around the magnitude of what had just happened. The judge had not only released Hakamada and granted a retrial; he had taken a sledgehammer to the entire case. He asserted that the investigators appeared to have faked the evidence. He cited DNA evidence, not available during the first trial, showing that the blood on the clothes from the miso tank was neither Hakamada's nor the murder victims'.

It might have ended there. The judge had made clear that he believed Hakamada was innocent, and his ruling seemed unanswerable. Instead, prosecutors appealed his call for a retrial. As Hakamada moved in with his sister and began readapting to a world he had not inhabited since the mid-1960s, his case staggered from one false ending to another. Finally, in 2023, the Tokyo High Court affirmed his right to a retrial. Prosecutors, who were widely expected to give up, declared that they would seek his conviction for murder all over again.

Occasionally, Hakamada refers to his time in prison as "training," as if it had been preparation for some otherworldly combat.

There was little logic in their decision. They had no new evidence, and their chances of victory were near zero. But as Makoto Ibusuki, a professor at Tokyo's Seijo University and an authority on wrongful convictions, explained to me, Japanese prosecutors tend to see their institution as infallible. There may have been an added spur in this instance. The prosecutors who brought the original case had been accused in the 2014 ruling of using fabricated evidence. David Johnson, an expert on the Japanese legal system who teaches at the University of Hawaii at Manoa, told me that their successors may have felt obliged to defend their reputation.

The retrial, which began in October 2023, was like a bad case of deja vu, with the same exhibits of bloodstained clothes and miso tanks that had been used half a century earlier--though the state quietly withdrew Hakamada's discredited confession. "The prosecutors just repeat what has already been said," Hideko told me. "The expressions on their faces said, Why do we have to be here? "

For all its frustrations, the retrial gave a big platform to opponents of hostage justice. The movement's buoyant mood was on display at a memorial service I attended this past April at a Tokyo meeting hall. It was held to honor a man who had been exonerated years earlier after serving nearly three decades for murder. I found myself chatting with an 80-year-old man in an ill-fitting brown blazer who said he had served 20 years in prison for a murder he didn't commit. We were standing by a big picture window, and he pointed out the headquarters of the National Police Agency across the street. He had been tortured in there for weeks on end, he said, in a basement room with no windows and no clocks. "I understand completely how an innocent man ends up writing a confession," he said.

But much of the Japanese public does not understand. The widow of the exonerated man being honored gave a brief but powerful speech, during which she said her father hadn't wanted her to marry a man who had been convicted of a crime, because he believed that "the courthouse never lies."

A nonpartisan group of some 200 Parliament members now wants to make it easier for defendants to receive a retrial and is preparing to propose amendments to the law. But getting any such measure past Japan's powerful Justice Ministry will not be easy. It is dominated by prosecutors, and has sent clear signs that it is opposed to reform.

When Hakamada got out of prison, Hideko didn't ask him about his time on the inside. "I was waiting until he spoke," she told me. But he never has. Occasionally, he refers obliquely to his time there as "training," as if it had been preparation for some otherworldly combat.

He talks about being visited by the spirits of his dead friends, the ones who were led away to the execution chamber, where a prison official stands behind a blue curtain and presses a button that ends a person's life. "When he first came here, he'd say there were spirits of the dead trapped in the closet," Hideko told me. "He'd tap on it and try to release them."

Hakamada's days revolve around a long, mostly silent, drive that he is taken on every afternoon, his eyes focused on the passing streets. He believes that evil influences lurk unseen, Hideko told me, and that he alone can fight them, like the boxer he once was. "He feels very strongly that he must surveil," she said. "He needs to go all over Hamamatsu city. To surveil and protect."

The acquittal that arrived in September was a balm for Hideko and her supporters. But it came too late for one of them. Judge Kumamoto, the author of the 1968 decision, was already seriously ill with cancer when Hakamada was released. The two men's lives had been deeply intertwined for decades, but they had never met outside the courtroom.

In early 2018, Hideko brought her brother to Kumamoto's hospital bed; he was pale and skeletal, an oxygen tube strapped under his nose. He looked to be on the verge of death, though he would live for two more years.

The meeting was captured on film. The two visitors, dressed in heavy winter clothes, appear somber and dumbstruck as they gaze down at the stricken man. Her brother didn't seem to understand whom he was looking at, Hideko told me. But Kumamoto clearly knew the face of the man he had condemned 50 years earlier.

"Iwao," the judge said, in a scratchy whisper. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry."



This article appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "A Boxer on Death Row."
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American Kakistocracy

Italy knows a thing or two about what the United States faces--but there are key differences between the two countries' experiences.

by Beppe Severgnini




Why is a regular guy attracted to a billionaire candidate? It's simple: Because the candidate can play to people's fantasies. The man knows his television, loves girls, hates rules, knows how to make a deal, tells jokes, uses bad language, and is convivial to a fault. He is loud, vain, cheeky. He has a troubled relationship with his age and his hair. He has managed to survive embarrassment, marital misadventures, legal troubles, political about-faces. He's entangled in conflicts of interest, but he couldn't care less. His party? A monument to himself.

He thinks God is his publicist, and twists religion to suit his own ends. He may not be like us, but he makes sure there's something about him that different people can relate to personally. He is, above all, a man of enormous intuition. He is aware of this gift and uses it ruthlessly. He knows how to read human beings, their desires and their weaknesses. He doesn't tell you what to do; he forgives you, period.

So, how do you like Silvio Berlusconi?

Here in Italy, he loomed over our politics--and our lives--for 30 years. He created his own party in 1994 (Forza Italia, a sort of Make Italy Great Again), and a few months later, he became Italy's prime minister for the first time. He didn't last long, but he climbed back into government in 2001, and then again in 2008. Three years later, he resigned amid sex scandals and crumbling public finances, but he managed to remain a power broker until he died last year.

Tom Nichols: Trump's depravity will not cost him this election

Silvio Berlusconi, like Donald Trump, was a right-wing leader capable of attracting the most disappointed and least informed voters, who historically had chosen the left. He chased them, understood them, pampered them, spoiled them with television and soccer. He introduced the insidious dictatorship of sympathy.

But Silvio Berlusconi is not Donald Trump.

Berlusconi respected alliances and was loyal to his international partners. He loved both Europe and America. He believed in free trade. And he accepted defeat. His appointments were at times bizarre but seldom outrageous. He tried hard to please everybody and to portray himself as a reliable, good-hearted man. Trump, as we know, doesn't even try.

Berlusconi may have invented a format, but Trump adopted and twisted it. Trump's victory on November 5 is clear and instructive, and it gives the whole world a signal as to where America is headed.

The scent of winners is irresistible for some people. The desire to cheer Trump's victory clouds their view. They don't see, or perhaps don't take seriously, the danger signs. Reliability and coherence, until recently a must for a political leader, have taken a back seat. Showing oneself as virtuous risks being counterproductive: It could alienate voters, who would feel belittled.

American journalism--what is left of it, anyway--meticulously chronicled Trump's deceitfulness. It made no difference, though. On the contrary, it seems to have helped him. Trump's deputy, J. D. Vance, explained calmly in an interview that misleading people--maybe even lying to them--is sometimes necessary to overcome the hostility of the media.

I'm no better than you. I'm bad. So vote for me! This seems to be the magic new formula of American democracy. Venting and showing off flaws have become ways to reassure those voters--and there are many of them--who hate criticism. He who misbehaves is popular; those who dare to preach become unbearable. People love the Joker, not Batman--the Joker is more fun.

You don't need to be a historian to know this; just a few history lessons are enough. The people, whether in the Athens of Plato and Demosthenes or in republican Rome, asked for leaders they could admire. This pretense lasted for centuries, in very different places and contexts. The people demanded honesty and sobriety from their leaders. They rarely got it, but at least they asked for it.

Not even dictators escaped the rule. Italy's own Benito Mussolini did not flaunt his excesses; he pretended to be sober and virtuous, and Italians pretended to believe it. Only autocrats and tyrants continue the farce today. A few weeks ago, the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un got very angry when flyers rained down on Pyongyang showing his and his family's luxuries to a very poor nation. Trump would have used them as election posters.

Aristocracy means "government by the best." Today, we are in a kakistocracy, government by the worst. And tens of millions of American voters are proud of it, or at least happy to appear so. The copyright of this questionable political style belongs at least in part to former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Trump himself: Both, in 2016, won by proudly displaying their whims and weaknesses.

From the July/August 2021 issue: The minister of chaos

In his book Narrare l'Italia, the psychoanalyst Luigi Zoja wrote: "The growth of children is not guided by the rules that parents impart, but by the examples they offer. Leaders--fathers and mothers of the people--will be able to preach what they consider necessary national virtues, but they will spread them only if they are the first to practice them." The author must admit that this has changed. Successful leaders have stopped "preaching the necessary virtues of the nation," instead preferring to applaud its faults and consolidate their own power. It's more rewarding.

The words Lead by example! are the soundtrack of distant childhood, for some of us. And what was asked of a firstborn or a class leader was expected of elected leaders. If they betrayed trust--and it often happened, everywhere--they lost their job and their reputation. Today, being labeled a good example or an expert is not only anachronistic; it is risky: Who do these guys think they are? How dare they show us a path, suggest a behavior? We know how to do our own research and make mistakes on our own, thank you.

Berlusconi's shortcomings helped fuel his success, but he wasn't proud of them. Trump wears his flaws like medals, and is appointing people to his coming administration who have the same attitude. Berlusconi would never have allowed the equivalent of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. near Italy's department of health. An Italian Matt Gaetz would have been considered for a reality show on one of Berlusconi's TV channels, at most.

If this is the path that democracy chose, let's prepare for the worst. It will become impossible to get rid of a leader elected in this way and for these reasons. What do you want from me? they will reply after having disappointed and failed. I told you who I was, and you voted for me with enthusiasm. Now shut up and be good.
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            Speed climbing in Saudi Arabia, wildfires in California and New Jersey, a blanket of smog in New Delhi, a celebration of rural life in Turkey, Veterans Day in Seattle, a surfing record attempt in Brazil, a rodeo exhibition in Argentina, and much more
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                [image: People look at a life-size T. rex sculpture dressed in a Santa hat and festive sweater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the public take photographs following the unveiling of the 2024 Christmas jumper design on the animatronic Tyrannosaurus rex at the Natural History Museum in London, England, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two pandas play in a wooden car in their zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two giant pandas play in their enclosure at the Chongqing Zoo on November 9, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A gaucho holds on as the horse he is riding rears up high during an exhibition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gaucho takes part in a rodeo exhibition during Tradition Day, aimed to preserve gaucho culture and celebrate the birth of writer Jose Hernandez, in San Antonio de Areco, Argentina, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A tourist rides a camel near a Ferris wheel at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist rides a camel near a Ferris wheel during the annual Camel Fair in Pushkar, India, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: Several horses run inside their corral as a wildfire burns on the hillside above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames from the Mountain Fire leap along a hillside as horses gallop in an enclosure at Swanhill Farms in Moorpark, California, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: A wildfire burns on a hillside, partly reflected in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                First responders arrive at a section of the Jennings Creek Wildfire in Greenwood Lake, New York, on November 13, 2024. An extended drought has helped fuel the Jennings Creek Wildfire on the New York-New Jersey border, which has grown to encompass 5,000 acres across both states.
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                [image: People look up toward a large column of ash rising above an erupting volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents watch the eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki Laki from the village of Lewolaga, in East Flores, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: A dancer spins, wearing a flowing white costume that swirls around them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Paul Taylor Dance Company's dress-rehearsal performance of Jody Sperling's "Clair de Lune," featuring dancer Emmy Wildermuth, at the David H. Koch Theater at Lincoln Center on November 13, 2024, in New York City
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                [image: An aerial view of a fisherman in a small boat on yellow-colored lake water, leaving dark spiral swirls in its wake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a fisherman harvesting saltwater brine shrimp in a salt lake in Yuncheng, Shanxi province, China, on November 10, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                Xue Jun / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: About seven surfers ride a shallow wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of surfers try to ride the same wave to break a Guinness World Record, in Santos, Brazil, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides a water-jet-powered flyboard near diners at a restaurant while carrying a Lebanese flag and fireworks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person with a Lebanese flag rides a flyboard, performing for customers at a restaurant in Jounieh, north of Beirut, Lebanon, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: A man rides a horse in front of a wall of a historic building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides a horse in front of the Complex of Sultan Bayezid II, one of the city's monuments most damaged during the Balkan Wars, in the early hours of the day in Edirne, Turkey, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A rider on a horse leaps over an obstacle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A competitor jumps during the Weatherbys & Birdie Calendars Mares' Handicap Steeple Chase at Kempton Park on November 11, 2024, in Sunbury, England.
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                [image: A single leaf falls through the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A leaf falls in Kavaklik Park, in Gaziantep, Turkey, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A man walks past autumn-colored foliage in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks past autumn-colored foliage in Srinagar, Jammu and Kashmir, India, on November 12, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Tauseef Mustafa / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child carries a bundle of American flags in a military section of a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child carries a bundle of flags to place in front of graves at the Veterans Memorial Cemetery, on the grounds of Evergreen Washelli Funeral Home and Cemetery, on Veterans Day, November 11, 2024, in Seattle, Washington.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Lindsey Wasson / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A member of a security detail carries a large black device, roughly shaped like a bulky rifle, near a line of soldiers in dress uniform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of Vietnam's President Luong Cuong's security detail holds an anti-drone device during a welcoming ceremony at the Palace of Justice, on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit, in Lima, Peru, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: An alert dog wearing goggles and a harness]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Military working dog Grainger sits at St. George's Barracks in Rutland, England, on November 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Chris Radburn / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A vehicle sprays mist from a cannon as it drives through traffic.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A government vehicle sprays water droplets to control air pollution as a thick layer of smog envelops the city of New Delhi, India, on November 14, 2024.
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                [image: A launching rocket blasts a large plume of water and smoke upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Lijian-1 Y5 commercial rocket, carrying 15 satellites on board, blasts off from a commercial aerospace innovation pilot zone in Alxa League, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, China, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter in silhouette at night on the right side of the image, and a burning house on the left]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian firefighters respond to a house fire after Russian aerial attacks on November 11, 2024, in Kramatorsk, Ukraine.
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                [image: Several people hold hands and help one another cross a waist-deep river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Venezuelan migrant Alvaro Calderini carries his niece across a river near Bajo Chiquito, Panama, after walking across the Darien Gap from Colombia on their way north to the United States, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: A child plays on a tire swing near a tent city and a number of damaged and destroyed residential buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian child plays on an improvised tire swing, with rubble and displacement camps visible in the background, in Khan Younis, southern Gaza Strip, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: Performers dance beneath a large sheet of black fabric with several holes cut in it, poking hands and a head above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers perform during the second UNESCO-IOC Global Tsunami Symposium: Reflection of the Two Decades of the Indian Ocean Tsunami 2004, in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of dozens of racing sailboats at the start of a race]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Skippers sail their Imoca 60 monohulls at the start the tenth edition of the Vendee Globe around-the-world monohull solo sailing race, off Les Sables-d'Olonne, France, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: People feed seagulls from a small boat on a very smoggy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People feed seagulls in the Yamuna River, engulfed in smog, in New Delhi, India, on November 14, 2024. Residents of the city choked in a blanketing toxic smog on November 13 as worsening air pollution surged above 50 times the WHO's recommended daily maximum.
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                [image: Several people look out over blue-colored water in a pond with a stand of bare white trees in it, lit up at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors view the "blue pond" in Biei, in Hokkaido, Japan, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A ship sails beneath a road bridge, past steep mountains, at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ship sails along the Xiling Gorge Estuary, in the Yangtze River, at sunrise in Yichang city, Hubei province, China, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of autumn-colored trees in a large park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Yedigoller National Park, filled with autumn-colored trees, in Bolu, Turkey, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: A wildfire burns through part of a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This image, provided by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, shows a section of the wildfire in Jennings Creek, New Jersey, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: Three young men pose in a car at night, holding a turkey, a calf, and a cat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Turkish cousins Ramazan, Ahmet Celik, and Yunus Feyzullah Bozdemir pose in a car with their farm animals in Kutahya, Turkey, on November 7, 2024. After graduating from university, Ramazan and Ahmet returned to their village during the COVID-19 pandemic and decided to pursue farming, considering it their ancestral profession. Through social-media posts, they also work to encourage young people to embrace rural life.
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                [image: Three men in ankle-deep water attempt to catch fish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men attempt to catch fish in shallow water in Maputo, Mozambique, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: Two rock climbers compete on a man-made rock-climbing wall set up outside, beside natural cliffs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abby Gebert of Team New Zealand (left) and Tamara Ulzhabayeva of Team Kazakhstan compete in a Speed Climbing Women's Practice Session on day 11 of the NEOM Beach Games in Neom, Saudi Arabia, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A tall figure of the Queen of Hearts from "Alice in Wonderland" stands inside an ornate room in a castle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The rooms of Castle Howard are decorated with installations, soundscapes and decorations as part of its "Alice's Christmas Wonderland" display, on November 13, 2024, in York, England.
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                [image: A jogger takes a photo of a large sculpture of a WWII-era sailor embracing and kissing a nurse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A morning jogger stops to take a picture of the sculpture "Embracing Peace," by Seward Johnson, at its location near Naval Base San Diego on Veterans Day in San Diego, California, on November, 11, 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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Israel Is Fighting a Different War Now

The Israeli high command now sees all of its conflicts as elements of a single, multifront war with Iran.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Over the past year, after suffering a devastating surprise and brutal losses, Israel has achieved remarkable military successes. Yahya Sinwar, mastermind of the greatest slaughter of Jews since the Holocaust, is dead. So, too, are most of his senior subordinates and military commanders. Hamas guerrillas harass Israeli soldiers in Gaza, but what had been an army of tens of thousands--organized into five light infantry brigades and more than two dozen battalions--has been shattered, with half of the fighters dead, by Israeli estimates, and many others wounded or in captivity.

Up north, the successes are no less dramatic. The charismatic and shrewd head of Lebanese Hezbollah, Hassan Nasrallah, is dead. So is his successor. So is Fuad Shukr, Hezbollah's most important military figure. And so is most of the rest of the high command. Thousands of exploding pagers, walkie-talkies, and laptops have killed or disabled their users in Hezbollah's army, which was perhaps double the size of Hamas's.

Most of Hezbollah's inventory of 150,000 missiles and rockets has been destroyed--more than 80 percent, according to the Israelis--and the group's ability to coordinate has been so fractured that instead of the feared volleys of 1,000 projectiles a day, it struggles to launch 50 or 100. The area along Israel's border, in which Israeli soldiers have found stockpiles of anti-tank missiles and other weaponry in many of the houses, has been painstakingly cleared. Here, too, guerrillas are attacking Israel Defense Forces soldiers, but Hezbollah can no longer muster the large, complex military formations that were formerly more numerous, better trained, better equipped, and better led than their Hamas counterparts.

And on top of it all, Iran has thrown two punches at Israel that were deflected and defeated by American and Israeli defenses. In return, Israel has demolished Iran's main air-defense system--its Russian-made S-300 batteries--leaving it open to future strikes.

Franklin Foer: Yahya Sinwar finally got what he deserved

On a recent trip to Israel, I found that Israel's military and intelligence leaders--who in December were still stunned, guilt-ridden, and infuriated--were in a different place. They are still racked by their collective failure on October 7, 2023, but have recovered their balance. There was no lightheartedness at their exceptional military achievements, however. This was not only because their losses are felt with particular keenness in a society that values its soldiers' lives in ways even most liberal democracies do not. It is because the Israelis now understand their war differently than they did in December.

Then, commanders and analysts focused on Gaza and Sinwar. They intended to destroy him and Hamas, and to rescue as many of the hostages as possible. The hostilities launched by Hezbollah along Israel's northern border--a shower of rockets and sniping every day, which had forced the evacuation of some 80,000 Israelis a few miles from the Lebanon line--were ongoing, but represented an account to be settled later. The Houthis had fired a few missiles at Israel; the major exchanges between Iran and Israel were in the future.

The Israeli high command now sees all of these conflicts as elements of a single, multifront war with Iran. It believes that the preparation for the Hamas attack was intimately tied to Hezbollah, which is, in turn, an Iranian proxy. It believes, moreover, that the purpose of these attacks, over the next few years, was not to inflict damage upon Israel, but to destroy it. "They thought they could conquer Israel," one sobered general told me. "I had not fully understood that." A Hezbollah attack would have followed the same pattern as Hamas's assault--launched along the entire border, from an extensive tunnel system and mustering points concealed within civilian buildings. Had both attacks occurred simultaneously, Israel's situation might well have been an order of magnitude more dire than it was on October 7.

Why Sinwar launched his attack before Hezbollah felt ready is unclear: He may simply have grown impatient. But the links, some of which were known to Israel before the war, were far deeper than the Israelis had realized. Saleh al-Arouri, one of Hamas's most senior military leaders, had been living in the vicinity of the Hezbollah high command in Lebanon when an Israeli bomb killed him in January. He and Israel's other enemies are and have always been absolutely clear about their intention to destroy the country no matter the price paid by civilians. Most Palestinians "would settle in a moment for peace, some deal that will let them get on with their lives," he told a British interviewer in 2007. "We need to keep them angry."

Israel is now fighting a different kind of war, which has elicited a different Israeli mindset. "We're no longer afraid of casualties," a hard-bitten colonel told me. "I lost 10 guys, and nothing stopped. We don't go to the funerals; we'll visit after the war." This is a fundamental change from the Israel of October 6, 2023. Israel is girding itself for the daunting prospect of a long war against Iran, even as its immediate conflicts with Hamas and Hezbollah cannot be swiftly and decisively wrapped up, no matter what American and European leaders might wish.

The IDF has always been a military focused on short-term fixes, on tactical and technical innovation, on agility and adaptability. As an Israeli strategic planner ruefully put it, "We only talk about strategy in English." That will be a problem in the next phase of this war. Israel does not wish to put Gaza under military government during its reconstruction--but it has also failed to devise any plausible alternative, despite floating ideas such as an international police force or a return of the Palestinian Authority to Gaza. Lots of humanitarian aid goes into Gaza--I saw the long lines of trucks--but much of it is immediately hijacked by Hamas gunmen, who control the distribution of relief, and with it the population. Hezbollah is still reeling from its hammering over the past two months, but it survives in the shape of small cells. Israeli and American hopes that the Lebanese armed forces can contain it have always proved to be pipe dreams. The long-range strikes by Iran against Israel will surely continue.

The Israelis will persevere, and things may break their way--if, for example, Iran's internal politics are shaken up by the passing of the supreme leader, by ferocious American sanctions, or by overt and covert punishment for the attempted assassination of President-elect Donald Trump. In any event, the Israelis grimly believe, and with reason, that they have no choice but to continue fighting.

Franklin Foer: The war that would not end

Yet the changes in Israeli society are noticeable. The reserve army that has fought these wars is tired. Many soldiers and airmen have spent most of the past year in battle, and their families have felt the strain. The national-religious component of Israeli society--what would translate in American terms into modern Orthodox Jews--has particularly borne the load. Because of Israel's reserve system, many of the fallen are middle-aged men, and many leave behind fatherless children. "Ten dead. Fifty-six orphans," one friend bitterly remarked. The national-religious disproportionately volunteer for frontline combat units. Their antipathy toward the ultra-Orthodox, who are draft-exempt and have been draining government budgets at the expense of subsidies for soldiers whose families and careers have been upended by war, is fierce. "Cowards," spat out one mild-mannered friend, who now despises a population whose behavior she might once have excused.

As ever, Israel is a complicated and changing place. Yossi Klein Halevi, one of Israel's shrewdest observers, once said, "Everything you can say about Israel is true. So is the opposite." And thus it remains. Israel includes alienated secularists and patriotic Arab citizens (increasing numbers of whom quietly join the military); it has liberals and reactionaries, men and women of all skin colors, gay-pride marches and obscurantist religious seminaries. But one thing is certain: It is engaged in an existential war of a kind that most of us in the West cannot appreciate unless we go there, observe, and listen.
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The Real Reason Trump Picked Mike Huckabee as Ambassador to Israel

And what it means for the future of Palestinians and Israelis

by Yair Rosenberg




On Tuesday, Donald Trump announced that he would be nominating former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee to serve as his ambassador to Israel. A Baptist minister, Huckabee is both familiar with the region and a vocal player in its many controversies. He has led religious pilgrimages to Israel and visited the country dozens of times over the course of several decades. He also opposes a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, says that "there's really no such thing as a Palestinian," and advocates permanent Israeli control over the occupied West Bank, which Palestinians claim for their future state.

These positions stand in stark contrast to those held by most American Jews: A Pew survey earlier this year found that 46 percent support a two-state solution, the highest proportion of any religious demographic. Just 22 percent support a single Israeli state in the entire land, as Huckabee does.

Thus, though exceedingly unlikely to bring peace to the Middle East, Huckabee's appointment has one salutary effect: It makes clear whom Trump's Israel policy is meant to serve. Far from the product of some clandestine Jewish cabal, as anti-Semites might allege, it is a transaction meant to reward evangelical Christians, who are among the president-elect's most ardent non-Jewish supporters.

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

Trump has stiffed many of his business partners over his career, but in politics, he has made good on his promises to his allies on the Christian right. Domestically, he nominated the justices they needed to overturn America's abortion laws. Internationally, he largely deferred to their preferences on Israel, recognizing Jerusalem as the country's capital and backing Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. "We moved the capital of Israel to Jerusalem," Trump said at an August 2020 rally in Wisconsin. "That's for the evangelicals."

By contrast, the president-elect has frequently complained that American Jews--who mostly vote Democratic--have been ungrateful to him. His previous ambassador to Israel, David Friedman, though Jewish himself, infamously referred to a liberal Jewish organization as "worse than kapos," a term for Nazi collaborators. Elevating Huckabee helpfully clarifies who truly holds sway on this subject.

But evangelicals are not the only members of Trump's circle with a stake in the region, and they will not be the only ones to shape its future. Both Trump and his son-in-law Jared Kushner, an architect of Israel's Abraham Accords with the Sunni Arab states, have personal and business interests in common with the Arab states of the Persian Gulf. During the previous Trump administration, Kushner texted regularly with Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, and after Trump left office, the country's Public Investment Fund poured billions into Kushner's private-equity firm. And although Trump's evangelical allies like Huckabee would happily have Israel annex swaths of the West Bank, the president's Middle Eastern partners in places such as the United Arab Emirates strongly oppose such a move--and succeeded in blocking it during the previous Trump presidency as a condition of the Abraham Accords.

The question today is whether the conflict between these two camps will play out differently this time. As Trump enters office, he will find a region far less amenable to compromise. In 2020, Netanyahu shelved annexation in exchange for Arab diplomatic recognition, but in 2024, his unpopular governing coalition depends on far-right religious parties, which demand annexation and largely dictate the prime minister's agenda. Meanwhile, Arab authoritarians like Saudi Arabia's bin Salman and UAE ruler Mohamed bin Zayed, once eager to downgrade the Palestinian issue in pursuit of an alliance with America and Israel against Iran, can no longer easily sideline the subject, given popular discontent over the Gaza war. These diverging interests are likely to provoke a clash during Trump's second term, in which Huckabee will play a significant role.

Jonathan Chait: Republican leaders are more afraid of Trump than ever

In his decades-long religious love affair with the land of Israel and general disinterest in its Palestinian inhabitants, Huckabee resembles many members of Israel's hard-right government. To the country's settlement movement, he is a dream pick who will advance their maximalist aims. But although Huckabee's appointment signals that evangelicals and the Israeli far right will have a voice in the conversation, the former governor will not have a veto--and he seems well aware of the limits of his position.

Asked by Israel's Army Radio whether annexation would be on the agenda in a second Trump term, Huckabee demurred, saying, "I won't make the policy; I will carry out the policy of the president." Similarly, when pressed on whether he'd support Israel rebuilding settlements in the Gaza Strip, a far-right aspiration unpopular among most Israelis, he replied, "I don't want to make any comments about policy because those won't be mine to make."

In fact, Friedman, Trump's last ambassador, also backed annexing parts of the West Bank, but he lost that fight with Kushner and Trump's domestic team, who preferred the Abraham Accords. Trump is heavily influenced by those closest to him, and with distance comes diminishment. Whether Kushner will be returning to the White House remains unclear. What is clear, however, is that those in the West Wing will have more sway over Trump's approach than those in the West Bank.
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The Celebrity Look-Alike Contest Boom

Suddenly, these events are everywhere. What's going on?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The fad began with a Timothee Chalamet look-alike contest in New York City on a beautiful day last month. Thousands of people came and caused a ruckus. At least one of the Timothees was among the four people arrested by New York City police. Eventually, the real Timothee Chalamet showed up to take pictures with fans. The event, which was organized by a popular YouTuber who had recently received some attention for eating a tub of cheeseballs in a public park, captured lightning in a bottle. It didn't even matter that the winner didn't look much like the actor, or that the prize was only $50.



In the weeks since, similar look-alike contests have sprung up all over the country, organized by different people for their own strange reasons. There was a Zayn Malik look-alike contest in Brooklyn, a Dev Patel look-alike contest in San Francisco, and a particularly rowdy Jeremy Allen White look-alike contest in Chicago. Harry Styles look-alikes gathered in London, Paul Mescal look-alikes in Dublin. Zendaya look-alikes competed in Oakland, and a "Zendaya's two co-stars from Challengers" lookalike contest will be held in Los Angeles on Sunday. As I write this, I have been alerted to plans for a Jack Schlossberg look-alike contest to be held in Washington, D.C., the same day. (Schlossberg is John F. Kennedy's only grandson; he both works at Vogue and was also profiled by Vogue this year.)



These contests evidently provide some thrill that people are finding irresistible at this specific moment in time. What is it? The chance to win some viral fame or even just positive online attention is surely part of it, but those returns are diminishing. The more contests there are, the less novel each one is, and the less likely it is to be worth the hassle. That Chalamet showed up to his look-alike contest was magic--he's also the only celebrity to attend one of these contests so far. Yet the contests continue.



Celebrities have a mystical quality that's undeniable, and it is okay to want to be in touch with the sublime. Still, some observers sense something a bit sinister behind the playfulness of contest after contest, advertised with poster after poster on telephone pole after telephone pole. The playwright Jeremy O. Harris wrote on X that the contests are "Great Depression era coded,"  seeming to note desperation and a certain manic optimism in these events. The comparison is not quite right--although the people at these contests may not all have jobs, they don't seem to be starving (one of the contests promised only two packs of cigarettes and a MetroCard as a prize)--but I understand what he's getting at. Clearly, the look-alike competitions do not exist in a vacuum.



The startling multiplication of the contests reminds me of the summer of 2020, when otherwise rational-seeming people suggested that the FBI was planting caches of fireworks in various American cities as part of a convoluted psyop. There were just too many fireworks going off for anything else to make sense! So people said. With hindsight, it's easy to recognize that theory as an expression of extreme anxiety brought on by the early months of the coronavirus pandemic. At the time, some were also feeling heightened distrust of law enforcement, which had in some places reacted to Black Lives Matter protests with violence.



Today's internet-y stunts are just silly events, but people are looking for greater meaning in them. Over the past few weeks, although some have grown a bit weary of the contests, a consensus has also formed that they are net good because they are bringing people out of their house and into "third spaces" (public parks) and fraternity ("THE PEOPLE LONG FOR COMMUNITY"). This too carries a whiff of desperation, as though people are intentionally putting on a brave face and shoving forward symbols of our collective creativity and togetherness.

I think the reason is obvious. The look-alike contests, notably, started at the end of October. The first one took place on the same day as a Donald Trump campaign event at Madison Square Garden, which featured many gleefully racist speeches and was reasonably compared by many to a Nazi rally. The photos from the contests maybe serve as small reassurance that cities, many of which shifted dramatically rightward in the recent presidential election, are still the places that we want to believe they are--the closest approximation of America's utopian experiment, where people of all different origins and experiences live together in relative peace and harmony and, importantly, good fun. At least most of the time.
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Apple Lost the Plot on Texting

A new feature uses AI to summarize push notifications. It sounds great until you actually try it.

by Lila Shroff




For a brief moment earlier this month, I thought an old acquaintance had passed away. I was still groggy one morning when I checked my phone to find a notification delivering the news. "Obituary shared," the message bluntly said, followed by his name. But when I opened my phone, I learned that he was very much still alive. Apple's latest software update was to blame: A new feature that uses AI to summarize iPhone notifications had distorted the original text message. It wasn't my acquaintance who had died, but a relative of his. That's whose obituary I had received.



These notification summaries are perhaps the most visible part of Apple Intelligence, the company's long-awaited suite of AI features, which officially began to roll out last month. (It's compatible with only certain devices.) We are living in push-notification hell, and Apple Intelligence promises to collapse the incessant stream of notifications into pithy recaps. Instead of setting your iPhone aside while you shower and returning to nine texts, four emails, and two calendar alerts, you can now return to a few brief Apple Intelligence summaries.



The trouble is that Apple Intelligence doesn't seem to be very ... intelligent. Ominous summaries of people's Ring-doorbell alerts have gone viral: "Multiple people at your Front Yard," the feature notified one user. "Package is 8 stops away, delivered, and will be delivered tomorrow," an Amazon alert confusingly explained. And sliding into someone's DMs hits different when Instagram notifications are summarized as "Multiple likes and flirtatious comments." But Apple Intelligence appears to especially struggle with text messages. Sometimes the text summaries are alarmingly inaccurate, as with the false obituary I received. But even when they are technically right, the AI summaries still feel wrong. "Expresses love and encouragement," one AI notification I recently received crudely announced, compressing a thoughtfully written paragraph from a loved one. What's the point of a notification like that? Texting--whether on iMessage, WhatsApp, or Signal--is a deeply intimate medium, infused with personality and character. By strip-mining messages into bland, lifeless summaries, Apple seems to be misunderstanding what makes texting so special in the first place.



Perhaps it was inevitable that AI summaries would come for push notifications. Summarization is AI's killer feature and tech companies seem intent on applying it to just about everything. The list of things that AI is summarizing might require a summary of its own: emails and Zoom calls and Facebook comments and YouTube videos and Amazon reviews and podcasts and books and medical records and full seasons of TV shows. In many cases, this summarization is helpful--for instance, in streamlining meeting notes.



But where is the line? Concision, when applied to already concise texts, sucks away what little context there was to begin with. In some cases, the end result is harmful. The technology seems to have something of a death problem. Across multiple cases, the feature appears bewilderingly eager to falsely suggest that people are dead. In one case, a user reported that a text from his mother reading "That hike almost killed me!" had been turned into "Attempted suicide, but recovered."



But mostly, AI summaries lead to silly outcomes. "Inflatable costumes and animatronic zombies overwhelming; will address questions later," read the AI summary of a colleague's message on Halloween. Texts rich with emotional content read like a lazy therapist's patient files. "Expressing sadness and worry," one recent summary said. "Upset about something," declared another. AI is unsurprisingly awful with breakup texts ("No longer in relationship; wants belongings from the apartment"). When it comes to punctuation, the summaries read like they were written by a high schooler who just discovered semicolons and now overzealously inserts; them; literally; everywhere. Even Apple admits that the language used in notification summaries can be clinical.



The technology is at its absolute worst when it tries to summarize group chats. It's one thing to condense three or four messages from a single friend; it's another to reduce an extended series of texts from multiple people into a one-sentence notification. "Rude comments exchanged," read the summary of one user's family group chat. When my friends and I were planning a dinner earlier this month, my phone collapsed a series of messages coordinating our meal into "Takeout, ramen, at 6:30pm preferred." Informative, I guess, but the typical back-and-forth of where to eat (one friend had suggested sushi) and timing (the other was aiming for an early night) was erased.



Beyond the content, much of the delight of text messaging comes from the distinctiveness of the individual voices of the people we are talking to. Some ppl txt like dis. others text in all lowercase and no punctuation. There are lol friends and LOL friends. My dad is infamous for sending essay-length messages. When I text a friend who lives across the country asking about her recent date, I am not looking purely for informational content ("Night considered good," as Apple might summarize); rather, I want to hear the date described in her voice ("Was amaze so fun we had lovely time"). As the MIT professor Sherry Turkle has written, "When we are in human conversation, we often care less about the information an utterance transfers than its tone and emotional intent." When texts are fed through the AI-summarization machine, each distinct voice is bludgeoned into monotony.



For a company that prides itself on perfection, the failures of Apple's notification summaries feel distinctly un-Apple. Since ChatGPT's release, as technology companies have raced to position themselves as players in the AI arms race, the company has remained notably quiet. It's hard not to wonder if Apple, after falling behind, is now playing catch-up. Still, the notification summaries will likely improve. For now, users have to opt in to the AI-summary feature (it's still in beta), and Apple has said that it will continue to polish the notifications based on user feedback. The feature is already spreading. Samsung is reportedly working on integrating similar notification summaries for its Galaxy phones.



With the social internet in crisis, text messages--and especially group chats--have filled a crucial void. In a sense, texting is the purest form of a social network, a rare oasis of genuine online connection. Unlike platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, where algorithmic feeds warp how we communicate, basic messaging apps offer a more unfiltered way to hang out digitally. But with the introduction of notification summaries that strive to optimize our messages for maximum efficiency, the walls are slowly crumbling. Soon, the algorithmic takeover may be complete.
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The Business-School Scandal That Just Keeps Getting Bigger

The rot runs deeper than almost anyone has guessed.

by Daniel Engber




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


For anyone who teaches at a business school, the blog post was bad news. For Juliana Schroeder, it was catastrophic. She saw the allegations when they first went up, on a Saturday in early summer 2023. Schroeder teaches management and psychology at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business. One of her colleagues--a star professor at Harvard Business School named Francesca Gino--had just been accused of academic fraud. The authors of the blog post, a small team of business-school researchers, had found discrepancies in four of Gino's published papers, and they suggested that the scandal was much larger. "We believe that many more Gino-authored papers contain fake data," the blog post said. "Perhaps dozens."

The story was soon picked up by the mainstream press. Reporters reveled in the irony that Gino, who had made her name as an expert on the psychology of breaking rules, may herself have broken them. ("Harvard Scholar Who Studies Honesty Is Accused of Fabricating Findings," a New York Times headline read.) Harvard Business School had quietly placed Gino on administrative leave just before the blog post appeared. The school had conducted its own investigation; its nearly 1,300-page internal report, which was made public only in the course of related legal proceedings, concluded that Gino "committed research misconduct intentionally, knowingly, or recklessly" in the four papers. (Gino has steadfastly denied any wrongdoing.)

Schroeder's interest in the scandal was more personal. Gino was one of her most consistent and important research partners. Their names appear together on seven peer-reviewed articles, as well as 26 conference talks. If Gino were indeed a serial cheat, then all of that shared work--and a large swath of Schroeder's CV--was now at risk. When a senior academic is accused of fraud, the reputations of her honest, less established colleagues may get dragged down too. "Just think how horrible it is," Katy Milkman, another of Gino's research partners and a tenured professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. "It could ruin your life."


Juliana Schroeder (LinkedIn)
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To head that off, Schroeder began her own audit of all the research papers that she'd ever done with Gino, seeking out raw data from each experiment and attempting to rerun the analyses. As that summer progressed, her efforts grew more ambitious. With the help of several colleagues, Schroeder pursued a plan to verify not just her own work with Gino, but a major portion of Gino's scientific resume. The group started reaching out to every other researcher who had put their name on one of Gino's 138 co-authored studies. The Many Co-Authors Project, as the self-audit would be called, aimed to flag any additional work that might be tainted by allegations of misconduct and, more important, to absolve the rest--and Gino's colleagues, by extension--of the wariness that now afflicted the entire field.

That field was not tucked away in some sleepy corner of academia, but was instead a highly influential one devoted to the science of success. Perhaps you've heard that procrastination makes you more creative, or that you're better off having fewer choices, or that you can buy happiness by giving things away. All of that is research done by Schroeder's peers--business-school professors who apply the methods of behavioral research to such subjects as marketing, management, and decision making. In viral TED Talks and airport best sellers, on morning shows and late-night television, these business-school psychologists hold tremendous sway. They also have a presence in this magazine and many others: Nearly every business academic who is named in this story has been either quoted or cited by The Atlantic on multiple occasions. A few, including Gino, have written articles for The Atlantic themselves.


Francesca Gino (LinkedIn)
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Business-school psychologists are scholars, but they aren't shooting for a Nobel Prize. Their research doesn't typically aim to solve a social problem; it won't be curing anyone's disease. It doesn't even seem to have much influence on business practices, and it certainly hasn't shaped the nation's commerce. Still, its flashy findings come with clear rewards: consulting gigs and speakers' fees, not to mention lavish academic incomes. Starting salaries at business schools can be $240,000 a year--double what they are at campus psychology departments, academics told me.

The research scandal that has engulfed this field goes far beyond the replication crisis that has plagued psychology and other disciplines in recent years. Long-standing flaws in how scientific work is done--including insufficient sample sizes and the sloppy application of statistics--have left large segments of the research literature in doubt. Many avenues of study once deemed promising turned out to be dead ends. But it's one thing to understand that scientists have been cutting corners. It's quite another to suspect that they've been creating their results from scratch.

Read: Psychology's replication crisis has a silver lining

Schroeder has long been interested in trust. She's given lectures on "building trust-based relationships"; she's run experiments measuring trust in colleagues. Now she was working to rebuild the sense of trust within her field. A lot of scholars were involved in the Many Co-Authors Project, but Schroeder's dedication was singular. In October 2023, a former graduate student who had helped tip off the team of bloggers to Gino's possible fraud wrote her own "post mortem" on the case. It paints Schroeder as exceptional among her peers: a professor who "sent a clear signal to the scientific community that she is taking this scandal seriously." Several others echoed this assessment, saying that ever since the news broke, Schroeder has been relentless--heroic, even--in her efforts to correct the record.

But if Schroeder planned to extinguish any doubts that remained, she may have aimed too high. More than a year since all of this began, the evidence of fraud has only multiplied. The rot in business schools runs much deeper than almost anyone had guessed, and the blame is unnervingly widespread. In the end, even Schroeder would become a suspect.

Gino was accused of faking numbers in four published papers. Just days into her digging, Schroeder uncovered another paper that appeared to be affected--and it was one that she herself had helped write.

The work, titled "Don't Stop Believing: Rituals Improve Performance by Decreasing Anxiety," was published in 2016, with Schroeder's name listed second out of seven authors. Gino's name was fourth. (The first few names on an academic paper are typically arranged in order of their contributions to the finished work.) The research it described was pretty standard for the field: a set of clever studies demonstrating the value of a life hack--one simple trick to nail your next presentation. The authors had tested the idea that simply following a routine--even one as arbitrary as drawing something on a piece of paper, sprinkling salt over it, and crumpling it up--could help calm a person's nerves. "Although some may dismiss rituals as irrational," the authors wrote, "those who enact rituals may well outperform the skeptics who forgo them."

In truth, the skeptics have never had much purchase in business-school psychology. For the better part of a decade, this finding had been garnering citations--about 200, per Google Scholar. But when Schroeder looked more closely at the work, she realized it was questionable. In October 2023, she sketched out some of her concerns on the Many Co-Authors Project website.

The paper's first two key experiments, marked in the text as Studies 1a and 1b, looked at how the salt-and-paper ritual might help students sing a karaoke version of Journey's "Don't Stop Believin' " in a lab setting. According to the paper, Study 1a found that people who did the ritual before they sang reported feeling much less anxious than people who did not; Study 1b confirmed that they had lower heart rates, as measured with a pulse oximeter, than students who did not.

As Schroeder noted in her October post, the original records of these studies could not be found. But Schroeder did have some data spreadsheets for Studies 1a and 1b--she'd posted them shortly after the paper had been published, along with versions of the studies' research questionnaires--and she now wrote that "unexplained issues were identified" in both, and that there was "uncertainty regarding the data provenance" for the latter. Schroeder's post did not elaborate, but anyone can look at the spreadsheets, and it doesn't take a forensic expert to see that the numbers they report are seriously amiss.

The "unexplained issues" with Studies 1a and 1b are legion. For one thing, the figures as reported don't appear to match the research as described in other public documents. (For example, where the posted research questionnaire instructs the students to assess their level of anxiety on a five-point scale, the results seem to run from 2 to 8.) But the single most suspicious pattern shows up in the heart-rate data. According to the paper, each student had their pulse measured three times: once at the very start, again after they were told they'd have to sing the karaoke song, and then a third time, right before the song began. I created three graphs to illustrate the data's peculiarities. They depict the measured heart rates for each of the 167 students who are said to have participated in the experiment, presented from left to right in their numbered order on the spreadsheet. The blue and green lines, which depict the first and second heart-rate measurements, show those values fluctuating more or less as one might expect for a noisy signal, measured from lots of individuals. But the red line doesn't look like this at all: Rather, the measured heart rates form a series going up, across a run of more than 100 consecutive students.








DATA FROM "DON'T STOP BELIEVING: RITUALS IMPROVE PERFORMANCE BY DECREASING ANXIETY" (2016), STUDY 1B (Charts by The Atlantic. Based on data posted to OSF.io.)



I've reviewed the case with several researchers who suggested that this tidy run of values is indicative of fraud. "I see absolutely no reason" the sequence in No. 3 "should have the order that it does," James Heathers, a scientific-integrity investigator and an occasional Atlantic contributor, told me. The exact meaning of the pattern is unclear; if you were fabricating data, you certainly wouldn't strive for them to look like this. Nick Brown, a scientific-integrity researcher affiliated with Linnaeus University Sweden, guessed that the ordered values in the spreadsheet may have been cooked up after the fact. In that case, it might have been less important that they formed a natural-looking plot than that, when analyzed together, they matched fake statistics that had already been reported. "Someone sat down and burned quite a bit of midnight oil," he proposed. I asked how sure he was that this pattern of results was the product of deliberate tampering; "100 percent, 100 percent," he told me. "In my view, there is no innocent explanation in a universe where fairies don't exist."

Schroeder herself would come to a similar conclusion. Months later, I asked her whether the data were manipulated. "I think it's very likely that they were," she said. In the summer of 2023, when she reported the findings of her audit to her fellow authors, they all agreed that, whatever really happened, the work was compromised and ought to be retracted. But they could not reach consensus on who had been at fault. Gino did not appear to be responsible for either of the paper's karaoke studies. Then who was?

This would not seem to be a tricky question. The published version of the paper has two lead authors who are listed as having "contributed equally" to the work. One of them was Schroeder. All of the co-authors agree that she handled two experiments--labeled in the text as Studies 3 and 4--in which participants solved a set of math problems. The other main contributor was Alison Wood Brooks, a young professor and colleague of Gino's at Harvard Business School.

From the start, there was every reason to assume that Brooks had run the studies that produced the fishy data. Certainly they are similar to Brooks's prior work. The same quirky experimental setup--in which students were asked to wear a pulse oximeter and sing a karaoke version of "Don't Stop Believin' "--appears in her dissertation from the Wharton School in 2013, and she published a portion of that work in a sole-authored paper the following year. (Brooks herself is musically inclined, performing around Boston in a rock band.)

Yet despite all of this, Brooks told the Many Co-Authors Project that she simply wasn't sure whether she'd had access to the raw data for Study 1b, the one with the "no innocent explanation" pattern of results. She also said she didn't know whether Gino played a role in collecting them. On the latter point, Brooks's former Ph.D. adviser, Maurice Schweitzer, expressed the same uncertainty to the Many Co-Authors Project.

Plenty of evidence now suggests that this mystery was manufactured. The posted materials for Study 1b, along with administrative records from the lab, indicate that the work was carried out at Wharton, where Brooks was in grad school at the time, studying under Schweitzer and running another, very similar experiment. Also, the metadata for the oldest public version of the data spreadsheet lists "Alison Wood Brooks" as the last person who saved the file.


Alison Wood Brooks (LinkedIn)
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Brooks, who has published research on the value of apologies, and whose first book--Talk: The Science of Conversation and the Art of Being Ourselves--is due out from Crown in January, did not respond to multiple requests for interviews or to a detailed list of written questions. Gino said that she "neither collected nor analyzed the data for Study 1a or Study 1b nor was I involved in the data audit."

If Brooks did conduct this work and oversee its data, then Schroeder's audit had produced a dire twist. The Many Co-Authors Project was meant to suss out Gino's suspect work, and quarantine it from the rest. "The goal was to protect the innocent victims, and to find out what's true about the science that had been done," Milkman told me. But now, to all appearances, Schroeder had uncovered crooked data that apparently weren't linked to Gino. That would mean Schroeder had another colleague who had contaminated her research. It would mean that her reputation--and the credibility of her entire field--was under threat from multiple directions at once.

Among the four research papers in which Gino was accused of cheating is one about the human tendency to misreport facts and figures for personal gain. Which is to say: She was accused of faking data for a study of when and how people might fake data. Amazingly, a different set of data from the same paper had already been flagged as the product of potential fraud, two years before the Gino scandal came to light. The first was contributed by Dan Ariely of Duke University--a frequent co-author of Gino's and, like her, a celebrated expert on the psychology of telling lies. (Ariely has said that a Duke investigation--which the school has not acknowledged--discovered no evidence that he "falsified data or knowingly used falsified data." He has also said that the investigation "determined that I should have done more to prevent faulty data from being published in the 2012 paper.")

The existence of two apparently corrupted data sets was shocking: a keystone paper on the science of deception wasn't just invalid, but possibly a scam twice over. But even in the face of this ignominy, few in business academia were ready to acknowledge, in the summer of 2023, that the problem might be larger still--and that their research literature might well be overrun with fantastical results.

Some scholars had tried to raise alarms before. In 2019, Dennis Tourish, a professor at the University of Sussex Business School, published a book titled Management Studies in Crisis: Fraud, Deception and Meaningless Research. He cites a study finding that more than a third of surveyed editors at management journals say they've encountered fabricated or falsified data. Even that alarming rate may undersell the problem, Tourish told me, given all of the misbehavior in his discipline that gets overlooked or covered up.

"It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us."

Anonymous surveys of various fields find that roughly 2 percent of scholars will admit to having fabricated, falsified, or modified data at least once in their career. But business-school psychology may be especially prone to misbehavior. For one thing, the field's research standards are weaker than those for other psychologists. In response to the replication crisis, campus psychology departments have lately taken up a raft of methodological reforms. Statistically suspect practices that were de rigueur a dozen years ago are now uncommon; sample sizes have gotten bigger; a study's planned analyses are now commonly written down before the work is carried out. But this great awakening has been slower to develop in business-school psychology, several academics told me. "No one wants to kill the golden goose," one early-career researcher in business academia said. If management and marketing professors embraced all of psychology's reforms, he said, then many of their most memorable, most TED Talk-able findings would go away. "To use marketing lingo, we'd lose our unique value proposition."

It's easy to imagine how cheating might lead to more cheating. If business-school psychology is beset with suspect research, then the bar for getting published in its flagship journals ratchets up: A study must be even flashier than all the other flashy findings if its authors want to stand out. Such incentives move in only one direction: Eventually, the standard tools for torturing your data will no longer be enough. Now you have to go a little further; now you have to cut your data up, and carve them into sham results. Having one or two prolific frauds around would push the bar for publishing still higher, inviting yet more corruption. (And because the work is not exactly brain surgery, no one dies as a result.) In this way, a single discipline might come to look like Major League Baseball did 20 years ago: defined by juiced-up stats.

In the face of its own cheating scandal, MLB started screening every single player for anabolic steroids. There is no equivalent in science, and certainly not in business academia. Uri Simonsohn, a professor at the Esade Business School in Barcelona, is a member of the blogging team, called Data Colada, that caught the problems in both Gino's and Ariely's work. (He was also a motivating force behind the Many Co-Authors Project.) Data Colada has called out other instances of sketchy work and apparent fakery within the field, but its efforts at detection are highly targeted. They're also quite unusual. Crying foul on someone else's bad research makes you out to be a troublemaker, or a member of the notional "data police." It can also bring a claim of defamation. Gino filed a $25 million defamation lawsuit against Harvard and the Data Colada team not long after the bloggers attacked her work. (This past September, a judge dismissed the portion of her claims that involved the bloggers and the defamation claim against Harvard. She still has pending claims against the university for gender discrimination and breach of contract.) The risks are even greater for those who don't have tenure. A junior academic who accuses someone else of fraud may antagonize the senior colleagues who serve on the boards and committees that make publishing decisions and determine funding and job appointments.

Read: Francesca Gino, the Harvard expert on dishonesty who is accused of lying

These risks for would-be critics reinforce an atmosphere of complacency. "It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us," Simonsohn said in a 2023 webinar. He added, "We have done nothing to prevent it. Nothing."

Like so many other scientific scandals, the one Schroeder had identified quickly sank into a swamp of closed-door reviews and taciturn committees. Schroeder says that Harvard Business School declined to investigate her evidence of data-tampering, citing a policy of not responding to allegations made more than six years after the misconduct is said to have occurred. (Harvard Business School's head of communications, Mark Cautela, declined to comment.) Her efforts to address the issue through the University of Pennsylvania's Office of Research Integrity likewise seemed fruitless. (A spokesperson for the Wharton School would not comment on "the existence or status of" any investigations.)

Retractions have a way of dragging out in science publishing. This one was no exception. Maryam Kouchaki, an expert on workplace ethics at Northwestern University's Kellogg School of Management and co-editor in chief of the journal that published the "Don't Stop Believing" paper, had first received the authors' call to pull their work in August 2023. As the anniversary of that request drew near, Schroeder still had no idea how the suspect data would be handled, and whether Brooks--or anyone else--would be held responsible.

Finally, on October 1, the "Don't Stop Believing" paper was removed from the scientific literature. The journal's published notice laid out some basic conclusions from Schroeder's audit: Studies 1a and 1b had indeed been run by Brooks, the raw data were not available, and the posted data for 1b showed "streaks of heart rate ratings that were unlikely to have occurred naturally." Schroeder's own contributions to the paper were also found to have some flaws: Data points had been dropped from her analysis without any explanation in the published text. (Although this practice wasn't fully out-of-bounds given research standards at the time, the same behavior would today be understood as a form of "p-hacking"--a pernicious source of false-positive results.) But the notice did not say whether the fishy numbers from Study 1b had been fabricated, let alone by whom. Someone other than Brooks may have handled those data before publication, it suggested. "The journal could not investigate this study any further."

Two days later, Schroeder posted to X a link to her full and final audit of the paper. "It took *hundreds* of hours of work to complete this retraction," she wrote, in a thread that described the flaws in her own experiments and Studies 1a and 1b. "I am ashamed of helping publish this paper & how long it took to identify its issues," the thread concluded. "I am not the same scientist I was 10 years ago. I hold myself accountable for correcting any inaccurate prior research findings and for updating my research practices to do better." Her peers responded by lavishing her with public praise. One colleague called the self-audit "exemplary" and an "act of courage." A prominent professor at Columbia Business School congratulated Schroeder for being "a cultural heroine, a role model for the rising generation."

But amid this celebration of her unusual transparency, an important and related story had somehow gone unnoticed. In the course of scouting out the edges of the cheating scandal in her field, Schroeder had uncovered yet another case of seeming science fraud. And this time, she'd blown the whistle on herself.

That stunning revelation, unaccompanied by any posts on social media, had arrived in a muffled update to the Many Co-Authors Project website. Schroeder announced that she'd found "an issue" with one more paper that she'd produced with Gino. This one, "Enacting Rituals to Improve Self-Control," came out in 2018 in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology; its author list overlaps substantially with that of the earlier "Don't Stop Believing" paper (though Brooks was not involved). Like the first, it describes a set of studies that purport to show the power of the ritual effect. Like the first, it includes at least one study for which data appear to have been altered. And like the first, its data anomalies have no apparent link to Gino.

The basic facts are laid out in a document that Schroeder put into an online repository, describing an internal audit that she conducted with the help of the lead author, Allen Ding Tian. (Tian did not respond to requests for comment.) The paper opens with a field experiment on women who were trying to lose weight. Schroeder, then in grad school at the University of Chicago, oversaw the work; participants were recruited at a campus gym.

Half of the women were instructed to perform a ritual before each meal for the next five days: They were to put their food into a pattern on their plate. The other half were not. Then Schroeder used a diet-tracking app to tally all the food that each woman reported eating, and found that the ones in the ritual group took in about 200 fewer calories a day, on average, than the others. But in 2023, when she started digging back into this research, she uncovered some discrepancies. According to her study's raw materials, nine of the women who reported that they'd done the food-arranging ritual were listed on the data spreadsheet as being in the control group; six others were mislabeled in the opposite direction. When Schroeder fixed these errors for her audit, the ritual effect completely vanished. Now it looked as though the women who'd done the food-arranging had consumed a few more calories, on average, than the women who had not.

Mistakes happen in research; sometimes data get mixed up. These errors, though, appear to be intentional. The women whose data had been swapped fit a suspicious pattern: The ones whose numbers might have undermined the paper's hypothesis were disproportionately affected. This is not a subtle thing; among the 43 women who reported that they'd done the ritual, the six most prolific eaters all got switched into the control group. Nick Brown and James Heathers, the scientific-integrity researchers, have each tried to figure out the odds that anything like the study's published result could have been attained if the data had been switched at random. Brown's analysis pegged the answer at one in 1 million. "Data manipulation makes sense as an explanation," he told me. "No other explanation is immediately obvious to me." Heathers said he felt "quite comfortable" in concluding that whatever went wrong with the experiment "was a directed process, not a random process."

Whether or not the data alterations were intentional, their specific form--flipped conditions for a handful of participants, in a way that favored the hypothesis--matches up with data issues raised by Harvard Business School's investigation into Gino's work. Schroeder rejected that comparison when I brought it up, but she was willing to accept some blame. "I couldn't feel worse about that paper and that study," she told me. "I'm deeply ashamed of it."

Still, she said that the source of the error wasn't her. Her research assistants on the project may have caused the problem; Schroeder wonders if they got confused. She said that two RAs, both undergraduates, had recruited the women at the gym, and that the scene there was chaotic: Sometimes multiple people came up to them at once, and the undergrads may have had to make some changes on the fly, adjusting which participants were being put into which group for the study. Maybe things went wrong from there, Schroeder said. One or both RAs might have gotten ruffled as they tried to paper over inconsistencies in their record-keeping. They both knew what the experiment was meant to show, and how the data ought to look--so it's possible that they peeked a little at the data and reassigned the numbers in the way that seemed correct. (Schroeder's audit lays out other possibilities, but describes this one as the most likely.)

Schroeder's account is certainly plausible, but it's not a perfect fit with all of the facts. For one thing, the posted data indicate that during most days on which the study ran, the RAs had to deal with only a handful of participants--sometimes just two. How could they have gotten so bewildered?

Any further details seem unlikely to emerge. The paper was formally retracted in the February issue of the journal. Schroeder has chosen not to name the RAs who helped her with the study, and she told me that she hasn't tried to contact them. "I just didn't think it was appropriate," she said. "It doesn't seem like it would help matters at all." By her account, neither one is currently in academia, and she did not discover any additional issues when she reviewed their other work. (I reached out to more than a dozen former RAs and lab managers who were thanked in Schroeder's published papers from around this time. Five responded to my queries; all of them denied having helped with this experiment.) In the end, Schroeder said, she took the data at the assistants' word. "I did not go in and change labels," she told me. But she also said repeatedly that she doesn't think her RAs should take the blame. "The responsibility rests with me, right? And so it was appropriate that I'm the one named in the retraction notice," she said. Later in our conversation, she summed up her response: "I've tried to trace back as best I can what happened, and just be honest."

"I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing."

Across the many months I spent reporting this story, I'd come to think of Schroeder as a paragon of scientific rigor. She has led a seminar on "Experimental Design and Research Methods" in a business program with a sterling reputation for its research standards. She'd helped set up the Many Co-Authors Project, and then pursued it as aggressively as anyone. (Simonsohn even told me that Schroeder's look-at-everything approach was a little "overboard.") I also knew that she was devoted to the dreary but important task of reproducing other people's published work.

As for the dieting research, Schroeder had owned the awkward optics. "It looks weird," she told me when we spoke in June. "It's a weird error, and it looks consistent with changing things in the direction to get a result." But weirder still was how that error came to light, through a detailed data audit that she'd undertaken of her own accord. Apparently, she'd gone to great effort to call attention to a damning set of facts. That alone could be taken as a sign of her commitment to transparency.

But in the months that followed, I couldn't shake the feeling that another theory also fit the facts. Schroeder's leading explanation for the issues in her work--An RA must have bungled the data--sounded distressingly familiar. Francesca Gino had offered up the same defense to Harvard's investigators. The mere repetition of this story doesn't mean that it's invalid: Lab techs and assistants really do mishandle data on occasion, and they may of course engage in science fraud. But still.

As for Schroeder's all-out focus on integrity, and her public efforts to police the scientific record, I came to understand that most of these had been adopted, all at once, in mid-2023, shortly after the Gino scandal broke. (The version of Schroeder's resume that was available on her webpage in the spring of 2023 does not describe any replication projects whatsoever.) That makes sense if the accusations changed the way she thought about her field--and she did describe them to me as "a wake-up call." But here's another explanation: Maybe Schroeder saw the Gino scandal as a warning that the data sleuths were on the march. Perhaps she figured that her own work might end up being scrutinized, and then, having gamed this out, she decided to be a data sleuth herself. She'd publicly commit to reexamining her colleagues' work, doing audits of her own, and asking for corrections. This would be her play for amnesty during a crisis.

I spoke with Schroeder for the last time on the day before Halloween. She was notably composed when I confronted her with the possibility that she'd engaged in data-tampering herself. She repeated what she'd told me months before, that she definitely did not go in and change the numbers in her study. And she rejected the idea that her self-audits had been strategic, that she'd used them to divert attention from her own wrongdoing. "Honestly, it's disturbing to hear you even lay it out," she said. "Because I think if you were to look at my body of work and try to replicate it, I think my hit rate would be good." She continued: "So to imply that I've actually been, I don't know, doing a lot of fraudulent stuff myself for a long time, and this was a moment to come clean with it? I just don't think the evidence bears that out."

That wasn't really what I'd meant to imply. The story I had in mind was more mundane--and in a sense more tragic. I went through it: Perhaps she'd fudged the results for a study just once or twice early in her career, and never again. Perhaps she'd been committed, ever since, to proper scientific methods. And perhaps she really did intend to fix some problems in her field.

Schroeder allowed that she'd been susceptible to certain research practices--excluding data, for example--that are now considered improper. So were many of her colleagues. In that sense, she'd been guilty of letting her judgment be distorted by the pressure to succeed. But I understood what she was saying: This was not the same as fraud.

Throughout our conversations, Schroeder had avoided stating outright that anyone in particular had committed fraud. But not all of her colleagues had been so cautious. Just a few days earlier, I'd received an unexpected message from Maurice Schweitzer, the senior Wharton business-school professor who oversaw Alison Wood Brooks's "Don't Stop Believing" research. Up to this point, he had not responded to my request for an interview, and I figured he'd chosen not to comment for this story. But he finally responded to a list of written questions. It was important for me to know, his email said, that Schroeder had "been involved in data tampering." He included a link to the retraction notice for her paper on rituals and eating. When I asked Schweitzer to elaborate, he did not respond. (Schweitzer's most recent academic work is focused on the damaging effects of gossip; one of his papers from 2024 is titled "The Interpersonal Costs of Revealing Others' Secrets.")

I laid this out for Schroeder on the phone. "Wow," she said. "That's unfortunate that he would say that." She went silent for a long time. "Yeah, I'm sad he's saying that."

Another long silence followed. "I think that the narrative that you laid out, Dan, is going to have to be a possibility," she said. "I don't think there's a way I can refute it, but I know what the truth is, and I think I did the right thing, with trying to clean the literature as much as I could."

This is all too often where these stories end: A researcher will say that whatever really happened must forever be obscure. Dan Ariely told Business Insider in February 2024 : "I've spent a big part of the last two years trying to find out what happened. I haven't been able to ... I decided I have to move on with my life." Schweitzer told me that the most relevant files for the "Don't Stop Believing" paper are "long gone," and that the chain of custody for its data simply can't be tracked. (The Wharton School agreed, telling me that it "does not possess the requested data" for Study 1b, "as it falls outside its current data retention period.") And now Schroeder had landed on a similar position.

It's uncomfortable for a scientist to claim that the truth might be unknowable, just as it would be for a journalist, or any other truth-seeker by vocation. I daresay the facts regarding all of these cases may yet be amenable to further inquiry. The raw data from Study 1b may still exist, somewhere; if so, one might compare them with the posted spreadsheet to confirm that certain numbers had been altered. And Schroeder says she has the names of the RAs who worked on her dieting experiment; in theory, she could ask those people for their recollections of what happened. If figures aren't checked, or questions aren't asked, it's by choice.

What feels out of reach is not so much the truth of any set of allegations, but their consequences. Gino has been placed on administrative leave, but in many other instances of suspected fraud, nothing happens. Both Brooks and Schroeder appear to be untouched. "The problem is that journal editors and institutions can be more concerned with their own prestige and reputation than finding out the truth," Dennis Tourish, at the University of Sussex Business School, told me. "It can be easier to hope that this all just goes away and blows over and that somebody else will deal with it."


Pablo Delcan



Some degree of disillusionment was common among the academics I spoke with for this story. The early-career researcher in business academia told me that he has an "unhealthy hobby" of finding manipulated data. But now, he said, he's giving up the fight. "At least for the time being, I'm done," he told me. "Feeling like Sisyphus isn't the most fulfilling experience." A management professor who has followed all of these cases very closely gave this assessment: "I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing and demotivating."

It's possible that no one is more depressed and demotivated, at this point, than Juliana Schroeder. "To be honest with you, I've had some very low moments where I'm like, 'Well, maybe this is not the right field for me, and I shouldn't be in it,' " she said. "And to even have any errors in any of my papers is incredibly embarrassing, let alone one that looks like data-tampering."

I asked her if there was anything more she wanted to say.

"I guess I just want to advocate for empathy and transparency--maybe even in that order. Scientists are imperfect people, and we need to do better, and we can do better." Even the Many Co-Authors Project, she said, has been a huge missed opportunity. "It was sort of like a moment where everyone could have done self-reflection. Everyone could have looked at their papers and done the exercise I did. And people didn't."

Maybe the situation in her field would eventually improve, she said. "The optimistic point is, in the long arc of things, we'll self-correct, even if we have no incentive to retract or take responsibility."

"Do you believe that?" I asked.

"On my optimistic days, I believe it."

"Is today an optimistic day?"

"Not really."



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The Fraudulent Science of Success."
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Search the Hollywood AI Database

Use this search tool to see how writing from 139,000 movies and TV shows has trained generative AI.

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into the OpenSubtitles data set. You can read more about this data set and how it's been used to train AI here. Find The Atlantic's search tool for books used to train AI here.
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There's No Longer Any Doubt That Hollywood Writing Is Powering AI

Dialogue from these movies and TV shows has been used by companies such as Apple and Anthropic to train AI systems.

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into the OpenSubtitles data set. You can access the search tool directly here. Find The Atlantic's search tool for books used to train AI here.

For as long as generative-AI chatbots have been on the internet, Hollywood writers have wondered if their work has been used to train them. The chatbots are remarkably fluent with movie references, and companies seem to be training them on all available sources. One screenwriter recently told me he's seen generative AI reproduce close imitations of The Godfather and the 1980s TV show Alf, but he had no way to prove that a program had been trained on such material.



I can now say with absolute confidence that many AI systems have been trained on TV and film writers' work. Not just on The Godfather and Alf, but on more than 53,000 other movies and 85,000 other TV episodes: Dialogue from all of it is included in an AI-training data set that has been used by Apple, Anthropic, Meta, Nvidia, Salesforce, Bloomberg, and other companies. I recently downloaded this data set, which I saw referenced in papers about the development of various large language models (or LLMs). It includes writing from every film nominated for Best Picture from 1950 to 2016, at least 616 episodes of The Simpsons, 170 episodes of Seinfeld, 45 episodes of Twin Peaks, and every episode of The Wire, The Sopranos, and Breaking Bad. It even includes prewritten "live" dialogue from Golden Globes and Academy Awards broadcasts. If a chatbot can mimic a crime-show mobster or a sitcom alien--or, more pressingly, if it can piece together whole shows that might otherwise require a room of writers--data like this are part of the reason why.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing and tech

The files within this data set are not scripts, exactly. Rather, they are subtitles taken from a website called OpenSubtitles.org. Users of the site typically extract subtitles from DVDs, Blu-ray discs, and internet streams using optical-character-recognition (OCR) software. Then they upload the results to OpenSubtitles.org, which now hosts more than 9 million subtitle files in more than 100 languages and dialects. Though this may seem like a strange source for AI-training data, subtitles are valuable because they're a raw form of written dialogue. They contain the rhythms and styles of spoken conversation and allow tech companies to expand generative AI's repertoire beyond academic texts, journalism, and novels, all of which have also been used to train these programs. Well-written speech is a rare commodity in the world of AI-training data, and it may be especially valuable for training chatbots to "speak" naturally.



According to research papers, the subtitles have been used by Anthropic to train its ChatGPT competitor, Claude; by Meta to train a family of LLMs called Open Pre-trained Transformer (OPT); by Apple to train a family of LLMs that can run on iPhones; and by Nvidia to train a family of NeMo Megatron LLMs. It has also been used by Salesforce, Bloomberg, EleutherAI, Databricks, Cerebras, and various other AI developers to build at least 140 open-source models distributed on the AI-development hub Hugging Face. Many of these models could potentially be used to compete with human writers, and they're built without permission from those writers.



When I reached out to Anthropic for this article, the company did not provide a comment on the record. When I've previously spoken with Anthropic about its use of this data set, a spokesperson told me the company had "trained our generative-AI assistant Claude on the public dataset The Pile," of which OpenSubtitles is a part, and "which is commonly used in the industry." A Salesforce spokesperson told me that although the company has used OpenSubtitles in generative-AI development, the data set "was never used to inform or enhance any of Salesforce's product offerings." Apple similarly told me that its small LLM was intended only for research. However, both Salesforce and Apple, like other AI developers, have made their models available for developers to use in any number of different contexts. All other companies mentioned in this article--Nvidia, Bloomberg, EleutherAI, Databricks, and Cerebras--either declined to comment or did not respond to requests for comment.



You may search through the data set using the tool below.





Two years after the release of ChatGPT, it may not be surprising that creative work is used without permission to power AI products. Yet the notion remains disturbing to many artists and professionals who feel that their craft and livelihoods are threatened by programs. Transparency is generally low: Tech companies tend not to advertise whose work they use to train their products. The legality of training on copyrighted work also remains an open question. Numerous lawsuits have been brought against tech companies by writers, actors, artists, and publishers alleging that their copyrights have been violated in the AI-training process: As Breaking Bad's creator, Vince Gilligan, wrote to the U.S. Copyright Office last year, generative AI amounts to "an extraordinarily complex and energy-intensive form of plagiarism." Tech companies have argued that training AI systems on copyrighted work is "fair use," but a court has yet to rule on this claim. In the language of copyright law, subtitles are likely considered derivative works, and a court would generally see them as protected by the same rules against copying and distribution as the movies they're taken from. The OpenSubtitles data set has circulated among AI developers since 2020. It is part of the Pile, a collection of data sets for training generative AI. The Pile also includes text from books, patent applications, online discussions, philosophical papers, YouTube-video subtitles, and more. It's an easy way for companies to start building AI systems without having to find and download the many gigabytes of high-quality text that LLMs require.

Read: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

OpenSubtitles can be downloaded by anyone who knows where to look, but as with most AI-training data sets, it's not easy to understand what's in it. It's a 14-gigabyte text file with short lines of unattributed dialogue--meaning the speaker is not identified. There's no way to tell where one movie ends and the next begins, let alone what the movies are. I downloaded a "raw" version of the data set, in which the movies and episodes were separated into 446,612 files and stored in folders whose names corresponded to the ID numbers of movies and episodes listed on IMDb.com. Most folders contained multiple subtitle versions of the same movie or TV show (different releases may be tweaked in various ways), but I was able to identify at least 139,000 unique movies and episodes. I downloaded metadata associated with each title from the OpenSubtitles.org website--allowing me to map actors and directors to each title, for instance--and used it to build the tool above.



The OpenSubtitles data set adds yet another wrinkle to a complex narrative around AI, in which consent from artists and even the basic premise of the technology are points of contention. Until very recently, no writer putting pen to paper on a script would have thought their creative work might be used to train programs that could replace them. And the subtitles themselves were not originally intended for this purpose, either. The multilingual OpenSubtitles data set contained subtitles in 62 different languages and 1,782 language-pair combinations: It is meant for training the models behind apps such as Google Translate and DeepL, which can be used to translate websites, street signs in a foreign country, or an entire novel. Jorg Tiedemann, one of the data set's creators, wrote in an email that he was happy to see OpenSubtitles being used in LLM development, too, even though that was not his original intention.



He is, in any case, powerless to stop it. The subtitles are on the internet, and there's no telling how many independent generative-AI programs they've been used for, or how much synthetic writing those programs have produced. But now, at least, we know a bit more about who is caught in the machinery. What will the world decide they are owed?
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The Bluesky Bubble

This is a relapse, not a fix.

by Ian Bogost




Bluesky, a Twitter-style, short-post social-media site, has exploded in popularity since last week, adding 1 million users in just that time. A lot of people hate X--especially if they hate Elon Musk, or Donald Trump, or Nazis, or algorithmic feeds, or shadowbanning, or impersonation, or engagement farming, or porn hustling. Can Bluesky be the fix for all those woes, and a lasting replacement for the site that once was Twitter? I really doubt it.

Woe that people, myself included, have been inspired even to ask the question. Although white supremacy, scams, and porn are real and worsening problems on X and other social media, I have written before in The Atlantic about a problem that I see as superordinate to all of these others: People just aren't meant to talk with one another this much. The decline of X is a sign that we may soon be free of social media, and the compulsive, constant attention-seeking that it normalized. Counterintuitively, the rise of Bluesky is also a good sign, in that so many people are still trying to hold on to the past. Giving up on social media will take time, and it will inspire relapse.

For all its growth, Bluesky still trails far behind Meta's Threads--Mark Zuckerberg recently told investors that his Twitter-like app adds 1 million users each day. But numbers alone don't tell the full story. Meta has added buttons to access Threads from Instagram, so that any of its 2 billion users can slide right over, even if they never end up posting there. Bluesky, meanwhile, seems to be drawing actual users, especially in the United States, who want to post and follow.

Read: The age of social media is ending

A network of any kind--social, communication, epidemiological--is only as effective as the scope of its connections. Two decades ago, when social networks were new, it was easier to develop a rich, broad network because nobody had one yet. MySpace, Facebook, and LinkedIn helped people build databases of the connections they already had--friends, family, schoolmates, work colleagues. Twitter was among the first social networks that encouraged people to connect with anybody whosoever--to build a following of strangers. That, as much as its distinctive, short-text format, made Twitter what it was. Among other things, it became a distinctive venue to follow live global events, and to share and engage with journalism. It also was a place for brands to interact with their customers, and for businesses to provide customer service.

Bluesky has not yet found its distinctive identity or purpose. But to me, one user among many who started using the service in earnest this week, it feels more like the early days of social networking than anything else in recent memory. The posts I have seen, and made, are dumb and awkward instead of being savvy and too online. For now, Bluesky invokes the feeling of carefree earnestness that once--really and truly--blanketed the internet as a whole. Gen Xers and Oldlennials who had already finished college when Facebook started will remember the strange and delightful experience of rediscovering lost friends on that service--people you hadn't seen or heard from in years. Now that strange delight itself can be rediscovered: I've felt something like it as I watched my Bluesky migration plug-in locate and auto-follow thousands of users whom I hadn't seen on X or Twitter for years.

But the internet's media ecosystem is more fragmentary this decade than it was during the last. Uncertainty about social media's future produces existential questions about the major platforms: Will TikTok be banned? Will X become state media? Will the Bluesky bubble grow beyond this week? Whatever happens, I still hope that social media itself will fade away. In the meantime, though, hundreds of millions of people have become accustomed to this way of interacting with friends and strangers, noshing on news, performing identities, picking fights, and accruing cultural capital or longing to do so. These unhealthy habits will be hard to shake. And so we can't help but try to keep them going, for however long we can.
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Alex Jones Just Went Somewhere Else

The Infowars founder is already broadcasting his conspiracy theories on a new site.

by Ali Breland




Alex Jones looked different in the final hours of Infowars, as though he were ready for something new. Broadcasting from his Austin studio for the last time yesterday, Jones had shaved his head and ditched his standard shirt and blazer (no tie) in favor of a T-shirt with a massive red Infowars logo. For $49.99, you could buy the same shirt on his website. "Every purchase of this T-shirt goes directly to ensuring that no matter what obstacles arise, Alex Jones will continue to broadcast the truth," the product description reads.



Jones had lost a yearslong legal battle with the parents of Sandy Hook victims, who were terrorized by Infowars fans after Jones falsely accused them of being "crisis actors." Last year, he was ordered to pay more than $1 billion in damages to the Sandy Hook parents, forcing him to declare bankruptcy and sell his company. Yesterday morning, The Onion announced that it had bought Infowars at auction, and would turn the site into a satire platform. During his final broadcast, Jones said he was supposed to vacate the Infowars headquarters at some point that day. After 25 years, during which Jones turned a local talk-radio show into his own conspiratorial media empire, it was all ending.



Or was it? "The studios are humming and ready," Jones said into the camera during the final stream, which happened on X rather than on the Infowars website. "They're just three miles from here. We're ready to go." Jones has already established his next plan: He will, of course, continue streaming through a new website unaffiliated with the Infowars brand. And there's good reason to suspect that it will work. After Tucker Carlson was fired from Fox News, he continued to stay relevant and garner an audience on the show he hosts on X. Jones still has 3.2 million followers on X that he can direct to wherever he ends up going. (He was banned from Twitter in 2018 but reinstated by Elon Musk last year.)



His approach to conspiracism--world-encompassing theories in service of far-right ends--is now common, a fact that the show itself likes to take credit for. Modern conspiracism is all "downstream from Alex Jones," another Infowars personality, Owen Shroyer, said in the show's final stream. "What started at Infowars has metastasized."



Losing Infowars is still consequential for Jones, even as he begins broadcasting from a new studio and website. Infowars' precise influence is hard to track, but as of 2022, his show was broadcast on about 30 radio stations, and to millions who tune in online. Jones also still faces financial challenges. The Onion has taken over his supplement business, a significant source of his revenue. He will owe money to Sandy Hook families until he pays off his remaining debt.



Jones will weather this with the support of some powerful friends, however. Steve Bannon appeared on the final stream, and on Wednesday, Roger Stone broke the news live on Infowars that Tulsi Gabbard is Donald Trump's pick for director of national intelligence. Jones also has had a relationship with the president-elect that could be to his advantage in the future: He interviewed Trump in 2015, early in his presidential campaign. In 2016, he was a VIP guest at Trump's GOP-nominee acceptance speech. And in 2021, J. D. Vance praised him as a "truth-teller."



At one point while I watched the Infowars broadcast, the video cut away from Jones. This was it. Then, Shroyer and another Infowars personality, Harrison H. Smith, popped up to keep things going. Jones yelled something at them from off camera about lawyers coming in. Each successive moment of the stream felt like it could be the final one. Shroyer and Smith kept speaking in a series of dramatic aphorisms, as though they were putting the finishing touches on a monologue. Then they would pick right back up and do it again. "The system doesn't want you to know this information" flowed into "This is not a victory for the bad guys. This is them being revealed and brought out in the open. This will only backfire." After teasing that the stream was about to end, Shroyer interjected with: "It's all happening right now. History is unfolding." This had to be it. Nope. He continued: "We are the Jedi; we are destined to win in the end."



Then Jones came back for more. "I will never surrender; I will never back down," he said. Jones then began to muddle his way through something about how his sinking ship was tied to a new ship and that a whole armada was coming, but the armada was a stand-in for the American people. He couldn't end his ending. The camera cut to a zoomed-out shot of him in his studio, alone at his desk, glumly looking down at some papers, with monitors showing the Infowars logo around him for the last time. The stream cut out.



And then it came back. Jones appeared in the studio, but in a different shirt, suggesting that the segment was prerecorded. Wistful, cinematic music played while Jones excitedly hawked one of his supplements--something called "Ultimate Hydraforce." Jones joked that he was going to get in trouble for false advertising because, as it turned out, Ultimate Hydraforce wasn't just hydrating; it was also a pre-workout supplement and has some other beneficial stuff as well. "I always seek to bring you the very best supplements; you can get the best results and come back and get them again," Jones said. Infowars is ending. But Infowars will never really be over.
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AI's Fingerprints Were All Over the Election

But deepfakes and disinformation weren't the main issues.

by Matteo Wong




The images and videos were hard to miss in the days leading up to November 5. There was Donald Trump with the chiseled musculature of Superman, hovering over a row of skyscrapers. Trump and Kamala Harris squaring off in bright-red uniforms (McDonald's logo for Trump, hammer-and-sickle insignia for Harris). People had clearly used AI to create these--an effort to show support for their candidate or to troll their opponents. But the images didn't stop after Trump won. The day after polls closed, the Statue of Liberty wept into her hands as a drizzle fell around her. Trump and Elon Musk, in space suits, stood on the surface of Mars; hours later, Trump appeared at the door of the White House, waving goodbye to Harris as she walked away, clutching a cardboard box filled with flags.

Read: We haven't seen the worst of fake news

Every federal election since at least 2018 has been plagued with fears about potential disruptions from AI. Perhaps a computer-generated recording of Joe Biden would swing a key county, or doctored footage of a poll worker burning ballots would ignite riots. Those predictions never materialized, but many of them were also made before the arrival of ChatGPT, DALL-E, and the broader category of advanced, cheap, and easy-to-use generative-AI models--all of which seemed much more threatening than anything that had come before. Not even a year after ChatGPT was released in late 2022, generative-AI programs were used to target Trump, Emmanuel Macron, Biden, and other political leaders. In May 2023, an AI-generated image of smoke billowing out of the Pentagon caused a brief dip in the U.S. stock market. Weeks later, Ron DeSantis's presidential primary campaign appeared to have used the technology to make an advertisement.



And so a trio of political scientists at Purdue University decided to get a head start on tracking how generative AI might influence the 2024 election cycle. In June 2023, Christina Walker, Daniel Schiff, and Kaylyn Jackson Schiff started to track political AI-generated images and videos in the United States. Their work is focused on two particular categories: deepfakes, referring to media made with AI, and "cheapfakes," which are produced with more traditional editing software, such as Photoshop. Now, more than a week after polls closed, their database, along with the work of other researchers, paints a surprising picture of how AI appears to have actually influenced the election--one that is far more complicated than previous fears suggested.



The most visible generated media this election have not exactly planted convincing false narratives or otherwise deceived American citizens. Instead, AI-generated media have been used for transparent propaganda, satire, and emotional outpourings: Trump, wading in a lake, clutches a duck and a cat ("Protect our ducks and kittens in Ohio!"); Harris, enrobed in a coppery blue, struts before the Statue of Liberty and raises a matching torch. In August, Trump posted an AI-generated video of himself and Musk doing a synchronized TikTok dance; a follower responded with an AI image of the duo riding a dragon. The pictures were fake, sure, but they weren't feigning otherwise. In their analysis of election-week AI imagery, the Purdue team found that such posts were far more frequently intended for satire or entertainment than false information per se. Trump and Musk have shared political AI illustrations that got hundreds of millions of views. Brendan Nyhan, a political scientist at Dartmouth who studies the effects of misinformation, told me that the AI images he saw "were obviously AI-generated, and they were not being treated as literal truth or evidence of something. They were treated as visual illustrations of some larger point." And this usage isn't new: In the Purdue team's entire database of fabricated political imagery, which includes hundreds of entries, satire and entertainment were the two most common goals.



That doesn't mean these images and videos are merely playful or innocuous. Outrageous and false propaganda, after all, has long been an effective way to spread political messaging and rile up supporters. Some of history's most effective propaganda campaigns have been built on images that simply project the strength of one leader or nation. Generative AI offers a low-cost and easy tool to produce huge amounts of tailored images that accomplish just this, heightening existing emotions and channeling them to specific ends.



These sorts of AI-generated cartoons and agitprop could well have swayed undecided minds, driven turnout, galvanized "Stop the Steal" plotting, or driven harassment of election officials or racial minorities. An illustration of Trump in an orange jumpsuit emphasizes Trump's criminal convictions and perceived unfitness for the office, while an image of Harris speaking to a sea of red flags, a giant hammer-and-sickle above the crowd, smears her as "woke" and a "Communist." An edited image showing Harris dressed as Princess Leia kneeling before a voting machine and captioned "Help me, Dominion. You're my only hope" (an altered version of a famous Star Wars line) stirs up conspiracy theories about election fraud. "Even though we're noticing many deepfakes that seem silly, or just seem like simple political cartoons or memes, they might still have a big impact on what we think about politics," Kaylyn Jackson Schiff told me. It's easy to imagine someone's thought process: That image of "Comrade Kamala" is AI-generated, sure, but she's still a Communist. That video of people shredding ballots is animated, but they're still shredding ballots. That's a cartoon of Trump clutching a cat, but immigrants really are eating pets. Viewers, especially those already predisposed to find and believe extreme or inflammatory content, may be further radicalized and siloed. The especially photorealistic propaganda might even fool someone if reshared enough times, Walker told me.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

There were, of course, also a number of fake images and videos that were intended to directly change people's attitudes and behaviors. The FBI has identified several fake videos intended to cast doubt on election procedures, such as false footage of someone ripping up ballots in Pennsylvania. "Our foreign adversaries were clearly using AI" to push false stories, Lawrence Norden, the vice president of the Elections & Government Program at the Brennan Center for Justice, told me. He did not see any "super innovative use of AI," but said the technology has augmented existing strategies, such as creating fake-news websites, stories, and social-media accounts, as well as helping plan and execute cyberattacks. But it will take months or years to fully parse the technology's direct influence on 2024's elections. Misinformation in local races is much harder to track, for example, because there is less of a spotlight on them. Deepfakes in encrypted group chats are also difficult to track, Norden said. Experts had also wondered whether the use of AI to create highly realistic, yet fake, videos showing voter fraud might have been deployed to discredit a Trump loss. This scenario has not yet been tested.

Although it appears that AI did not directly sway the results last week, the technology has eroded Americans' overall ability to know or trust information and one another--not deceiving people into believing a particular thing so much as advancing a nationwide descent into believing nothing at all. A new analysis by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue of AI-generated media during the U.S. election cycle found that users on X, YouTube, and Reddit inaccurately assessed whether content was real roughly half the time, and more frequently thought authentic content was AI-generated than the other way around. With so much uncertainty, using AI to convince people of alternative facts seems like a waste of time--far more useful to exploit the technology to directly and forcefully send a motivated message, instead. Perhaps that's why, of the election-week, AI-generated media the Purdue team analyzed, pro-Trump and anti-Kamala content was most common.

More than a week after Trump's victory, the use of AI for satire, entertainment, and activism has not ceased. Musk, who will soon co-lead a new extragovernmental organization, routinely shares such content. The morning of November 6, Donald Trump Jr. put out a call for memes that was met with all manner of AI-generated images. Generative AI is changing the nature of evidence, yes, but also that of communication--providing a new, powerful medium through which to illustrate charged emotions and beliefs, broadcast them, and rally even more like-minded people. Instead of an all-caps thread, you can share a detailed and personalized visual effigy. These AI-generated images and videos are instantly legible and, by explicitly targeting emotions instead of information, obviate the need for falsification or critical thinking at all. No need to refute, or even consider, a differing view--just make an angry meme about it. No need to convince anyone of your adoration of J. D. Vance--just use AI to make him, literally, more attractive. Veracity is beside the point, which makes the technology perhaps the nation's most salient mode of political expression. In a country where facts have gone from irrelevant to detestable, of course deepfakes--fake news made by deep-learning algorithms--don't matter; to growing numbers of people, everything is fake but what they already know, or rather, feel.
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Amazon Haul Is an Omen

Welcome to the slop era of online shopping.

by Ian Bogost




No surprise, I thought, as I disposed of the 12-volt charging adapter I had purchased for my car. I'd bought the thing on Temu, the Chinese low-cost-shopping app, as part of a larger haul of random other stuff that the app had marketed to me: chargers to plug into my adapter and car-seat gap-filler crumb-catchers to flank them.



The charger cost $2.43 and took weeks to arrive. Because it came from China, I knew I had no hope of returning it, but $2.43 is less than a Diet Coke these days, so who cares? It turned out I cared, because I wanted to use the gadget to charge things. So I felt disappointment, though not affront, when the gizmo's plastic pins broke loose mere days after arrival, making the device unusable. I should have just bought a Diet Coke instead.



This week, Amazon announced a new store, Amazon Haul, that hopes to compete with Temu, Shein, and other purveyors of such items. When I opened Haul, which is available only on Amazon's mobile app, it presented me with an array of "unbelievable finds" at "crazy low prices": a $3.99 table runner; a pair of blue-and-white zebra-printed women's swim bottoms for $5.99; a barrage of smartphone cases as low as $2.99; a $2.99 set of foundation brushes; a $2.99 silicone sink strainer; two dozen cork-bottomed chair-leg floor protectors for $6.99.



Temu and Shein have been popular for a long time. But Amazon's entry into this market officially makes it mainstream. The result isn't just "low cost" shopping, but a different kind of shopping. Now people buy low-quality goods that they don't necessarily expect to use, knowing full well that they're maybe worthless, for the experience of having bought them.



Of course, people have always shopped just to shop: to hang out at the mall, to experience the relief of retail therapy, to adopt the identity of a label or a style, to pass the time between events. But the internet changed shopping. First, e-commerce made it more standardized and efficient. Instead of fingering through the garments on a rack or rummaging through a discount bin, shoppers clicked product images set against stark white backgrounds. They searched for keywords, which assumed that shopping was driven by need rather than desire. Shopping became more rational, more structured.

Read: Will Americans ever get sick of cheap junk?

It consolidated, too. Amazon.com became a so-called everything store, and others, including Walmart.com, followed suit. They offered consumers, well, everything; people no longer needed to visit specialized websites. Then online sellers deployed algorithmic recommendations to steer shoppers toward goods that might benefit the sellers or that might lead buyers to buy more. Slowly, over years, online shopping became disorienting. When I recently searched Amazon for a 16x16 gold picture mat, I was shown a family of products, none of which was a 16x16 gold picture mat. The one I finally bought took forever to arrive--it was not eligible for Prime shipping--and was damaged in transit. I wish I'd made different choices, but which ones? I couldn't find this product in a local store, and I wasn't willing to pay for a custom-made one from a specialty shop. This experience is now commonplace. I buy things online that I fully expect to be unfit for purpose, necessitating their return (which has become its own kind of hell). Now shopping neither satisfies a need nor sates a desire. It burns up time and moves money around.



Haul is the perfect name for a habit that contributes to this feeling. On early YouTube, circa the mid-aughts, beauty vloggers seeking topics for vlogging started sharing the goods they had recently purchased, online or in person. They produced what became known as "haul videos." Eventually, as vloggers gave way to influencers on YouTube, Instagram, and elsewhere, direct sponsorships, feed advertisements, and other incentives drove haul or haul-adjacent content: People would make money for posting it.



Shein started recruiting these influencers to promote its service in the West. The products it sold were so cheap, it didn't really matter if they were any good. One decent fast-fashion top or accessory out of a $20 haul was still cheaper than Abercrombie or American Eagle. Soon enough, you couldn't even go to those stores anyway, because of pandemic lockdowns; by 2022, Shein accounted for half of fast-fashion sales in the United States. Shopping became a kind of gambling: Roll the dice and hope that you come out a winner, whatever that would mean.

Read: Amazon returns have gone to hell

Showing off has always been a part of shopping, but hauls set use aside entirely, replacing it with exhibition. For the YouTuber or Instagram influencer, it wasn't important if the clothing or skin-care products were useful or even used, just that they afforded the content creator an opportunity to create content--and, potentially, to get paid by sponsors to do so. Not everyone is an influencer, but lots of people wished to be, and dressing for the job you wanted started to entail hauling as a way of life. Shein, Temu, and now Amazon Haul encourage bulk purchases to justify low costs and minimize freight, while slipping in under the $800 threshold of U.S. import tax. These shops made the haul a basic unit of commerce.



At the same time, Chinese sellers--including some that appear to sell the very same goods found on Shein, Temu, Alibaba, and more--began to dominate Amazon's third-party-seller platform, known as Marketplace. By 2023, Amazon acknowledged that nearly half of the top 100,000 Marketplace sellers were based in China. If you've ever searched for goods and been presented with weird, nonsense-name brands like RECUTMS (it's "Record Your Times," not the other thing), these are likely China-based Marketplace sellers. For some time now, cheap products of questionable quality and dubious fitness for purpose have dominated Amazon search results--especially because those sellers can also pay for sponsored ads on Amazon to hawk their wares.



Amazon Haul closes the gap between normal e-commerce and the haul retail that social-media influencers popularized. Now ordinary people can get maybe-useful, maybe-garbage goods purchased for little money in bulk.



Great to have the choice, perhaps. But likely also irritating, because the phone case, table runner, or makeup brush you might purchase that way are probably garbage. Nobody is hiding this fact--thus Amazon's carefully chosen language of "unbelievable finds" and "crazy low prices," and not "high-quality goods." And consumers are now ready to expect crap anyway, having spent years buying random wares from Instagram ads, TikTok shops, Shein, or the discount manufacturers that dominate Amazon itself. When I open a box that arrives at my door, I don't really expect delight anymore. Instead, I hope that what's inside might surprise me by bearing any value at all.



Haul might sound like the latest curiosity of concern only to the very online, but it could be an omen. Over time, Amazon has devolved from an everything store that sold stuff I liked and wanted into a venue for bad things that don't meet my needs. Haul is just one way to shop, not the only way. But that was also true of Marketplace, which slowly took over Amazon's listings. For now, you can still buy what you want or think you do. But eventually, hauls could take over entirely, and all shopping could become a novelty-store, mystery-grab-bag experience.
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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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What's Behind Trump's Controversial Cabinet Picks

Trump's nominees share two main attributes: loyalty and loathing.

by The Editors




Donald Trump hasn't filled his Cabinet yet, but evidence suggests he's looking for two main attributes in his picks: loyalty to him and a loathing for what he calls the "deep state." On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists discussed why there's a split in thinking over these nominees and their qualifications.

This week, Donald Trump named, among others, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a vaccine denier, to head Health and Human Services; Matt Gaetz, the subject of a federal sex-crimes investigation, as attorney general; and Tulsi Gabbard, an apologist for Vladimir Putin, as director of national intelligence.

Though Trump's nominations have left some in Washington with a sense of shock, these potential Cabinet members should come as no surprise, Leigh Ann Caldwell explained last night. His picks are exactly what the president-elect promised on the campaign trail: "We have to reorient our mindset of what is normal, what has happened for decades in Washington within the guardrails of tradition, the law," she said. "Trump is trying to throw all of that out, and he's doing that by nominating people who will do exactly what he says."

In addition to his quest for loyalty, Trump has also promised that he will hollow out many federal agencies. Between these potential mass firings and resignations, "it's going to be night and day" compared with the last Trump administration, Mark Leibovich said last night. And especially because many of Trump's nominees have never run massive agencies before, "it's going to make the built-in chaos of what this administration is going to try to do all the more so."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Elisabeth Bumiller, the assistant managing editor and Washington bureau chief for The New York Times; Leigh Ann Caldwell, the anchor of Washington Post Live; Mark Leibovich, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Francesca Chambers, a White House correspondent at USA Today.

Watch the full episode here.
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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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        Benjamin Mazer

        Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump's improbable nominee for secretary of Health and Human Services, actually such a crank? Short answer: yes. But two opinion pieces published in just the past few days argue that although Kennedy is often taken as unhinged, some of his ideas may very well be sound. Take the call for removal of fluoride from the nation's drinking water. "It's not an entirely crazy idea," wrote Leana Wen, the former Baltimore health commissioner, in The Washington Post. Her piec...

      

      
        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...
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        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...
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        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...
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        Nicholas Florko

        Certain foods are more likely than others to wreak havoc on your stomach. Cucumbers have carried Salmonella, peaches have been contaminated with Listeria, and eating a salad feels a bit like Russian roulette. Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts are all considered high risk for foodborne illnesses. (Scott Faber, a food-safety expert at the Environmental Working Group, put it to me bluntly: "Don't eat sprouts.")By comparison, onions have an almost-divine air. They are blessed with natural proper...
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        When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.In the name of journalism, I went...
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        Kristen V. Brown

        In the fall of 2021, Tammi Kromenaker started looking for a new home for her North Dakota abortion clinic. For more than 20 years, Red River Women's Clinic had provided abortion care to the Fargo area, most of that time as the state's only provider. But now Kromenaker, the practice's owner and director, was moving it just across the state line to Minnesota. "We had seen the writing on the wall," she told me. A few months earlier, the Supreme Court had announced that it would take up Dobbs v. Jack...
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        Nicholas Florko

        The loaf in my fridge is the furthest thing from Wonder Bread. Each slice is made of organic whole-wheat flour and has four grams of fiber and just two measly grams of added sugar. It's studded with so many seeds that I'm always worried about them getting stuck in my teeth. The only service this bread can provide is as a hummus sandwich; it tastes too healthy for a grilled cheese, an egg sandwich, or any other handheld creation.But here's the thing about my whole-grain, seed-coated loaf of bread:...

      

      
        The 'Peak Obesity' Illusion
        Daniel Engber

        Taken on its own, the number is astonishing. According to the CDC, as of August 2023, 40.3 percent of U.S. adults--some 100 million people--met the clinical definition for obesity. But this same estimate, which is based on National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey numbers gathered between 2021 and 2023, also seems remarkably low compared with prior readouts. For the first time in more than a decade, NHANES data hint that our obesity epidemic is no longer growing.The new estimate is almost tw...
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The Cancer Gene More Men Should Test For

BRCA mutations are inextricably linked with breasts, but they can also lead to cancer in the pancreas, the prostate, and maybe more parts of the body.

by Kristen V. Brown




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When Mary-Claire King discovered the first gene linked to hereditary breast cancer in 1990, she also got to decide its name. She settled on the four letters BRCA, which had three distinct meanings. The name paid homage to UC Berkeley, where King worked at the time; more to the point, it was a nod to Paul Broca, the 19th-century French physician whose work established a link between family history and breast cancer. It was also an abbreviation for breast cancer.

A few years after King discovered BRCA1, a second BRCA gene, BRCA2, was identified. Together, they now have more name recognition than probably any other gene, their profile boosted by research that has shown staggering effects on cancer risk. Awareness campaigns followed. A 2013 New York Times op-ed in which Angelina Jolie revealed she'd had a preventive double mastectomy because of her own BRCA mutation drove many women to seek DNA tests themselves. The BRCA genes became inextricably linked with breasts, as much as the pink ribbons that have become an international symbol of breast cancer. And in driving more women to find out if they have BRCA mutations, it's helped to greatly reduce the risk of hereditary breast cancer.

But in the three decades since the genes were discovered, scientists have learned that BRCA mutations can also lead to cancer in the ovaries, the pancreas, and the prostate. More recently, they have been linked with cancers in other parts of the body, such as the esophagus, stomach, and skin. As many as 60 percent of men with changes in BRCA2 develop prostate cancer, yet men are generally far less aware than women that BRCA mutations can affect them at all.

"It's a branding problem," Colin Pritchard, a professor of laboratory medicine and pathology at the University of Washington, told me. Men with family histories of breast cancer may not realize that they should get screened. Physicians, too, lack awareness of which men should get tested, and what steps to take when a mutation is found. Now Pritchard and other researchers are working to rebrand BRCA and the syndrome associated with it so that more men and their doctors consider testing.

Normally, the BRCA genes produce proteins that help repair damaged DNA throughout the body. Most people who carry mutations that impair the gene's function are diagnosed with hereditary breast and ovarian cancer syndrome. (Having HBOC means a person is at increased risk for cancer, not that they already have an illness.) Most breast-cancer cases have no known hereditary link, but more than 60 percent of women with a harmful BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation will develop breast cancer, compared with about 13 percent of the wider female population. Men, of course, can get breast cancer too, but it's rare, even among BRCA-mutation carriers.

Read: Cancer supertests are here

The full significance of the link between BRCA mutations and pancreatic and prostate cancer has become clear only recently--perhaps in the past decade, said Pritchard. The exact risk these mutations impart to men varies widely in studies. But it's clearly significant: Not only are men with BRCA mutations more likely to develop prostate cancer, they are also more likely to develop the more aggressive forms of the disease.

Roughly one in 400 people carry a harmful mutation in BRCA1 or BRCA2, and half of them are men. But women are far more likely to have been tested for the mutations--up to 10 times as likely, according to one study. "Beyonce's dad was the only man that I had ever heard of who had it," Christian Anderson, a 46-year-old social-sciences professor in Washington State who carries a BRCA2 mutation, told me. Anderson got tested after his sister was diagnosed with breast cancer, but countless men like him go undetected. Only about half of Americans get an annual physical, and doctors aren't always aware of BRCA-screening recommendations for men. Many men who do test for a BRCA mutation report doing it for their daughters, and studies have shown that they tend to be confused about their risks of developing cancer themselves.
 
 BRCA-awareness campaigns have led many women to get tested; in the two weeks after Angelina Jolie's viral op-ed, researchers found that BRCA-testing rates went up by 65 percent. In that case, more people may gotten tested than needed to, but in general, the rise in cancer screenings and elective surgical interventions have helped reduce the rates of deaths from breast and ovarian cancers. Education about the genes' links to other cancers could do the same for men. To that end, Pritchard argued in a 2019 Nature commentary that Hereditary Breast and Ovarian Cancer syndrome should be renamed King Syndrome after Mary-Claire King. "We need to really rethink this if we're going to educate the public about the importance of these genes for cancer risk for everyone, not just women," he told me.

Read: I'll tell you the secret of cancer

As understanding of BRCA's risks for men has grown, Pritchard's idea has started to catch on. King, who is now a professor of genome sciences and medicine at the University of Washington, demurred when I asked her whether the syndrome associated with the BRCA genes should be renamed after her, but agreed that awareness campaigns have focused too narrowly on breasts and ovaries. "We need to bring this awareness to men in the same way that we have for 30 years now to women," she told me.

How exactly Pritchard's plan might be put into action is unclear. Gene names are overseen by an international committee and rarely changed. That's part of why Pritchard is suggesting that the name of the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations become King Syndrome--no single governing body oversees that. Recently, ClinGen, an international group of researchers that works to parse the medical significance of genes, recommended that HBOC be rechristened BRCA-related cancer predisposition. (Pritchard told me he thinks that name isn't quite as "catchy" as King Syndrome.)

Uncoupling the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations from breasts would likely be only the first step in getting more at-risk men screened for cancer. It would also be an important step in understanding the full impact of BRCA mutations on men. Because fewer men than women have been tested for BRCA mutations, scientists still don't have a complete picture of their risk. For example, Pritchard told me, it's only as more attention has been drawn to male BRCA risk that researchers have discovered mutations are linked to especially aggressive forms of prostate cancer. Penn Medicine recently launched a program dedicated to men and BRCA in part to continue this sort of research.

Read: Scientists have been studying cancers in a very strange way for decades

BRCA's name is a legacy of a time when scientists thought genetics would offer a simple way to diagnose and treat disease--that one specific mutation would point definitively to one specific cancer. But today, "the idea that a gene would only affect one type of cancer risk is probably outmoded," Pritchard said. The more scientists explore the human genome, the more complex its connections to health appear. It turns out that when genes don't work like they should, the possible consequences may very well be infinite.
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A Ridiculous, Perfect Way to Make Friends

Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise.

by Mikala Jamison




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When I was teaching indoor cycling every week, an unexpected benefit of the gig was free ice cream. One of the class regulars had an ice-cream machine at home and sometimes brought samples for me to try, in flavors such as pumpkin and pistachio. I think he did this not only because he was a nice person but also because in class, I was the nicest version of myself: warm, welcoming, and encouraging to the point of profound corniness, despite my usual caustic tendencies.

I noticed this friendliness in others too. Two people who met in my class started dating. Strangers who became friends there went out for post-workout coffees. Two of the other class regulars invited me to go skiing with them. Many of the good friends I have at age 35 are people I met in exercise classes I attended regularly. These experiences have convinced me that group fitness classes are the best place to make friends as an adult--an idea supported by research that suggests that the glow of exercise's feel-good chemicals has interpersonal benefits.

Once, countless friendships were born in what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg called "third places": physical spaces that aren't a home or a workplace, don't charge (much) for entry, and exist in large part to foster conversation. Over the past several decades, though--and especially as a result of the pandemic--third places such as bars and cafes have begun playing a much smaller role in social life, depriving American adults of opportunities for chance encounters that can lead to friendships. Perhaps that's partly why Americans rank improving their relationships among their top New Year's resolutions.

Group fitness classes don't exactly fit the definition of a third place: They cost money, and the primary activities within them are sweating, grunting, and skipping a few reps when the instructor isn't looking. But they fulfill many conditions that social-psychology research has repeatedly shown to help forge meaningful connections between strangers: proximity (being in the same place), ritual (at the same time, over and over), accumulation (for many hours), and shared experiences or interests (because you do and like the same things).

From the December 2019 issue: I joined a stationary-biker gang

Sussing out shared interests can be horribly awkward when you meet someone new at work or even at a party. Group fitness classes make it a little easier, Stephanie Roth Goldberg, an athlete psychotherapist in New York, told me. "Automatically, when you walk into a fitness class, you likely are sharing the idea that 'We like to exercise,' or 'We like to do this particular kind of exercise,'" she said. "It breaks the ice differently than standing in a bar or at someone's house." Of course, breaking the ice still requires someone to say something, which, if you're sweaty and huffing, is frankly terrifying. Whether I'm an instructor or a classmate, one simple tactic has never failed me: I simply walk up to someone after class and say, "Hey, good job!"

Proximity, ritual, and accumulation all require a certain amount of time, which can be hard to come by in a country that requires and rewards long hours at work. But you're already making time for exercise class, and it provides those conditions; benefitting from them mostly requires acknowledging that you've already set yourself up for friendship. Danielle Friedman, a journalist and the author of Let's Get Physical, told me that breaking through what she calls the "social code of anonymity" is key to making friends. "If you've been going to the same class for a while and start seeing the same people, don't pretend like you've never interacted before," she said.

That kind of friendliness requires adopting the cliched feel-goodery inherent in many group fitness classes. In my spin classes, I'd cringe whenever I caught myself doling out motivational platitudes--mostly "We're all in this together!" because I needed the reminder too, as I tried to talk and spin at the same time. Inevitably, though, someone would "Woo!" in response and reenergize the whole room. I'd load up my playlists with high-tempo remixes of early-aughts Top 40 hits and catch people singing along. One of my favorite instructors in a class I attended regularly instituted "Fun Friday," when we'd warm up by doing silly little relay races or grade-school-style games; my blood ran cold the first time she told us to partner up for this cheesefest, but I had a blast. Everyone did.

In a world that prizes ironic detachment, embracing such earnest silliness can feel deeply uncomfortable. But--and you might as well get used to hearing this kind of phrase now, if you're going to start attending classes--you just have to push through. "When you're sweating, feeling a little out of control of your physical self, whooping and yelling, there's a vulnerability," Friedman said. "If you buy in, then you've shared something. There aren't that many contexts as adults where you have that opportunity to be vulnerable together."

Read: Why making friends in midlife is so hard

A room full of grown adults flailing, shouting, and running miles without ever going anywhere is a fundamentally ridiculous prospect. Ridiculous things, however, play a crucial role in connecting with others: They make us laugh. Studies show that laughing with others facilitates social connection by helping us feel that we have more in common. The "happy hormones" released during exercise--endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin--are also associated with bonding. In particular, exercising in sync with others promotes close relationships.

Even if you don't find your next best friend at Zumba, getting into a fitness habit of some kind might help you meet people and make friends in other spaces. "The more that people can step out of their comfort zone in one setting, the less intimidating it is to do in other settings," Goldberg said. Perhaps you'll even become the version of yourself who inspires people to bring you homemade ice cream. Win-win.
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We're About to Find Out How Much Americans Like Vaccines

Empowering Robert F. Kennedy Jr. will test one of American public health's greatest successes.

by Daniel Engber




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nominee to be the next secretary of Health and Human Services, is America's most prominent vaccine skeptic. An advocacy organization that he founded and chaired has called the nation's declining child-immunization rates "good news," and referred to parents' lingering doubts about routine shots as COVID-19's "silver lining." Now Kennedy may soon be overseeing the cluster of federal agencies that license and recommend vaccines, as well as the multibillion-dollar program that covers the immunization of almost half the nation's children.



Which is to say that America's most prominent vaccine skeptic could have the power to upend, derail, or otherwise louse up a cornerstone of public health. Raising U.S. vaccination rates to where they are today took decades of investment: In 1991, for example, just 82 percent of toddlers were getting measles shots; by 2019, that number had increased to 92 percent. The first Trump administration actually presided over the historic high point for the nation's immunization services; now the second may be focused on promoting vaccines' alleged hidden harms. Kennedy has said that he doesn't want to take any shots away, but even if he were to emphasize "choice," his leadership would be a daunting test of Americans' commitment to vaccines.



In many ways, the situation is unprecedented: No one with Kennedy's mix of inexperience and paranoid distrust has ever held the reins at HHS. He was trained as a lawyer and has no training in biostatistics or any other research bona fides--the sorts of qualifications you'd expect from someone credibly evaluating vaccine efficacy. But the post-pandemic era has already given rise to at least one smaller-scale experiment along these lines. In Florida, vaccine policies have been overseen since 2021 by another noted skeptic of the pharmaceutical industry, State Surgeon General Joseph Ladapo. (Kennedy has likened Ladapo to Galileo--yes, the astronomer who faced down the Roman Inquisition.) Under Ladapo's direction, the state has aggressively resisted federal guidance on COVID-19 vaccination, and its department of health has twice advised Floridians not to get mRNA-based booster shots. "These vaccines are not appropriate for use in human beings," Ladapo declared in January. His public-health contrarianism has also started spilling over into more routine immunization practices. Last winter, during an active measles outbreak at a Florida school, Ladapo abandoned standard practice and allowed unvaccinated children to attend class. He also seemed to make a point of not recommending measles shots for any kids who might have needed them.



Jeffrey Goldhagen, a pediatrics professor at the University of Florida and the former head of the Duval County health department, believes that this vaccine skepticism has had immense costs. "The deaths and suffering of thousands and thousands of Floridians" can be linked to Ladapo's policies, he said, particularly regarding COVID shots. But in the years since Ladapo took office, Florida did not become an instant outlier in terms of COVID vaccination numbers, nor in terms of age-adjusted rates of death from COVID. And so far at least, the state's performance on other immunization metrics is not far off from the rest of America's. That doesn't mean Florida's numbers are good: Among the state's kindergarteners, routine-vaccination rates have dropped from 93.3 percent for the kids who entered school in the fall of 2020 to 88.1 percent in 2023, and the rate at which kids are getting nonmedical exemptions from vaccine requirements went up from 2.7 to 4.5 percent over the same period. These changes elevate the risk of further outbreaks of measles, or of other infectious diseases that could end up killing children--but they're not unique to Ladapo's constituents. National statistics have been moving in the same direction. (To wit: The rate of nonmedical exemptions across the U.S. has gone up by about the same proportion as Florida's.)
 
 All of these disturbing trends may be tied to a growing suspicion of vaccines that was brought on during COVID and fanned by right-wing influencers. Or they could be a lingering effect of the widespread lapse in health care in 2020, during which time many young children were missing doses of vaccines. (Kids who entered public school in 2023 might still be catching up.)



In any case, other vaccination rates in Florida look pretty good. Under Ladapo, the state has actually been gaining on the nation as a whole in terms of flu shots for adults and holding its own on immunization for diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis in toddlers. Even Ladapo's outlandish choice last winter to allow unvaccinated kids back into a school with an active measles outbreak did not lead to any further cases of disease. In short, as I noted back in February, Ladapo's anti-vaccine activism has had few, if any, clear effects. (Ladapo did not respond when I reached out to ask why his policies might have failed to sabotage the state's vaccination rates.)



If Florida's immunization rates have been resilient, then America's may hold up even better in the years to come. That's because the most important vaccine policies are made at the state and local levels, Rupali Limaye, a professor and scholar of health behavior at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Each state decides whether and how to mandate vaccines to school-age children, or during a pandemic. The states and localities are then responsible for giving out (or choosing not to give out) whichever vaccines are recommended, and sometimes paid for, by the federal government.



But the existence of vaccine-skeptical leadership in Washington, and throughout the Republican Party, could still end up putting pressure on local decision makers, she continued, and could encourage policies that support parental choice at the expense of maximizing immunization rates. As a member of the Cabinet, Kennedy would also have a platform that he's never had before, from which he can continue to spread untruths about vaccines. "If you start to give people more of a choice, and they are exposed to disinformation and misinformation, then there is that propensity of people to make decisions that are not based on evidence," Limaye said. (According to The New York Times, many experts say they "worry most" about this aspect of Kennedy's leadership.)



How much will this really matter, though? The mere prominence of Kennedy's ideas may not do much to drive down vaccination rates on its own. Noel Brewer, a behavioral scientist and public-health professor at the UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me that attempts to change people's thoughts and feelings about vaccines are often futile; research shows that talking up the value of getting shots has little impact on behavior. By the same token, one might reasonably expect that talking down the value of vaccines (as Kennedy and Ladapo are wont to do) would be wasted effort too. "It may be that having a public figure talking about this has little effect," Brewer said.



Indeed, much has been made of Kennedy's apparent intervention during the 2019 measles crisis in Samoa. He arrived there for a visit in the middle of that year, not long after measles immunizations had been suspended, and children's immunization rates had plummeted. (The crisis began when two babies died from a vaccine-related medical error in 2018.) Kennedy has been linked to the deadly measles outbreak in the months that followed, but if his presence really did give succor to the local anti-vaccine movement, that movement's broader aims were frustrated: The government declared a state of emergency that fall, and soon the measles-vaccination rate had more than doubled.



As head of HHS, though, Kennedy would have direct control over the federal programs that do the sort of work that has been necessary in Samoa, and provide access to vaccines to those who need them most. For example, he'd oversee the agencies that pay for and administer Vaccines for Children, which distributes shots to children in every state. All the experts I spoke with warned that interference with this program could have serious consequences. Other potential actions, such as demanding further safety studies of vaccines and evidence reviews, could slow down decision making and delay the introduction of new vaccines.



Kennedy would also have a chance to influence the nation's vaccine requirements for children, as well as its safety-and-monitoring system, at the highest levels. He'd be in charge of selecting members for the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which makes recommendations on vaccines that are usually adopted by the states and result in standardized insurance coverage. He'd also oversee the head of the CDC, who in turn has the authority to overrule or amend individual ACIP recommendations.



Even if he's not inclined to squelch any determinations outright, Kennedy's goal of giving parents latitude might play out in other ways. Brewer, who is currently a voting member of ACIP (but emphasized that he was not speaking in that capacity), said that the committee can issue several different types of rulings, some of which roughly correspond to ACIP saying that Americans should rather than may get a certain vaccine. That distinction can be very consequential, Brewer said: Shots that are made "routine" by ACIP get prioritized in doctor's offices, for instance, while those that are subject to "shared clinical decision-making" may be held for patients who ask for them specifically. Shifting the country's vaccination program from a should to a may regime "would destroy uptake," Brewer told me.



Those would seem to be the stakes. The case study of vaccine-skeptical governance that we have in Florida may not look so dire--at least in the specifics. But Kennedy's ascendancy could be something more than that: He could steer the public-health establishment off the course that it's been on for many years, and getting back to where we are today could take more years still.
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Your Armpits Are Trying to Tell You Something

The best time to apply antiperspirant is right before bed. Seriously.

by Yasmin Tayag




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.


The last time I sweated through my shirt, I vowed that it would never happen again. Sweat shame had dogged me for too many years. No longer would armpit puddles dictate the color of my blouse. Never again would I twist underneath a hand dryer to dry my damp underarms. It was time to try clinical-strength antiperspirant.



The one I bought looked like any old antiperspirant, a solid white cream encased in a plastic applicator. But its instructions seemed unusual: "For best results, apply every night before bed and again in the morning."



Every night?



I swiped it across my armpits before bed, and to my surprise, they were dry all the next day. I kept poking them in disbelief--deserts. But I would later discover that there isn't anything particularly special about this product. Nighttime application improves the effects of any traditional antiperspirant, including those combined with deodorant (the former blocks sweat while the latter masks smell). Research has shown this for at least 20 years; none of the experts I spoke with disagreed. Yet many of us swipe our armpits in the morning before we head out for the day. Somehow, Americans are trapped in a perspiration delusion.



Putting on antiperspirant in the evening feels roughly akin to styling your hair right before bed. Both are acts of personal maintenance that people take not only for their own well-being but also in anticipation of interactions with others. This idea is reinforced by ads for antiperspirants, which tend to feature half-dressed actors getting ready in bathrooms or changing rooms; see, for example, the Old Spice guy. These ads also tend to mention how long their products work--24 hours, 36 hours--implying that their effectiveness starts to fade once they are applied. In a recent Secret commercial, a woman rolls on antiperspirant in a daylit bathroom, then scrambles to make her bus, relieved that she is prepared for such sweaty moments for the next 72 hours.



What these ads don't say is that these products need the right conditions to work effectively. Antiperspirant isn't a film on the surface of the armpit that stops moisture from leaking through, like a tarp over wet grass. Instead, it functions like a bunch of microscopic champagne corks, temporarily sealing sweat glands from spraying their contents. The active ingredient in most antiperspirants is some form of aluminum salt, compounds that combine with moisture on the skin to form "gel plugs" that dam up the sweat glands. These gel plugs prevent not only wetness but also odors, because bacteria responsible for foul smells thrive best in moist (and hairy) conditions, according to Dee Anna Glaser, a dermatologist and board member of the International Hyperhidrosis Society, a group that advocates for patients with excessive sweatiness.



Gel plugs are finicky. They need a little bit of sweat in order to form--but not too much. Antiperspirant applied in the morning isn't ideal, because people sweat more during waking hours, when they're active. If the armpits are too sweaty in the hours after application, the product gets washed away before it can form the plugs. The body is cooler and calmer during sleep. For gel plugs to form, "baseline sweating is optimal at nighttime before bed," Glaser told me. Nighttime application has been shown to increase the sweat-reduction ability of normal antiperspirant from 56 percent to 73 percent.



But wait, I can already hear you thinking, what happens if I shower in the morning? Here's the thing: Antiperspirant lasts through a shower. "The plugs won't wash away much," even though the residue and scent probably will, Mike Thomas, a former scientist with Procter & Gamble and an advocate for the International Hyperhidrosis Society, told me. After 24 hours or more, the plug naturally dissolves. Reapplying antiperspirant during the day can be beneficial, Shoshana Marmon, a dermatology professor at New York Medical College, told me. Still, it works best if applied to dry armpits that, ideally, stay dry enough for the plugs to form. For most people, Marmon added, putting it on "clean, dry skin at night" provides enough protection to last through the next day.



Again, none of this information is new or hard to find. One of the earliest studies demonstrating the value of nighttime application was published in 2004; it showed that applying antiperspirant in the evening, or twice daily, was significantly more effective than morning-only use. Indeed, the stance of the American Academy of Dermatology is that it's best to put antiperspirant on at night. Media outlets have covered this guidance since at least 2009.



For the perpetually sweaty, discovering this guidance only now, after decades of embarrassing photos and ruined shirts, might spark belief in a grand conspiracy: They don't want you to know the truth about armpit sweat. Indeed, it isn't mentioned on the labels of most regular-strength antiperspirants. The reasons for this are more banal than nefarious. Most people don't sweat excessively, so applying antiperspirant the usual way is sufficient. "Manufacturers may keep instructions simple to fit general habits, so the idea of using antiperspirant at night doesn't always make it into mainstream awareness," Danilo C. Del Campo, a dermatologist at Chicago Skin Clinic, told me. The difference between antiperspirant and deodorant still eludes many people and, in fact, may bolster the insistence on morning application. Deodorant is essentially perfume and has no impact on sweat production. It's "best applied when odor control is most needed, typically in the mornings," Marmon said.



When I asked brand representatives why so many antiperspirants don't mention nighttime use in the directions, they pointed to the potential for confusion. "It's a bit counterintuitive for people to use antiperspirant at night, because most people think of applying it as part of their morning routine," Maiysha Jones, a principal scientist at P&G North America Personal Care, which owns brands such as Secret and Old Spice, told me. But, she added, it is indeed best to use it at night. "Antiperspirants are commonly assumed to be a morning-only product and applied during the morning routine," Megan Smith, a principal scientist at Degree Deodorant, told me.



In other words, people are used to applying antiperspirant in the morning because companies don't tell them about the nighttime hack ... but companies don't tell them because people are used to putting it on in the morning. Omitting helpful instructions just because they might be confusing isn't doing America's perspirers any favors. Anyone who's ever experienced an overly moist underarm can surely be coaxed into shifting armpit maintenance back a measly eight hours. People go to far greater lengths to self-optimize, whether it's teens adopting multistep skin-care routines, or wellness bros taking dozens of supplements.



The science is well established, and the guidance is clear. But the ranks of nighttime swipers may not increase immediately. Routines have to be reset, assumptions picked apart. Some evenings, I find it exhilarating to buck the orthodoxy of personal hygiene. Other nights, it gives me pause. Applicator hovers over armpit, brain stumbles on belief. Will this really last past the sunrise, through a shower, beyond the hustle of the day? Even after learning about the science, "some people just don't believe," Thomas said. All there is to do is try. In go the corks, out go the lights.
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Here's How We Know RFK Jr. Is Wrong About Vaccines

Children used to die of diseases far more gruesome and deadly than we remember.

by Sarah Zhang




When I was taking German in college in the early years of this millennium, I once stumbled upon a word that appeared foreign even when translated into English: Diphtherie, or diphtheria. "What's diphtheria?" I wondered, having never encountered a single soul afflicted by this disease.



Diphtheria, once known as the "strangling angel," was a leading killer of children into the early 20th century. The bacterial infection destroys the lining of the throat, forming a layer of dead, leathery tissue that can cause death by suffocation. The disease left no corner of society untouched: Diphtheria killed Queen Victoria's daughter, and the children of Presidents Lincoln, Garfield, and Cleveland. Parents used to speak of their first and second families, an elderly woman in Ottawa recalled, because diphtheria had swept through and all their children died.



Today, diphtheria has been so thoroughly forgotten that someone like me, born some 60 years after the invention of a diphtheria vaccine, might have no inkling of the fear it once inspired. If you have encountered diphtheria outside of the historical context, it's likely because you have scrutinized a childhood immunization schedule: It is the "D" in the DTaP vaccine.



Vaccine breakthroughs over the past two centuries have cumulatively made the modern world a far more hospitable place to be born. For most of human history, half of all children died before reaching age 15; that number is down to just 4 percent worldwide, and far lower in developed countries, with vaccines one of the major drivers of improved life expectancy. "As a child," the vaccine scientist Stanley Plotkin, now 92, told me, "I had several infectious diseases that almost killed me." He ticked them off: pertussis, influenza, pneumococcal pneumonia--all of which children today are routinely vaccinated against.



But the success of vaccines has also allowed for a modern amnesia about the level of past human suffering. In a world where the ravages of polio or measles are remote, the risks of vaccines--whether imagined, or real but minute--are able to loom much larger in the minds of parents. This is the space exploited by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., one of the nation's foremost anti-vaccine activists and now nominee for secretary of Health and Human Services. It is a stunning reversal of fortune for a man relegated to the fringes of the Democratic Party just last year. And it is also a reversal for Donald Trump, who might have flirted with anti-vaccine rhetoric in the past but also presided over a record-breaking race to create a COVID vaccine. Kennedy has promised that he would not yank vaccines off the market, but his nomination normalizes and emboldens the anti-vaccine movement. The danger now is that diseases confined to the past become diseases of the future.







Walt Orenstein trained as a pediatrician in the 1970s, when he often saw children with meningitis--a dangerous infection of membranes around the brain--that can be caused by a bacterium called Haemophilus influenzae type b or Hib. (Despite the name, it is not related to the influenza virus.) "I remember doing loads of spinal taps," he told me, to diagnose the disease. The advent of a Hib vaccine in the 1980s virtually wiped these infections out; babies are now routinely vaccinated in the first 15 months of life. "It's amazing there are people today calling themselves pediatricians who have never seen a case of Hib," he says. He remembers rotavirus, too, back when it used to cause about half of all hospitalizations for diarrhea in kids under 5. "People used to say, 'Don't get the infant ward during diarrhea season,'" Orenstein told me. But in the 2000s, the introduction of rotavirus vaccines for babies six months and younger sharply curtailed hospitalizations.



To Orenstein, it is important that the current rotavirus vaccine has proved effective but also safe. An older rotavirus vaccine was taken off the market in 1999 when regulators learned that it gave babies an up to one-in-10,000 chance of developing a serious but usually treatable bowel obstruction called intussusception. The benefits arguably still outweighed the risks--about one in 50 babies infected with rotavirus need hospitalization--but the United States has a high bar for vaccine safety. Similarly, the U.S. switched from an oral polio vaccine containing live, weakened virus--which had a one in 2.4 million chance of causing paralysis--to a more expensive but safer shot made with inactivated viruses that cannot cause disease. No vaccine is perfect, says Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of the Atria Academy of Science & Medicine, who himself developed severe tinnitus after getting the COVID vaccine. "There will always be risks," he told me, and he acknowledges the need to speak candidly about them. But vaccine recommendations are based on benefits that are "overwhelming" compared with their risks, he said.



The success of childhood vaccination has a perverse effect of making the benefits of these vaccines invisible. Let's put it this way: If everyone around me is vaccinated for diphtheria but I am not, I still have virtually no chance of contracting it. There is simply no one to give it to me. This protection is also known as "herd immunity" or "community protection." But that logic falls apart when vaccination rates slip, and the bubble of protective immunity dissolves. The impact won't be immediate. "If we stopped vaccinating today, we wouldn't get outbreaks tomorrow," Orenstein said. In time, though, all-but-forgotten diseases could once again find a foothold, sickening those who chose not to be vaccinated but also those who could not be vaccinated, such as people with certain medical conditions and newborns too young for shots. In aggregate, individual decisions to refuse vaccines end up having far-reaching consequences.



Evolutionary biologists have argued that plague and pestilence rose in tandem with human civilization. Before humans built cities, back when we still lived in small bands of hunter-gatherers, a novel virus--say, from a bat--might tear through a group only to reach a dead end once everyone was immune or deceased. With no one else to infect, such a virus will burn itself out. Only when humans started clustering in large cities could certain viruses keep finding new susceptibles--babies or new migrants with no immunity, people with waning immunity--and smolder on and on and on. Infectious disease, you might then say, is a necessary condition of living in a society.



But human ingenuity has handed us a cheat code: Vaccines now allow us to enjoy the benefits of fellow humanity while preventing the constant exchange of deadly pathogens. And vaccines can, through the power of herd immunity, protect even those who are too young or too sick to be effectively vaccinated themselves. When we get vaccinated, or don't, our decisions ricochet through the lives of others. Vaccines make us responsible for more than ourselves. And is that not what it means to live in a society?
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Stop Looking at Your Therapist

The couch is there for a reason.

by Shayla Love




A person who is "on the couch" is known to be in therapy, but most therapists these days don't ask their clients to lie down. The first time mine did, I resisted. I didn't want to be on display or unable to see her reactions. Plus, the idea seemed antiquated. Sigmund Freud was inspired to use the couch more than a century ago after observing dramatic hypnotherapy demonstrations by his teacher Jean-Martin Charcot. In psychoanalysis, Freud thought a therapist being out of view would help people access emotions or memories that might be repressed. (He also said that he could not "put up with being stared at by other people for eight hours a day.")

Many of Freud's ideas about the unconscious haven't held up, but he may have been onto something with the couch, as I discovered when I eventually followed my therapist's suggestion. The couch might not be for everyone, but it could be worth a try.

Today, therapists' offices still almost always have a couch. For his book, In the Shadow of Freud's Couch, Mark Gerald, a psychologist trained in psychoanalysis, took portraits of therapists in their offices, and "it was a rare room that did not have a couch," he told me. "Somebody once mentioned they actually never used the couch with their patients, but if they didn't have a couch, they wouldn't feel like a psychoanalyst."

Despite the ubiquity of the therapist's couch, research on instances when it is and isn't helpful is limited. Some patients in case studies report that they've missed seeing their therapists' face when they lie down, while others have used the couch to avoid direct face-to-face communication. Even Freud wasn't always strict about the couch. He also took walks with his patients; he famously analyzed the composer Gustav Mahler during a four-hour walk around Leiden.

But for me--and, I suspect, many others--occasionally lying down might provide some relief from the social aspects of talking with a therapist. The relationship between a therapist and a client won't fully disappear, and that dynamic can be useful to examine in therapy too. Yet many therapy clients place too much emphasis on interpersonal dynamics. On social media, people make jokes about how much they want to get an A+ in therapy or make a therapist laugh; I've felt the same pressures myself. That stress could be reduced when you're lying down and physically incapable of scanning your therapist's face for signs of approval or displeasure. And in a time when many people have switched to teletherapy, staring at your therapist's face (or your own) over Zoom can feel like a work meeting gone wrong.

On a very simplistic level, the couch offers a change in perspective--literally. The ancient Greeks and Romans reclined during banquets, which created an atmosphere of comfort and intimacy, says Nathan Kravis, a psychiatrist and historian of psychiatry at Weill Cornell Medical College who's also the author of On the Couch. In the modern world, lying down signifies that the conversation you're about to have in therapy is a different kind of interaction than those you have with family or friends. It's a time to confront difficult thoughts, admit shortcomings, or explore desires without the relational obligations to those we know in our "real" life. "Its strangeness is part of the power," Kravis told me. "It really has no parallel anywhere else in our social world."

Lying down may also better satisfy people's hunger for a more creative and humanistic form of therapy. Over the past few years, interest in psychoanalysis has made a dramatic comeback, though the approach still makes up a minority of therapy sessions. Other therapeutic methods, such as cognitive behavioral therapy, aim to change thoughts and behaviors that aren't working for you; psychoanalysis, by contrast, focuses on self-exploration. I did CBT for years, and it's very effective at solving problems. Yet something about a therapeutic practice that's not as goal-oriented can be healing. When I started to lie down, I felt that I was choosing to make space for reflection, grief, processing, and developing intimacy with my own mind in a world where such acts are not usually prioritized.

Lying down for therapy sessions could make a practice that's costly in both time and money feel even more indulgent, and I'm sure that some people simply wouldn't like it. But it's available to everyone to try at least once. Lying down is a technique, not an end goal, Ahron Friedberg, a licensed psychoanalyst and board-certified psychiatrist, told me. It could be a way of cultivating comfort, intimacy, and reflection, or speaking in a manner that you're not used to--to yourself or to a therapist.

Read: Plenty of people could quit therapy right now

In Gerald's office, he provides choices. There's a chair directly across from where he sits. There's a couch, recently replaced because the original became saggy from years of use. Some of Gerald's patients always lie down; others save it for when they're feeling overwhelmed. One patient usually sits up but will curl up into a ball on the couch when she's going through a difficult time. Kravis said he talks with a new client face-to-face, then gives them the option of lying down after a session or two. "It's not mandatory," he said. "You're not Velcroed to the couch."
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The Sanewashing of RFK Jr.

Let's call a crank a crank.

by Benjamin Mazer




Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump's improbable nominee for secretary of Health and Human Services, actually such a crank? Short answer: yes. But two opinion pieces published in just the past few days argue that although Kennedy is often taken as unhinged, some of his ideas may very well be sound. Take the call for removal of fluoride from the nation's drinking water. "It's not an entirely crazy idea," wrote Leana Wen, the former Baltimore health commissioner, in The Washington Post. Her piece concludes: "Not every proposal from Trump and Kennedy is a five-alarm fire."

The medical-evidence expert (and Atlantic contributor) Emily Oster made a similar argument about fluoride in The New York Times, adding that Kennedy's dedication to raw milk is also not totally unreasonable. Instead of yelling that he's wrong, she said, public-health authorities could start "acknowledging that reasonable people may make different choices on a given issue."

Let's be clear: Many scientists consider Kennedy to be a fool, and a ludicrous pick to run HHS, because the evidence supports that assessment. Wen nods to this in passing--Kennedy has a "long history of antiscience propagandism," she writes--but otherwise she's focused on the nitty-gritty of one particular public-health debate. So allow me to fill in some gaps: According to his 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, RFK Jr. believes that Fauci and Gates are members of a "vaccine cartel" trying to kill patients by denying them hydroxychloroquine and ivermectin. He argues that this cartel secretly funded doctors to produce fraudulent studies showing that the drugs were ineffective against COVID--and that it did so in order to orchestrate global lockdowns and accelerate the construction of 5G cellular networks, which, in Kennedy's understanding, are very, very bad.

I read The Real Anthony Fauci in what may have been a misguided attempt to "do my own research." It's hard to summarize the extent of this book's bizarre claims. Every group imaginable is said to be in on a plot to bring about worldwide totalitarianism and population control: governments, pharmaceutical companies, nonprofits, scientists, and, of course, the CIA. Kennedy devotes many pages to casting doubt on HIV as the cause of AIDS, although he finally says he takes "no position" on this theory. The book also repeats threadbare allegations that a vaccine scientist at the CDC destroyed data revealing that the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) shot caused a 340 percent increase in autism among Black men, thus continuing a major theme in its author's activism: Before the pandemic, Kennedy was best known for relentlessly misleading the public about vaccinations. "Pharma and its media shills are working at turning us into 'Land of the Cowed, Home of the Slave,'" he wrote about the MMR shot in 2019.

Physicians like myself should have no trouble dismissing Kennedy. But some of my colleagues are asking Americans to withhold judgment. Last week, former CDC Director Robert Redfield, an infectious-disease doctor, announced, "For sure, I know that Bob Kennedy is not an anti-vaxxer," after commending Kennedy's crusade against chronic disease. Other doctors with a public platform--Jay Bhattacharya and Marty Makary, for example--have congratulated Kennedy on his support of free speech and his critique of the medical-industrial complex. And Vinay Prasad, an oncologist at UC San Francisco (and occasional Atlantic contributor), has written paeans to Kennedy's views on the evils of pandemic restrictions and government censorship of social media. "Some have expressed concern about past statements by Mr. Kennedy," Prasad acknowledged in a recent post. But "instead of attacking him," another post explained, "we should acknowledge what he is right about and give guidance." (Neither Makary nor Prasad responded to requests for comment for this story. Bhattacharya wrote back to say that "politically minded doctors" such as myself "have done much damage to public confidence in public health.")

There's a name for this phenomenon: "sanewashing." The concept rose to prominence during the presidential campaign, when liberals accused journalists of smoothing and sanding Trump's often-rambling and confused statements into a more coherent, palatable form. They would sometimes treat his policy proposals as provocative asides rather than the chaotic assaults on government institutions they actually represented. Through curated clips and paraphrases, the argument goes, news outlets obscured the true extent of Trump's aberrancy. This is what some public-health commentators are now doing for Kennedy.

Certain medical professionals may be offering their support out of self-interest: Bhattacharya and Makary are reportedly being considered for roles in the Trump administration. Yet they may also see some valid reasons to give Kennedy a chance. Yes, he gets important details wrong from time to time, but maybe--like Trump himself--it's best to take him seriously, not literally. I'm ready to acknowledge the merit of Kennedy's frequent claim that medical regulators are beset by conflicts of interest. Researchers and watchdogs have criticized the FDA, CDC, and other health agencies for operating a "revolving door" between government and industry. Vinay Prasad has long been an advocate on this very issue, and now, through Kennedy, he sees an opportunity to eliminate those conflicts once and for all. Kennedy isn't a policy wonk, though; he's a fabulist. Health agencies and the pharmaceutical industry want nothing less than to "rob us of our sovereignty," he said this month. "This is an organized, systematic, devious, nefarious project by these elites to turn the world into a technocracy." When the problem is framed this way, Kennedy sounds less like a reformer and more like someone trapped in a web of conspiracy.

I once had more sympathy for these pundits and their way of thinking: In 2016, I wrote an op-ed suggesting that doctors and their patients should band together in opposition to the conflicts of interests posed by the pharmaceutical industry, and that proponents of conventional and alternative medicine could unite behind a truly populist critique of corporate health care. I believed that more collaboration would moderate our discourse. But instead, I've watched doctors distort or downplay their prior views in an attempt to find some common ground. Before Prasad was boosting Kennedy's proposals, for instance, he wondered publicly whether the CDC's questionable pandemic policies might lower rates of routine childhood vaccinations. Now he finds himself defending America's leading anti-vaxxer.

The sanewashers seem to understand that, if medical experts want any say in public health over the next few years, they will have to engage with the incoming Trump administration's many eccentrics. But RFK Jr. is indeed a grade-A crank. Why should he have input on anything? This nation has no shortage of public-health and medical experts with thoughts on raw milk or fluoridated water. Some experts will surely agree with aspects of Kennedy's platform, but they will also bring the credibility, experience, rigor, and honesty he lacks. Let's not pretend that Kennedy's views have any value whatsoever.
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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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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 preventive 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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Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

Kids might get hooked on new vapes that display animations with each puff.

by Nicholas Florko




When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.



In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous. One product on the shelves, a Geek Bar Pulse X, featured a screen that wraps around the device, displaying a constellation of stars when you inhale. Another, the Watermelon Ice Raz vape, displayed a basic animation of moving flames. Vapes with screens first began to hit the market late last year, and only recently have become widely accessible. Online retailers sell vapes with screens that display what appear to be planets, rockets, and cars driving in outer space. The screens are small--just a few inches wide at most--and they are cheap: These products run as little as $25, and can last for several months.



The Watermelon Ice Raz vape that I spotted in the store reminded me of the loading screens on an old Game Boy Color. I could see how adults like me might be enticed by the nostalgia of it all. The problem is that these vapes might also appeal to kids. It's illegal for anyone under 21 to buy a vape, but the gadgets have been popular among teens since they were first popularized by Juul. Although youth vaping rates have dropped in recent years thanks in part to public-service campaigns that have warned kids about the dangers of vaping and nicotine addiction, the inclusion of a screen risks backtracking the progress that has been made. A screen full of animations sends the message that an e-cigarette is "something for fun and games and recreation," Robert Jackler, an expert on tobacco marketing at Stanford University, told me. Just imagine you're in eighth grade and the cool kid in your class has a vape with a screen of moving flames. You're going to want one.



These gadgets are new enough that it's unclear to what degree kids are using them, but they have all the warning signs. Vape companies are notorious for selling products in kid-friendly flavors such as Banana Taffy Freeze and Cherry Bomb, and screen vapes may be the next ploy to hook kids. The vaping industry "will do anything that it takes to bring in novel features to attract new users, and this is just another example of that," Laura Struik, an assistant professor at the University of British Columbia at Okanagan who has studied youth use of e-cigarettes, told me. One of the most popular vape brands among teens, Mr. Fog, has already launched a screen vape.



Screen vapes run the risk of becoming a fad, and fads spread among kids because someone they look up to uses them, Emily Moorlock, a senior lecturer in marketing at Sheffield Hallam University who has written about youth vaping, told me. That was certainly my experience as a kid. I remember begging my parents for a Game Boy because other kids in my elementary school had them. Vaping is similar: When the government asks kids to explain the reason they tried vaping, the top explanation is that a friend does it.



Screens might also make vapes more addictive. Even the simplest visuals, such as retro video games, have been shown to cause the brain to release dopamine, a neurotransmitter responsible for feelings of pleasure and reward. Even the more rudimentary vapes I encountered--those that just play little animations on a loop--could spike dopamine, and thus increase users' desire for these products, three experts told me.



Tony Abboud, the head of the Vapor Technology Association, a lobbying group, described them to me as a technological advancement. Besides the animations, many of these screens tend to display how much battery and vapable nicotine juice is left in the device. Abboud said that public-health groups are trying to brand screen vapes as "the next bad example" of how the industry is marketing to kids, despite youth vaping rates dropping. "Just because a new technology has a new feature doesn't mean that feature was designed to allow the product to be marketed to kids," he said.



Abboud and other vaping defenders have a point that e-cigarettes aren't just an enticement for kids to get addicted to nicotine, but are also a tool to help smokers quit smoking. Vapes can benefit public health because they are safer than cigarettes and as effective, or more effective, than other anti-smoking products on the market. Even flavored vapes--which do attract kids--also can help entice adults to switch out their cigarettes for a vape.



But a screen serves no purpose except for some cheap entertainment. If adult vapers want a signal that their product is low on battery, that could be solved by a little power light, like on a smoke detector. The flames and constellations simply aren't necessary. After years of panic over youth vaping rates, it seems like kids are finally understanding that they shouldn't vape. Why risk messing that up because of a tiny screen?
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There's No Coming Back From <em>Dobbs</em>

No new federal legislation can rewind abortion in America to 2021.

by Kristen V. Brown




In the fall of 2021, Tammi Kromenaker started looking for a new home for her North Dakota abortion clinic. For more than 20 years, Red River Women's Clinic had provided abortion care to the Fargo area, most of that time as the state's only provider. But now Kromenaker, the practice's owner and director, was moving it just across the state line to Minnesota. "We had seen the writing on the wall," she told me. A few months earlier, the Supreme Court had announced that it would take up Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, and North Dakota had a trigger law that would almost completely ban abortion if the justices ruled in favor of Dobbs.

"We closed on a new building at 3 p.m. the day before they overturned Roe," Kromenaker recalled. Over the next 47 days, with the help of $1 million raised through GoFundMe, she oversaw a frantic move and remodel, sneaking around in a hat and sunglasses to keep the new location a secret; another planned clinic had just been set on fire in Wyoming. Meanwhile, Kromenaker's clinic sued the state of North Dakota to block the trigger ban.

Last month, a North Dakota judge struck down the state's abortion ban in response to Red River's suit. Kromenaker could now return to providing abortions in Fargo, but she told me she has no plans to. That leaves the state with no dedicated abortion providers.

In the aftermath of the Dobbs decision, abortion access has been all but obliterated in 14 states. Perhaps the most obvious consequence is what has happened to brick-and-mortar abortion providers: Clinics have closed, while physicians have fled restrictive states or left medicine altogether. In communities across the country, abortion pills have also been heavily restricted. A push to expand the rights of a fetus has coincided with a rise in pregnancy-related prosecutions, most of which have nothing to do with abortion--210 women were criminally charged in 12 states in the year after Dobbs, the highest number of such cases in a single year since 1973, according to one report.

The backlash has been forceful. Since Dobbs, citizens in six states have voted for ballot measures protecting abortion access. Next month, abortion rights will again be on the ballot, in 10 states. In the first presidential election since Roe was overturned, abortion has become a defining issue. Many Republican politicians, including the party's presidential nominee, Donald Trump, have attempted to court female voters by wavering on their previous anti-abortion positions. (Trump's wife, Melania, released a memoir this month, in which she underscored her support for abortion rights.) Meanwhile, Democrats, especially the presidential nominee, Kamala Harris, have campaigned heavily on restoring national reproductive rights. But a Democratic woman in the White House or new federal abortion protections won't turn back the clock to 2021. Call it the Dobbs legacy, or the Dobbs hangover--the effects of America's eroded abortion access will linger for years, if not decades.

Read: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

This summer, on the two-year anniversary of the Dobbs decision, a coalition of groups including Planned Parenthood and the American Civil Liberties Union announced that they were committing $100 million to Abortion Access Now, a campaign to pass federal legislation guaranteeing the right to abortion. Harris has floated one potential path: scrapping the filibuster to push reproductive protections through Congress. (That would probably require Democrats to control both chambers, which does not look likely.) If new federal protections were passed, "you would see overnight relief in a lot of places, depending on the nature of the legislation," Kimberly Inez McGuire, a co-chair of Abortion Access Now and the executive director of Unite for Reproductive and Gender Equity, told me.

New federal protections, however, wouldn't instantly undo the tangle of abortion restrictions that some states began enacting even before Dobbs was decided. Reproductive health in America is governed by a complex web of laws, regulations, and court decisions at the local, state, and federal levels. When the Supreme Court ended constitutional protections for abortion on June 24, 2022, trigger laws designed to ban abortion went into effect. By the end of the year, states had enacted 50 new abortion restrictions, many of them resulting in near-total bans. No federal law could immediately undo all of these restrictions at once. Around the country, clinics closed, moved, or quit providing abortions; as of March, the U.S. had 42 fewer clinics than in 2020, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a reproductive-health research and policy group.

With so many barriers in place, some medical providers have decided that living and working in states with restrictions isn't worth the emotional and professional toll. In one recent study of ob-gyns in Texas, where abortion is banned with few exceptions, 13 percent of respondents said they plan to retire early, 21 percent said they either plan to or have thought about leaving to practice in another state, and 2 percent said they have already left. An analysis by the Association of American Medical Colleges found that applications for ob-gyn residency programs in Alabama, which has a total ban except in cases of "serious health risk" to a pregnant woman, dropped 21.2 percent in the first full cycle after the Dobbs decision.

From the October 2024 issue: 'That's something that you won't recover from as a doctor'

None of these policies has reduced the number of abortions performed nationally since Dobbs--in fact, the number has increased--but their consequences have ricocheted far beyond abortion. As obstetricians have fled restrictive states, for example, access to other gynecological care has become strained, too. And this month, Louisiana reclassified the two drugs used in medication abortions as Schedule IV controlled substances, a category typically reserved for drugs with a potential for dependency, such as Xanax and Valium. Mifepristone and misoprostol, which can be prescribed by telehealth, have played a significant role in abortion access since Dobbs. In Louisiana's bid to further restrict the drugs, the state has potentially limited their use in other routine applications, such as treating miscarriages, inducing labor, and stopping potentially fatal postpartum hemorrhaging.

Even if new federal abortion protections were passed into law tomorrow, restoring nationwide access would still likely take significant time. Clinics, for instance, need real estate and doctors and lots and lots of capital to open or move--that's partly why, after a 2016 Supreme Court case struck down a Texas law designed to force clinics out of business, the number of providers in the state a year later remained a fraction of what it was before. After Alabama banned abortion in 2022, WAWC Healthcare, in Tuscaloosa, remained open to provide contraception and prenatal care but eventually lost its abortion provider, says Robin Marty, WAWC's executive director. Such positions might be filled by recent graduates, but the pool of qualified providers in restrictive states will remain small for years thanks to plummeting residency enrollments--most doctors tend to stay in the state where they do their residency.

Recent legal fights in Ohio provide a glimpse of how even sweeping abortion protections don't automatically undo the effects of restrictions, and could lead to new ones. Last year, Ohio voters approved a constitutional amendment enshrining the right to an abortion. But pro-abortion-rights advocates in the state are still fighting to throw out the state's six-week ban and a law banning telemedicine in medication abortions, among other restrictions. Meanwhile, a state legislator has introduced a new bill that would withhold state funding from cities and counties that provide funding for local groups that provide abortion-support services such as gas money for patients. The immediate result of any national abortion protection would probably be a protracted legal battle. "Every state has a different assemblage of abortion restrictions," Inez McGuire said. "A lot of that is going to be fought out through our judicial system. That is a daunting prospect."

Roe's downfall also opened up space for anti-abortion activists to renew their battle to recognize the rights of the fetus as a person. In February, when the Alabama Supreme Court found that IVF embryos are legally children, anti-abortion activists widely celebrated the decision as a sign that the country was ready to engage in this debate. As support for fetal rights has grown, pregnant people have found their bodily autonomy curtailed even when they're not deciding whether to continue a pregnancy: According to the nonprofit group Pregnancy Justice, of the 210 cases of pregnant people who faced criminal charges, just five mentioned abortion. The majority alleged only substance abuse. In one, police charged an overdosing pregnant woman with child neglect after administering Narcan.

Helen Lewis: The women killed by the Dobbs decision

Abortion advocates, too, are adjusting to the new reality. Abortion access had been whittled away for decades before Dobbs was decided. But now the constitutional right to an abortion in America is no longer being infringed upon; it just doesn't exist. Several clinic directors told me that it's clear to them now that no new law will ever provide unassailable protection. When North Dakota's ban was struck down by a district court last month, it wasn't the first time; the same judge blocked a nearly identical abortion ban in 2022, eventually prompting the state legislature to repeal it and pass a new one with minor changes. Just this month, Georgia's Supreme Court restored a six-week abortion ban that a lower court had overturned while it considers an appeal. "There is no finish line here," says Katie Quinonez-Alonzo, the executive director of Women's Health Center, which opened a branch of its West Virginia clinic three and a half hours away in Maryland after Dobbs. "This is work that needs to be done forever." Kristi Hamrick, the vice president of media and policy for Students for Life of America, told me that the group already has a "Roe 2.0 Rollback plan" in place, ready to deploy at the state and federal levels after the election. "We are prepared legislatively and legally to address the human rights issue of the day, no matter which way the election turns out," she told me.

Some clinics are tired of fighting. "If you had asked me a few weeks ago, I would have said we were completely ready to go should abortion somehow return to Alabama," Robin Marty told me. Now she's not so sure. "We worked in extraordinarily hostile conditions" before Dobbs, Marty said. Clinic staff faced daily protesters, in the parking lot and sometimes even at the back door. Anti-abortion activists filed malpractice complaints against them, reported them to the fire department for allegedly having too many people in the clinic, and alleged health-privacy violations after digging through the clinic's dumpster and finding a piece of paper from a patient's file. "Having abortion become illegal and then having it return would be even more dangerous right now. If it comes back, they're going to be even angrier," Marty said.

When Red River first opened, in 1998, the threat of extinction was already in the air. The previous director had chosen to name the clinic after a body of water that runs between North Dakota and Minnesota, so that the reference would still make sense on the other side of the state border. When Kromenaker finally made the move, her life became easier virtually overnight, because Minnesota was among the states that had passed abortion protections after Dobbs. "We ended up in a state where providing this care is more straightforward, more patient-centered and with less stigmatizing restrictions," Kromenaker said. "We would never take a step back and re-inflict those restrictions on ourselves."

Read: Abortion pills have changed the post-Roe calculus

The United States cannot easily go back to the pre-Dobbs status quo. In the past two years, too much has changed--more than 100 new legal provisions, dozens of clinics closed, and a cultural gulf that has grown ever wider. For both abortion-rights supporters and opponents, only one possibility remains: to inhabit the reality we all live in now.
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Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... Whole-Grain Bread?

What counts as an ultra-processed food can be perplexing and arbitrary.

by Nicholas Florko




The loaf in my fridge is the furthest thing from Wonder Bread. Each slice is made of organic whole-wheat flour and has four grams of fiber and just two measly grams of added sugar. It's studded with so many seeds that I'm always worried about them getting stuck in my teeth. The only service this bread can provide is as a hummus sandwich; it tastes too healthy for a grilled cheese, an egg sandwich, or any other handheld creation.



But here's the thing about my whole-grain, seed-coated loaf of bread: Apparently it counts as an ultra-processed food, just like Twinkies, Coke, and sugary cereals. I was faced with this bread conundrum earlier this month, when I attempted to cut down on ultra-processed foods after hearing so much about their harms. Almost every food is processed in some way--milk is conventionally pasteurized; tomatoes are canned--but ultra-processed foods, or UPFs, are typically made in factories with industrial ingredients, such as emulsifiers and artificial flavors. And they seem to be making us sick. A recent review found "convincing evidence" that ultra-processed-food consumption is tied to type 2 diabetes and fatal heart disease.



According to the rubric created by Carlos Monteiro, the Brazilian epidemiologist who coined ultra-processed foods, my loaf of bread was to be avoided: It was mass-produced, laced with an industrial additive, and sliced. In an email, Monteiro confirmed to me that the bread was a UPF primarily because of the industrial additive: wheat gluten. It's often used to strengthen dough before it is baked. If you get bread from the grocery store, as I did, it's almost certainly also a UPF. But perhaps that says more about the perplexing, arbitrary criteria for ultra-processed foods than anything about bread itself.



Exactly what qualifies as an ultra-processed food is not always clear. Monteiro's rubric, called NOVA, separates foods into four categories. "Unprocessed foods" include raw vegetables and fruits. "Processed culinary ingredients" are things like cooking oils and honey. "Processed foods" are things like canned vegetables. And "ultra-processed foods" include Skittles, fish sticks, and other junk food, as well as infant formula and flavored yogurts. Drawing the line between ultra-processed and processed foods is especially tricky. NOVA doesn't lay out specific criteria for, say, bread versus soda, but it does have detailed descriptions of how to spot an ultra-processed food, such as foods that include ingredients "never or rarely used in kitchens," such as high-fructose corn syrup and hydrolyzed proteins.



But even when you read Monteiro's countless papers outlining the NOVA classification, categorizing food isn't as simple as you might think. NOVA has called out "pre-sliced bread" as an example of an ultra-processed product, but I couldn't tell if slicing automatically meant that a food was ultra-processed, or if it was just a signal that a food might be ultra-processed. (With my bread, Monteiro told me that the presence of wheat gluten was "the only marker" of ultra-processing.) But added gluten is hardly the same as hydrolyzed proteins or industrial sweeteners. The fact that a single ingredient--and one as benign as wheat gluten--could lump my bread together with Twinkies made me question the credibility of the entire system.



The attributes to look for in bread, like slicing, felt so arbitrary that I started to wonder if I was applying the criteria incorrectly. Nutritionists I contacted struggled too. Marion Nestle, a professor emeritus of nutrition at NYU who has defended the NOVA system, told me she wasn't sure whether the bread I was eating qualifies as an ultra-processed food, because, despite having an industrial additive mixed in, it was made mostly from actual whole foods. Even Monteiro seemed confused at first. When I sent him the ingredient list, he initially told me that my loaf was just processed (not ultra-processed), until I asked him specifically about the wheat gluten. He then argued that the bread "is much better than the average ultra-processed bread." But the idea of UPFs is to try to avoid the category entirely.



Monteiro's team appears to have long struggled with the bread quandary as well. Nearly every paper they write on the system classifies bread as ultra-processed, but they've argued that "bread, even in typically cheapened degraded forms, is relatively innocuous." In 2015, the team classified "french bread" as "processed," but "sliced bread" as "ultraprocessed."



Even if I accepted that my bread was ultra-processed, I still couldn't understand why it was so bad. Much of the research into the health effects of bread has focused on the nutrients--or lack thereof--in certain products, especially white bread. Mostly, researchers fear that particular additives in bread have not been extensively studied, and that processed bread is easier to chew and swallow, thus prompting people to eat more.



I wasn't even a week into my attempt to cut out UPFs, and I was already feeling exasperated. The situation was made even worse when I went back to the grocery store in hopes of finding a replacement. At first glance, no bread seemed to fit the bill. Although the Real Bread Campaign, an advocacy group focused on reducing consumption of ultra-processed bread, recommends buying natural sourdough from a local baker, or making it yourself, that's hardly useful advice for the many Americans who don't even have easy access to a grocery store, let alone a boulangerie. The NOVA system seems, at first glance, like the world's simplest diet: All you have to do is avoid certain foods. But when that list gets so broad that you can't eat a slice of whole-grain bread, it becomes unworkable. The same goes for yogurts and cereals--the majority of which are banned too.



The bread debacle can seem like a straw man designed to make the whole system look pointless and unworkable. Some food scientists have criticized NOVA for being overly broad and unfairly maligning some healthy foods, but those arguments are also made in bad faith by big food companies to defend an industry that has made billions off making people sick. Monteiro told me that zeroing in on a single food "focuses on the trees and loses the forest." But the entire exercise--the confusing guidelines, and the lack of clear articulation for why certain attributes of foods are worth avoiding--was weighing on me.



This isn't all NOVA's fault. The clumsy classifications underscore an even deeper problem with our knowledge--or lack thereof--of UPFs. In short, we don't know why ultra-processed foods are so bad for us. A recent clinical trial, in which participants ate either ultra-processed or unprocessed diets that were matched for certain key nutrients, found that something beyond the nutrient facts in UPFs makes people eat more and gain weight. What that is remains unclear. Until we understand it, advice on which foods to eat, and which to avoid, will always seem arbitrary and, in the case of bread, a bit silly.



I did eventually find some bread in the supermarket that definitely wasn't ultra-processed. The loaf, if you could call it that, had been imported from Germany. It had just four ingredients, and it smelled like dead grass. There were no air pockets or delectably crunchy crust. When toasted, it didn't get crispy; it just got hotter and more pungent. For now, I'm going to stick to my regular old healthy bread.
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The 'Peak Obesity' Illusion

America's obesity rate looks to be plateauing--again.

by Daniel Engber




Taken on its own, the number is astonishing. According to the CDC, as of August 2023, 40.3 percent of U.S. adults--some 100 million people--met the clinical definition for obesity. But this same estimate, which is based on National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey numbers gathered between 2021 and 2023, also seems remarkably low compared with prior readouts. For the first time in more than a decade, NHANES data hint that our obesity epidemic is no longer growing.



The new estimate is almost two percentage points lower than the government's previous one, which covered the period from 2017 to 2020 and suggested that 41.9 percent of Americans had obesity. The apparent drop has set off a wave of optimism: A recent editorial in The Washington Post, for instance, celebrated the fact that "the obesity crisis might have plateaued or begun to ease," and in the Financial Times, the data journalist John Burn-Murdoch used his own analysis of the NHANES data to argue that America is already several years beyond its point of peak obesity. Both outlets suggest that this apparent change in public fortune has resulted from the spread of powerful new drugs for treating diabetes and obesity: Ozempic, Mounjaro, and the rest.

The past few years have certainly brought dramatic changes--historic breakthroughs, even--to the treatment of weight-related chronic illness. GLP-1s seem to be effective at improving people's health, and they're clearly capable of causing major weight loss. According to a survey conducted by KFF at the end of April, 6 percent of all American adults are currently on these medications, and as supply shortages ease and drug prices come down, that proportion is likely to increase--by a lot. It only stands to reason that, at some point before too long, their effects will be apparent in our public-health statistics. But are they now, already? For all the expectations that are attached to the present age of GLP-1s, the past should be a source of caution. This is not the first time that obesity's relentless spread has seemed to be abating, and it's not the first time that such news has fit into a tidy narrative of progress in public health. And so far, at least, claims of peak obesity, like predictions of "peak oil," have been prone to falling flat.

Not so long ago, the NHANES data appeared consistent with a different source of hope. Starting back in 2008, analyses began to show, first in children and then in adults, that obesity rates were leveling off. "Americans, at least as a group, may have reached their peak of obesity," The New York Times asserted in 2010; two years later, NPR reported that "the nation's obesity epidemic appears to have hit a plateau."



Then, as now, experts had a convenient story to explain the numbers. Barack Obama's administration was working to realize his campaign promise that the nation's excess weight could be reduced, if not erased, by targeting what was by then described as America's "toxic food environment." Revised nutrition labels put a spotlight on "added sugars," new rules for food assistance promoted eating fruits and vegetables, insurers were encouraged to set up wellness programs, and chain restaurants were required to post the caloric content of their meals.



For a time, this new approach--based less on treating individuals than fixing social policy--appeared to be effective. Food manufacturers committed to improving the formulations of their products. Americans stopped drinking so much soda and consuming so much sugar overall. And, sure enough, NHANES data were showing that the number of people with obesity had stabilized. This seemed connected, at the time. "We've halted the progress of the obesity epidemic," William Dietz, an obesity physician-researcher who was then a CDC official, told the Times. Dietz, who had played a central role in creating the idea that obesity was an "epidemic" in the first place, chalked up that achievement to increased awareness of the problem and improvements to school-lunch programs.



Yet this progress turned out to be short-lived. In retrospect, the obesity-rate "plateaus" during those years now appear to be a trend-line blip, if not a statistical mirage. That's not to say the CDC's analyses were mistaken. The survey's error bars were wide, and in those years, any increase in the numbers was not statistically significant. But over time a clear and upward drift became unmistakable. As of 2004, NHANES data showed that about one-third of American adults qualified as having obesity. By 2018, the proportion had moved past 40 percent.



Now Cynthia Ogden, the CDC's branch chief for NHANES analysis, and her colleagues are reporting another flattening, set against a decades-long increase. Once again the error bars are wide, which is why the CDC's data brief asserts that the apparent drop in the obesity rate, from 41.9 percent to 40.3 percent, is better understood as a new plateau. "We're not going up at the same level as we did," Susan Yanovski, a co-director of the NIH Office of Obesity Research, told me, "but I don't think we can necessarily say that it's a real decrease." In the meantime, the new data clearly show that the rate of severe obesity among U.S. adults has continued to increase.



If we are indeed at a new plateau for Americans generally, then its cause is not yet clear. David Ludwig, an endocrinologist at Boston Children's Hospital who has been skeptical of earlier "peak obesity" claims, told me that new drugs such as Ozempic certainly should be having some effect by now. "Even if a notable minority is taking the drugs and losing weight, that's going to alter the shape of the curve, the prevalence rates, and related statistics," he said. "So it would be surprising, and very depressing, for us not to see any impact of these extremely costly drugs by this point." Burn-Murdoch, who seems to be working from the same assumption, points out that the recent improvement in obesity numbers looks better among people with college degrees than anyone else. This is just what you might expect, he argues, because the uptake of GLP-1 drugs is generally associated with education.



Yet if the Ozempic effect really were showing up in NHANES data, you'd also expect it to appear first in women, who are much more likely than men to be taking GLP-1s for obesity. This is not borne out in the data: America's obesity rates appear to have come down (or leveled off) more quickly for men in the past few years. We also don't know how many Americans were actually taking the drugs at the time of the latest surveys. I asked Ogden when she might expect the drugs to start moving the needle: What proportion of Americans would have to be taking GLP-1s for the national obesity rate to change? "That's a good question," she said. "All we can say is what these estimates show us right now, and that we really do need more data to see what's really happening."



Yanovski was similarly wary of ascribing any recent changes in the trend to GLP-1s. She suggested that other factors might be at play: fewer people eating out; reduced sugar consumption; shrinkflation in the food industry, which results in smaller average portion sizes. (In principle, COVID might have been a factor too, because the disease is much more deadly for those with severe obesity. In that case, though, you'd expect the number of Americans in that category to have dropped, when in fact it has gone up.) And both Yanovski and Ludwig have long been floating the possibility that, even if the food environment remains as toxic as ever, the effects could start to wane as a function of biology. Almost half the variability in body weight is genetic, Yanovski told me, and that fact in itself could put a ceiling on the long-term trend. "You reach a level in which the population, everybody who is at risk for developing obesity, has already done so," Ludwig said.



The final possibility is that this new "plateau" will soon reveal itself to be yet another narrow step on a staircase that is always going up--just another artifact of noise, or else a temporary aberration. Having covered these reports for 15 years, I feel safe in saying that some degree of pessimism should be the default setting.



Then again, having covered these reports for 15 years, I've never seen an intervention as dramatic as Ozempic, in terms of its power and popularity. Earlier this year, I profiled Barb Herrera, a woman who has had obesity throughout her life, and has tried almost every intervention to reverse it: diets, fen-phen, bariatric surgery. In 2022, her body mass index was measured at 75; after many months of taking GLP-1 drugs, she has lost 255 pounds. If Herrera were included in the next NHANES survey, she'd be recorded with a BMI of less than 28--below the diagnostic threshold for obesity--and classified as "overweight."



How many other Americans have crossed that line? We'll soon find out. The next NHANES data surveys are slated to begin in January, Ogden told me, with the first results due back in early 2027, including, this time, information on people's use of prescription drugs. If the nation has really passed the point of peak obesity--and if the GLP-1 drugs really are responsible--then we'll know soon enough.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/ozempic-obesity-curve/680295/?utm_source=feed
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How the Ivy League Broke America

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

by David Brooks




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


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.
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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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The Cancer Gene More Men Should Test For

BRCA mutations are inextricably linked with breasts, but they can also lead to cancer in the pancreas, the prostate, and maybe more parts of the body.

by Kristen V. Brown




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When Mary-Claire King discovered the first gene linked to hereditary breast cancer in 1990, she also got to decide its name. She settled on the four letters BRCA, which had three distinct meanings. The name paid homage to UC Berkeley, where King worked at the time; more to the point, it was a nod to Paul Broca, the 19th-century French physician whose work established a link between family history and breast cancer. It was also an abbreviation for breast cancer.

A few years after King discovered BRCA1, a second BRCA gene, BRCA2, was identified. Together, they now have more name recognition than probably any other gene, their profile boosted by research that has shown staggering effects on cancer risk. Awareness campaigns followed. A 2013 New York Times op-ed in which Angelina Jolie revealed she'd had a preventive double mastectomy because of her own BRCA mutation drove many women to seek DNA tests themselves. The BRCA genes became inextricably linked with breasts, as much as the pink ribbons that have become an international symbol of breast cancer. And in driving more women to find out if they have BRCA mutations, it's helped to greatly reduce the risk of hereditary breast cancer.

But in the three decades since the genes were discovered, scientists have learned that BRCA mutations can also lead to cancer in the ovaries, the pancreas, and the prostate. More recently, they have been linked with cancers in other parts of the body, such as the esophagus, stomach, and skin. As many as 60 percent of men with changes in BRCA2 develop prostate cancer, yet men are generally far less aware than women that BRCA mutations can affect them at all.

"It's a branding problem," Colin Pritchard, a professor of laboratory medicine and pathology at the University of Washington, told me. Men with family histories of breast cancer may not realize that they should get screened. Physicians, too, lack awareness of which men should get tested, and what steps to take when a mutation is found. Now Pritchard and other researchers are working to rebrand BRCA and the syndrome associated with it so that more men and their doctors consider testing.

Normally, the BRCA genes produce proteins that help repair damaged DNA throughout the body. Most people who carry mutations that impair the gene's function are diagnosed with hereditary breast and ovarian cancer syndrome. (Having HBOC means a person is at increased risk for cancer, not that they already have an illness.) Most breast-cancer cases have no known hereditary link, but more than 60 percent of women with a harmful BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation will develop breast cancer, compared with about 13 percent of the wider female population. Men, of course, can get breast cancer too, but it's rare, even among BRCA-mutation carriers.

Read: Cancer supertests are here

The full significance of the link between BRCA mutations and pancreatic and prostate cancer has become clear only recently--perhaps in the past decade, said Pritchard. The exact risk these mutations impart to men varies widely in studies. But it's clearly significant: Not only are men with BRCA mutations more likely to develop prostate cancer, they are also more likely to develop the more aggressive forms of the disease.

Roughly one in 400 people carry a harmful mutation in BRCA1 or BRCA2, and half of them are men. But women are far more likely to have been tested for the mutations--up to 10 times as likely, according to one study. "Beyonce's dad was the only man that I had ever heard of who had it," Christian Anderson, a 46-year-old social-sciences professor in Washington State who carries a BRCA2 mutation, told me. Anderson got tested after his sister was diagnosed with breast cancer, but countless men like him go undetected. Only about half of Americans get an annual physical, and doctors aren't always aware of BRCA-screening recommendations for men. Many men who do test for a BRCA mutation report doing it for their daughters, and studies have shown that they tend to be confused about their risks of developing cancer themselves.
 
 BRCA-awareness campaigns have led many women to get tested; in the two weeks after Angelina Jolie's viral op-ed, researchers found that BRCA-testing rates went up by 65 percent. In that case, more people may gotten tested than needed to, but in general, the rise in cancer screenings and elective surgical interventions have helped reduce the rates of deaths from breast and ovarian cancers. Education about the genes' links to other cancers could do the same for men. To that end, Pritchard argued in a 2019 Nature commentary that Hereditary Breast and Ovarian Cancer syndrome should be renamed King Syndrome after Mary-Claire King. "We need to really rethink this if we're going to educate the public about the importance of these genes for cancer risk for everyone, not just women," he told me.

Read: I'll tell you the secret of cancer

As understanding of BRCA's risks for men has grown, Pritchard's idea has started to catch on. King, who is now a professor of genome sciences and medicine at the University of Washington, demurred when I asked her whether the syndrome associated with the BRCA genes should be renamed after her, but agreed that awareness campaigns have focused too narrowly on breasts and ovaries. "We need to bring this awareness to men in the same way that we have for 30 years now to women," she told me.

How exactly Pritchard's plan might be put into action is unclear. Gene names are overseen by an international committee and rarely changed. That's part of why Pritchard is suggesting that the name of the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations become King Syndrome--no single governing body oversees that. Recently, ClinGen, an international group of researchers that works to parse the medical significance of genes, recommended that HBOC be rechristened BRCA-related cancer predisposition. (Pritchard told me he thinks that name isn't quite as "catchy" as King Syndrome.)

Uncoupling the syndrome associated with BRCA mutations from breasts would likely be only the first step in getting more at-risk men screened for cancer. It would also be an important step in understanding the full impact of BRCA mutations on men. Because fewer men than women have been tested for BRCA mutations, scientists still don't have a complete picture of their risk. For example, Pritchard told me, it's only as more attention has been drawn to male BRCA risk that researchers have discovered mutations are linked to especially aggressive forms of prostate cancer. Penn Medicine recently launched a program dedicated to men and BRCA in part to continue this sort of research.

Read: Scientists have been studying cancers in a very strange way for decades

BRCA's name is a legacy of a time when scientists thought genetics would offer a simple way to diagnose and treat disease--that one specific mutation would point definitively to one specific cancer. But today, "the idea that a gene would only affect one type of cancer risk is probably outmoded," Pritchard said. The more scientists explore the human genome, the more complex its connections to health appear. It turns out that when genes don't work like they should, the possible consequences may very well be infinite.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/11/brca-breast-cancer-men-prostate-pancreas/680698/?utm_source=feed
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The Business-School Scandal That Just Keeps Getting Bigger

The rot runs deeper than almost anyone has guessed.

by Daniel Engber




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


For anyone who teaches at a business school, the blog post was bad news. For Juliana Schroeder, it was catastrophic. She saw the allegations when they first went up, on a Saturday in early summer 2023. Schroeder teaches management and psychology at UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business. One of her colleagues--a star professor at Harvard Business School named Francesca Gino--had just been accused of academic fraud. The authors of the blog post, a small team of business-school researchers, had found discrepancies in four of Gino's published papers, and they suggested that the scandal was much larger. "We believe that many more Gino-authored papers contain fake data," the blog post said. "Perhaps dozens."

The story was soon picked up by the mainstream press. Reporters reveled in the irony that Gino, who had made her name as an expert on the psychology of breaking rules, may herself have broken them. ("Harvard Scholar Who Studies Honesty Is Accused of Fabricating Findings," a New York Times headline read.) Harvard Business School had quietly placed Gino on administrative leave just before the blog post appeared. The school had conducted its own investigation; its nearly 1,300-page internal report, which was made public only in the course of related legal proceedings, concluded that Gino "committed research misconduct intentionally, knowingly, or recklessly" in the four papers. (Gino has steadfastly denied any wrongdoing.)

Schroeder's interest in the scandal was more personal. Gino was one of her most consistent and important research partners. Their names appear together on seven peer-reviewed articles, as well as 26 conference talks. If Gino were indeed a serial cheat, then all of that shared work--and a large swath of Schroeder's CV--was now at risk. When a senior academic is accused of fraud, the reputations of her honest, less established colleagues may get dragged down too. "Just think how horrible it is," Katy Milkman, another of Gino's research partners and a tenured professor at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, told me. "It could ruin your life."


Juliana Schroeder (LinkedIn)
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To head that off, Schroeder began her own audit of all the research papers that she'd ever done with Gino, seeking out raw data from each experiment and attempting to rerun the analyses. As that summer progressed, her efforts grew more ambitious. With the help of several colleagues, Schroeder pursued a plan to verify not just her own work with Gino, but a major portion of Gino's scientific resume. The group started reaching out to every other researcher who had put their name on one of Gino's 138 co-authored studies. The Many Co-Authors Project, as the self-audit would be called, aimed to flag any additional work that might be tainted by allegations of misconduct and, more important, to absolve the rest--and Gino's colleagues, by extension--of the wariness that now afflicted the entire field.

That field was not tucked away in some sleepy corner of academia, but was instead a highly influential one devoted to the science of success. Perhaps you've heard that procrastination makes you more creative, or that you're better off having fewer choices, or that you can buy happiness by giving things away. All of that is research done by Schroeder's peers--business-school professors who apply the methods of behavioral research to such subjects as marketing, management, and decision making. In viral TED Talks and airport best sellers, on morning shows and late-night television, these business-school psychologists hold tremendous sway. They also have a presence in this magazine and many others: Nearly every business academic who is named in this story has been either quoted or cited by The Atlantic on multiple occasions. A few, including Gino, have written articles for The Atlantic themselves.


Francesca Gino (LinkedIn)
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Business-school psychologists are scholars, but they aren't shooting for a Nobel Prize. Their research doesn't typically aim to solve a social problem; it won't be curing anyone's disease. It doesn't even seem to have much influence on business practices, and it certainly hasn't shaped the nation's commerce. Still, its flashy findings come with clear rewards: consulting gigs and speakers' fees, not to mention lavish academic incomes. Starting salaries at business schools can be $240,000 a year--double what they are at campus psychology departments, academics told me.

The research scandal that has engulfed this field goes far beyond the replication crisis that has plagued psychology and other disciplines in recent years. Long-standing flaws in how scientific work is done--including insufficient sample sizes and the sloppy application of statistics--have left large segments of the research literature in doubt. Many avenues of study once deemed promising turned out to be dead ends. But it's one thing to understand that scientists have been cutting corners. It's quite another to suspect that they've been creating their results from scratch.

Read: Psychology's replication crisis has a silver lining

Schroeder has long been interested in trust. She's given lectures on "building trust-based relationships"; she's run experiments measuring trust in colleagues. Now she was working to rebuild the sense of trust within her field. A lot of scholars were involved in the Many Co-Authors Project, but Schroeder's dedication was singular. In October 2023, a former graduate student who had helped tip off the team of bloggers to Gino's possible fraud wrote her own "post mortem" on the case. It paints Schroeder as exceptional among her peers: a professor who "sent a clear signal to the scientific community that she is taking this scandal seriously." Several others echoed this assessment, saying that ever since the news broke, Schroeder has been relentless--heroic, even--in her efforts to correct the record.

But if Schroeder planned to extinguish any doubts that remained, she may have aimed too high. More than a year since all of this began, the evidence of fraud has only multiplied. The rot in business schools runs much deeper than almost anyone had guessed, and the blame is unnervingly widespread. In the end, even Schroeder would become a suspect.

Gino was accused of faking numbers in four published papers. Just days into her digging, Schroeder uncovered another paper that appeared to be affected--and it was one that she herself had helped write.

The work, titled "Don't Stop Believing: Rituals Improve Performance by Decreasing Anxiety," was published in 2016, with Schroeder's name listed second out of seven authors. Gino's name was fourth. (The first few names on an academic paper are typically arranged in order of their contributions to the finished work.) The research it described was pretty standard for the field: a set of clever studies demonstrating the value of a life hack--one simple trick to nail your next presentation. The authors had tested the idea that simply following a routine--even one as arbitrary as drawing something on a piece of paper, sprinkling salt over it, and crumpling it up--could help calm a person's nerves. "Although some may dismiss rituals as irrational," the authors wrote, "those who enact rituals may well outperform the skeptics who forgo them."

In truth, the skeptics have never had much purchase in business-school psychology. For the better part of a decade, this finding had been garnering citations--about 200, per Google Scholar. But when Schroeder looked more closely at the work, she realized it was questionable. In October 2023, she sketched out some of her concerns on the Many Co-Authors Project website.

The paper's first two key experiments, marked in the text as Studies 1a and 1b, looked at how the salt-and-paper ritual might help students sing a karaoke version of Journey's "Don't Stop Believin' " in a lab setting. According to the paper, Study 1a found that people who did the ritual before they sang reported feeling much less anxious than people who did not; Study 1b confirmed that they had lower heart rates, as measured with a pulse oximeter, than students who did not.

As Schroeder noted in her October post, the original records of these studies could not be found. But Schroeder did have some data spreadsheets for Studies 1a and 1b--she'd posted them shortly after the paper had been published, along with versions of the studies' research questionnaires--and she now wrote that "unexplained issues were identified" in both, and that there was "uncertainty regarding the data provenance" for the latter. Schroeder's post did not elaborate, but anyone can look at the spreadsheets, and it doesn't take a forensic expert to see that the numbers they report are seriously amiss.

The "unexplained issues" with Studies 1a and 1b are legion. For one thing, the figures as reported don't appear to match the research as described in other public documents. (For example, where the posted research questionnaire instructs the students to assess their level of anxiety on a five-point scale, the results seem to run from 2 to 8.) But the single most suspicious pattern shows up in the heart-rate data. According to the paper, each student had their pulse measured three times: once at the very start, again after they were told they'd have to sing the karaoke song, and then a third time, right before the song began. I created three graphs to illustrate the data's peculiarities. They depict the measured heart rates for each of the 167 students who are said to have participated in the experiment, presented from left to right in their numbered order on the spreadsheet. The blue and green lines, which depict the first and second heart-rate measurements, show those values fluctuating more or less as one might expect for a noisy signal, measured from lots of individuals. But the red line doesn't look like this at all: Rather, the measured heart rates form a series going up, across a run of more than 100 consecutive students.








DATA FROM "DON'T STOP BELIEVING: RITUALS IMPROVE PERFORMANCE BY DECREASING ANXIETY" (2016), STUDY 1B (Charts by The Atlantic. Based on data posted to OSF.io.)



I've reviewed the case with several researchers who suggested that this tidy run of values is indicative of fraud. "I see absolutely no reason" the sequence in No. 3 "should have the order that it does," James Heathers, a scientific-integrity investigator and an occasional Atlantic contributor, told me. The exact meaning of the pattern is unclear; if you were fabricating data, you certainly wouldn't strive for them to look like this. Nick Brown, a scientific-integrity researcher affiliated with Linnaeus University Sweden, guessed that the ordered values in the spreadsheet may have been cooked up after the fact. In that case, it might have been less important that they formed a natural-looking plot than that, when analyzed together, they matched fake statistics that had already been reported. "Someone sat down and burned quite a bit of midnight oil," he proposed. I asked how sure he was that this pattern of results was the product of deliberate tampering; "100 percent, 100 percent," he told me. "In my view, there is no innocent explanation in a universe where fairies don't exist."

Schroeder herself would come to a similar conclusion. Months later, I asked her whether the data were manipulated. "I think it's very likely that they were," she said. In the summer of 2023, when she reported the findings of her audit to her fellow authors, they all agreed that, whatever really happened, the work was compromised and ought to be retracted. But they could not reach consensus on who had been at fault. Gino did not appear to be responsible for either of the paper's karaoke studies. Then who was?

This would not seem to be a tricky question. The published version of the paper has two lead authors who are listed as having "contributed equally" to the work. One of them was Schroeder. All of the co-authors agree that she handled two experiments--labeled in the text as Studies 3 and 4--in which participants solved a set of math problems. The other main contributor was Alison Wood Brooks, a young professor and colleague of Gino's at Harvard Business School.

From the start, there was every reason to assume that Brooks had run the studies that produced the fishy data. Certainly they are similar to Brooks's prior work. The same quirky experimental setup--in which students were asked to wear a pulse oximeter and sing a karaoke version of "Don't Stop Believin' "--appears in her dissertation from the Wharton School in 2013, and she published a portion of that work in a sole-authored paper the following year. (Brooks herself is musically inclined, performing around Boston in a rock band.)

Yet despite all of this, Brooks told the Many Co-Authors Project that she simply wasn't sure whether she'd had access to the raw data for Study 1b, the one with the "no innocent explanation" pattern of results. She also said she didn't know whether Gino played a role in collecting them. On the latter point, Brooks's former Ph.D. adviser, Maurice Schweitzer, expressed the same uncertainty to the Many Co-Authors Project.

Plenty of evidence now suggests that this mystery was manufactured. The posted materials for Study 1b, along with administrative records from the lab, indicate that the work was carried out at Wharton, where Brooks was in grad school at the time, studying under Schweitzer and running another, very similar experiment. Also, the metadata for the oldest public version of the data spreadsheet lists "Alison Wood Brooks" as the last person who saved the file.


Alison Wood Brooks (LinkedIn)
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Brooks, who has published research on the value of apologies, and whose first book--Talk: The Science of Conversation and the Art of Being Ourselves--is due out from Crown in January, did not respond to multiple requests for interviews or to a detailed list of written questions. Gino said that she "neither collected nor analyzed the data for Study 1a or Study 1b nor was I involved in the data audit."

If Brooks did conduct this work and oversee its data, then Schroeder's audit had produced a dire twist. The Many Co-Authors Project was meant to suss out Gino's suspect work, and quarantine it from the rest. "The goal was to protect the innocent victims, and to find out what's true about the science that had been done," Milkman told me. But now, to all appearances, Schroeder had uncovered crooked data that apparently weren't linked to Gino. That would mean Schroeder had another colleague who had contaminated her research. It would mean that her reputation--and the credibility of her entire field--was under threat from multiple directions at once.

Among the four research papers in which Gino was accused of cheating is one about the human tendency to misreport facts and figures for personal gain. Which is to say: She was accused of faking data for a study of when and how people might fake data. Amazingly, a different set of data from the same paper had already been flagged as the product of potential fraud, two years before the Gino scandal came to light. The first was contributed by Dan Ariely of Duke University--a frequent co-author of Gino's and, like her, a celebrated expert on the psychology of telling lies. (Ariely has said that a Duke investigation--which the school has not acknowledged--discovered no evidence that he "falsified data or knowingly used falsified data." He has also said that the investigation "determined that I should have done more to prevent faulty data from being published in the 2012 paper.")

The existence of two apparently corrupted data sets was shocking: a keystone paper on the science of deception wasn't just invalid, but possibly a scam twice over. But even in the face of this ignominy, few in business academia were ready to acknowledge, in the summer of 2023, that the problem might be larger still--and that their research literature might well be overrun with fantastical results.

Some scholars had tried to raise alarms before. In 2019, Dennis Tourish, a professor at the University of Sussex Business School, published a book titled Management Studies in Crisis: Fraud, Deception and Meaningless Research. He cites a study finding that more than a third of surveyed editors at management journals say they've encountered fabricated or falsified data. Even that alarming rate may undersell the problem, Tourish told me, given all of the misbehavior in his discipline that gets overlooked or covered up.

"It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us."

Anonymous surveys of various fields find that roughly 2 percent of scholars will admit to having fabricated, falsified, or modified data at least once in their career. But business-school psychology may be especially prone to misbehavior. For one thing, the field's research standards are weaker than those for other psychologists. In response to the replication crisis, campus psychology departments have lately taken up a raft of methodological reforms. Statistically suspect practices that were de rigueur a dozen years ago are now uncommon; sample sizes have gotten bigger; a study's planned analyses are now commonly written down before the work is carried out. But this great awakening has been slower to develop in business-school psychology, several academics told me. "No one wants to kill the golden goose," one early-career researcher in business academia said. If management and marketing professors embraced all of psychology's reforms, he said, then many of their most memorable, most TED Talk-able findings would go away. "To use marketing lingo, we'd lose our unique value proposition."

It's easy to imagine how cheating might lead to more cheating. If business-school psychology is beset with suspect research, then the bar for getting published in its flagship journals ratchets up: A study must be even flashier than all the other flashy findings if its authors want to stand out. Such incentives move in only one direction: Eventually, the standard tools for torturing your data will no longer be enough. Now you have to go a little further; now you have to cut your data up, and carve them into sham results. Having one or two prolific frauds around would push the bar for publishing still higher, inviting yet more corruption. (And because the work is not exactly brain surgery, no one dies as a result.) In this way, a single discipline might come to look like Major League Baseball did 20 years ago: defined by juiced-up stats.

In the face of its own cheating scandal, MLB started screening every single player for anabolic steroids. There is no equivalent in science, and certainly not in business academia. Uri Simonsohn, a professor at the Esade Business School in Barcelona, is a member of the blogging team, called Data Colada, that caught the problems in both Gino's and Ariely's work. (He was also a motivating force behind the Many Co-Authors Project.) Data Colada has called out other instances of sketchy work and apparent fakery within the field, but its efforts at detection are highly targeted. They're also quite unusual. Crying foul on someone else's bad research makes you out to be a troublemaker, or a member of the notional "data police." It can also bring a claim of defamation. Gino filed a $25 million defamation lawsuit against Harvard and the Data Colada team not long after the bloggers attacked her work. (This past September, a judge dismissed the portion of her claims that involved the bloggers and the defamation claim against Harvard. She still has pending claims against the university for gender discrimination and breach of contract.) The risks are even greater for those who don't have tenure. A junior academic who accuses someone else of fraud may antagonize the senior colleagues who serve on the boards and committees that make publishing decisions and determine funding and job appointments.

Read: Francesca Gino, the Harvard expert on dishonesty who is accused of lying

These risks for would-be critics reinforce an atmosphere of complacency. "It's embarrassing how few protections we have against fraud and how easy it has been to fool us," Simonsohn said in a 2023 webinar. He added, "We have done nothing to prevent it. Nothing."

Like so many other scientific scandals, the one Schroeder had identified quickly sank into a swamp of closed-door reviews and taciturn committees. Schroeder says that Harvard Business School declined to investigate her evidence of data-tampering, citing a policy of not responding to allegations made more than six years after the misconduct is said to have occurred. (Harvard Business School's head of communications, Mark Cautela, declined to comment.) Her efforts to address the issue through the University of Pennsylvania's Office of Research Integrity likewise seemed fruitless. (A spokesperson for the Wharton School would not comment on "the existence or status of" any investigations.)

Retractions have a way of dragging out in science publishing. This one was no exception. Maryam Kouchaki, an expert on workplace ethics at Northwestern University's Kellogg School of Management and co-editor in chief of the journal that published the "Don't Stop Believing" paper, had first received the authors' call to pull their work in August 2023. As the anniversary of that request drew near, Schroeder still had no idea how the suspect data would be handled, and whether Brooks--or anyone else--would be held responsible.

Finally, on October 1, the "Don't Stop Believing" paper was removed from the scientific literature. The journal's published notice laid out some basic conclusions from Schroeder's audit: Studies 1a and 1b had indeed been run by Brooks, the raw data were not available, and the posted data for 1b showed "streaks of heart rate ratings that were unlikely to have occurred naturally." Schroeder's own contributions to the paper were also found to have some flaws: Data points had been dropped from her analysis without any explanation in the published text. (Although this practice wasn't fully out-of-bounds given research standards at the time, the same behavior would today be understood as a form of "p-hacking"--a pernicious source of false-positive results.) But the notice did not say whether the fishy numbers from Study 1b had been fabricated, let alone by whom. Someone other than Brooks may have handled those data before publication, it suggested. "The journal could not investigate this study any further."

Two days later, Schroeder posted to X a link to her full and final audit of the paper. "It took *hundreds* of hours of work to complete this retraction," she wrote, in a thread that described the flaws in her own experiments and Studies 1a and 1b. "I am ashamed of helping publish this paper & how long it took to identify its issues," the thread concluded. "I am not the same scientist I was 10 years ago. I hold myself accountable for correcting any inaccurate prior research findings and for updating my research practices to do better." Her peers responded by lavishing her with public praise. One colleague called the self-audit "exemplary" and an "act of courage." A prominent professor at Columbia Business School congratulated Schroeder for being "a cultural heroine, a role model for the rising generation."

But amid this celebration of her unusual transparency, an important and related story had somehow gone unnoticed. In the course of scouting out the edges of the cheating scandal in her field, Schroeder had uncovered yet another case of seeming science fraud. And this time, she'd blown the whistle on herself.

That stunning revelation, unaccompanied by any posts on social media, had arrived in a muffled update to the Many Co-Authors Project website. Schroeder announced that she'd found "an issue" with one more paper that she'd produced with Gino. This one, "Enacting Rituals to Improve Self-Control," came out in 2018 in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology; its author list overlaps substantially with that of the earlier "Don't Stop Believing" paper (though Brooks was not involved). Like the first, it describes a set of studies that purport to show the power of the ritual effect. Like the first, it includes at least one study for which data appear to have been altered. And like the first, its data anomalies have no apparent link to Gino.

The basic facts are laid out in a document that Schroeder put into an online repository, describing an internal audit that she conducted with the help of the lead author, Allen Ding Tian. (Tian did not respond to requests for comment.) The paper opens with a field experiment on women who were trying to lose weight. Schroeder, then in grad school at the University of Chicago, oversaw the work; participants were recruited at a campus gym.

Half of the women were instructed to perform a ritual before each meal for the next five days: They were to put their food into a pattern on their plate. The other half were not. Then Schroeder used a diet-tracking app to tally all the food that each woman reported eating, and found that the ones in the ritual group took in about 200 fewer calories a day, on average, than the others. But in 2023, when she started digging back into this research, she uncovered some discrepancies. According to her study's raw materials, nine of the women who reported that they'd done the food-arranging ritual were listed on the data spreadsheet as being in the control group; six others were mislabeled in the opposite direction. When Schroeder fixed these errors for her audit, the ritual effect completely vanished. Now it looked as though the women who'd done the food-arranging had consumed a few more calories, on average, than the women who had not.

Mistakes happen in research; sometimes data get mixed up. These errors, though, appear to be intentional. The women whose data had been swapped fit a suspicious pattern: The ones whose numbers might have undermined the paper's hypothesis were disproportionately affected. This is not a subtle thing; among the 43 women who reported that they'd done the ritual, the six most prolific eaters all got switched into the control group. Nick Brown and James Heathers, the scientific-integrity researchers, have each tried to figure out the odds that anything like the study's published result could have been attained if the data had been switched at random. Brown's analysis pegged the answer at one in 1 million. "Data manipulation makes sense as an explanation," he told me. "No other explanation is immediately obvious to me." Heathers said he felt "quite comfortable" in concluding that whatever went wrong with the experiment "was a directed process, not a random process."

Whether or not the data alterations were intentional, their specific form--flipped conditions for a handful of participants, in a way that favored the hypothesis--matches up with data issues raised by Harvard Business School's investigation into Gino's work. Schroeder rejected that comparison when I brought it up, but she was willing to accept some blame. "I couldn't feel worse about that paper and that study," she told me. "I'm deeply ashamed of it."

Still, she said that the source of the error wasn't her. Her research assistants on the project may have caused the problem; Schroeder wonders if they got confused. She said that two RAs, both undergraduates, had recruited the women at the gym, and that the scene there was chaotic: Sometimes multiple people came up to them at once, and the undergrads may have had to make some changes on the fly, adjusting which participants were being put into which group for the study. Maybe things went wrong from there, Schroeder said. One or both RAs might have gotten ruffled as they tried to paper over inconsistencies in their record-keeping. They both knew what the experiment was meant to show, and how the data ought to look--so it's possible that they peeked a little at the data and reassigned the numbers in the way that seemed correct. (Schroeder's audit lays out other possibilities, but describes this one as the most likely.)

Schroeder's account is certainly plausible, but it's not a perfect fit with all of the facts. For one thing, the posted data indicate that during most days on which the study ran, the RAs had to deal with only a handful of participants--sometimes just two. How could they have gotten so bewildered?

Any further details seem unlikely to emerge. The paper was formally retracted in the February issue of the journal. Schroeder has chosen not to name the RAs who helped her with the study, and she told me that she hasn't tried to contact them. "I just didn't think it was appropriate," she said. "It doesn't seem like it would help matters at all." By her account, neither one is currently in academia, and she did not discover any additional issues when she reviewed their other work. (I reached out to more than a dozen former RAs and lab managers who were thanked in Schroeder's published papers from around this time. Five responded to my queries; all of them denied having helped with this experiment.) In the end, Schroeder said, she took the data at the assistants' word. "I did not go in and change labels," she told me. But she also said repeatedly that she doesn't think her RAs should take the blame. "The responsibility rests with me, right? And so it was appropriate that I'm the one named in the retraction notice," she said. Later in our conversation, she summed up her response: "I've tried to trace back as best I can what happened, and just be honest."

"I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing."

Across the many months I spent reporting this story, I'd come to think of Schroeder as a paragon of scientific rigor. She has led a seminar on "Experimental Design and Research Methods" in a business program with a sterling reputation for its research standards. She'd helped set up the Many Co-Authors Project, and then pursued it as aggressively as anyone. (Simonsohn even told me that Schroeder's look-at-everything approach was a little "overboard.") I also knew that she was devoted to the dreary but important task of reproducing other people's published work.

As for the dieting research, Schroeder had owned the awkward optics. "It looks weird," she told me when we spoke in June. "It's a weird error, and it looks consistent with changing things in the direction to get a result." But weirder still was how that error came to light, through a detailed data audit that she'd undertaken of her own accord. Apparently, she'd gone to great effort to call attention to a damning set of facts. That alone could be taken as a sign of her commitment to transparency.

But in the months that followed, I couldn't shake the feeling that another theory also fit the facts. Schroeder's leading explanation for the issues in her work--An RA must have bungled the data--sounded distressingly familiar. Francesca Gino had offered up the same defense to Harvard's investigators. The mere repetition of this story doesn't mean that it's invalid: Lab techs and assistants really do mishandle data on occasion, and they may of course engage in science fraud. But still.

As for Schroeder's all-out focus on integrity, and her public efforts to police the scientific record, I came to understand that most of these had been adopted, all at once, in mid-2023, shortly after the Gino scandal broke. (The version of Schroeder's resume that was available on her webpage in the spring of 2023 does not describe any replication projects whatsoever.) That makes sense if the accusations changed the way she thought about her field--and she did describe them to me as "a wake-up call." But here's another explanation: Maybe Schroeder saw the Gino scandal as a warning that the data sleuths were on the march. Perhaps she figured that her own work might end up being scrutinized, and then, having gamed this out, she decided to be a data sleuth herself. She'd publicly commit to reexamining her colleagues' work, doing audits of her own, and asking for corrections. This would be her play for amnesty during a crisis.

I spoke with Schroeder for the last time on the day before Halloween. She was notably composed when I confronted her with the possibility that she'd engaged in data-tampering herself. She repeated what she'd told me months before, that she definitely did not go in and change the numbers in her study. And she rejected the idea that her self-audits had been strategic, that she'd used them to divert attention from her own wrongdoing. "Honestly, it's disturbing to hear you even lay it out," she said. "Because I think if you were to look at my body of work and try to replicate it, I think my hit rate would be good." She continued: "So to imply that I've actually been, I don't know, doing a lot of fraudulent stuff myself for a long time, and this was a moment to come clean with it? I just don't think the evidence bears that out."

That wasn't really what I'd meant to imply. The story I had in mind was more mundane--and in a sense more tragic. I went through it: Perhaps she'd fudged the results for a study just once or twice early in her career, and never again. Perhaps she'd been committed, ever since, to proper scientific methods. And perhaps she really did intend to fix some problems in her field.

Schroeder allowed that she'd been susceptible to certain research practices--excluding data, for example--that are now considered improper. So were many of her colleagues. In that sense, she'd been guilty of letting her judgment be distorted by the pressure to succeed. But I understood what she was saying: This was not the same as fraud.

Throughout our conversations, Schroeder had avoided stating outright that anyone in particular had committed fraud. But not all of her colleagues had been so cautious. Just a few days earlier, I'd received an unexpected message from Maurice Schweitzer, the senior Wharton business-school professor who oversaw Alison Wood Brooks's "Don't Stop Believing" research. Up to this point, he had not responded to my request for an interview, and I figured he'd chosen not to comment for this story. But he finally responded to a list of written questions. It was important for me to know, his email said, that Schroeder had "been involved in data tampering." He included a link to the retraction notice for her paper on rituals and eating. When I asked Schweitzer to elaborate, he did not respond. (Schweitzer's most recent academic work is focused on the damaging effects of gossip; one of his papers from 2024 is titled "The Interpersonal Costs of Revealing Others' Secrets.")

I laid this out for Schroeder on the phone. "Wow," she said. "That's unfortunate that he would say that." She went silent for a long time. "Yeah, I'm sad he's saying that."

Another long silence followed. "I think that the narrative that you laid out, Dan, is going to have to be a possibility," she said. "I don't think there's a way I can refute it, but I know what the truth is, and I think I did the right thing, with trying to clean the literature as much as I could."

This is all too often where these stories end: A researcher will say that whatever really happened must forever be obscure. Dan Ariely told Business Insider in February 2024 : "I've spent a big part of the last two years trying to find out what happened. I haven't been able to ... I decided I have to move on with my life." Schweitzer told me that the most relevant files for the "Don't Stop Believing" paper are "long gone," and that the chain of custody for its data simply can't be tracked. (The Wharton School agreed, telling me that it "does not possess the requested data" for Study 1b, "as it falls outside its current data retention period.") And now Schroeder had landed on a similar position.

It's uncomfortable for a scientist to claim that the truth might be unknowable, just as it would be for a journalist, or any other truth-seeker by vocation. I daresay the facts regarding all of these cases may yet be amenable to further inquiry. The raw data from Study 1b may still exist, somewhere; if so, one might compare them with the posted spreadsheet to confirm that certain numbers had been altered. And Schroeder says she has the names of the RAs who worked on her dieting experiment; in theory, she could ask those people for their recollections of what happened. If figures aren't checked, or questions aren't asked, it's by choice.

What feels out of reach is not so much the truth of any set of allegations, but their consequences. Gino has been placed on administrative leave, but in many other instances of suspected fraud, nothing happens. Both Brooks and Schroeder appear to be untouched. "The problem is that journal editors and institutions can be more concerned with their own prestige and reputation than finding out the truth," Dennis Tourish, at the University of Sussex Business School, told me. "It can be easier to hope that this all just goes away and blows over and that somebody else will deal with it."


Pablo Delcan



Some degree of disillusionment was common among the academics I spoke with for this story. The early-career researcher in business academia told me that he has an "unhealthy hobby" of finding manipulated data. But now, he said, he's giving up the fight. "At least for the time being, I'm done," he told me. "Feeling like Sisyphus isn't the most fulfilling experience." A management professor who has followed all of these cases very closely gave this assessment: "I would say that distrust characterizes many people in the field--it's all very depressing and demotivating."

It's possible that no one is more depressed and demotivated, at this point, than Juliana Schroeder. "To be honest with you, I've had some very low moments where I'm like, 'Well, maybe this is not the right field for me, and I shouldn't be in it,' " she said. "And to even have any errors in any of my papers is incredibly embarrassing, let alone one that looks like data-tampering."

I asked her if there was anything more she wanted to say.

"I guess I just want to advocate for empathy and transparency--maybe even in that order. Scientists are imperfect people, and we need to do better, and we can do better." Even the Many Co-Authors Project, she said, has been a huge missed opportunity. "It was sort of like a moment where everyone could have done self-reflection. Everyone could have looked at their papers and done the exercise I did. And people didn't."

Maybe the situation in her field would eventually improve, she said. "The optimistic point is, in the long arc of things, we'll self-correct, even if we have no incentive to retract or take responsibility."

"Do you believe that?" I asked.

"On my optimistic days, I believe it."

"Is today an optimistic day?"

"Not really."



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The Fraudulent Science of Success."
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Drought Is an Immigration Issue

And Trump's climate policies are designed to ignore that.

by Zoe Schlanger




In Mexico, the conditions that have contributed to the largest sustained movement of humans across any border in the world will get only more common. This spring, at the start of the corn-growing season, 76 percent of Mexico was in drought, and the country was sweltering under a deadly heat dome. Finally, after too many months, summer rains started to refill reservoirs. But years and droughts like this promise to become more intense: Mexico is slated to warm 1 to 3 degrees Celsius by 2060.



When drought strikes rural corn farmers in Mexico during the growing season, they are more likely to attempt to immigrate to the United States the following year out of economic desperation, according to a study released this month in the journal PNAS. This is just the latest example of a signal in migration data that keeps getting clearer: Climate change is pushing people to cross borders, and especially the southern border of the United States. Many live on the edge of financial stability; if one of their few options to support themselves is jeopardized, they might not recover. "And climate extremes are taking away whatever option there is there," one of the study's co-authors, Filiz Garip, a professor of sociology and public affairs at Princeton University, told me.



Donald Trump and his incoming administration have said that limiting immigration into the United States is a priority; the president-elect intends to both close the southern border and deploy the military in order to carry out mass deportations. He is also poised to ignore the climate altogether, and likely hasten the pace of change with policies that increase oil and gas drilling. That combination is "sort of like turning the heat up on a boiling pot and then forcing the lid shut," Ama Francis, a lawyer and the climate director of the International Refugee Assistance Project (IRAP), told me. Drought and other climate disasters will help propel more people north; U.S. immigration policies will attempt to block them, but migrants won't stop coming. Part of the argument for dealing with climate change, and doing so in partnership with the rest of the world, is that it will mitigate these sorts of pressures before they become even more dramatic conflicts. The next administration could be setting the country up for the opposite.



Climate isn't usually the only factor that drives people to move, but it can be a tipping point that clinches their decision. Like many places in the world, Mexico is becoming a harder place to live because of both drought and extreme rainfall, which leads to flooding. These are particular challenges for rural farmers whose crop depends on the seasons progressing as they have for hundreds of years. More may make the desperate choice to leave. And more who have left may stay for longer in the United States. Garip's study found that climate extremes will delay migrants from returning to their communities. "I was really taken aback by how strong the return results were," she said. "These weather extremes continue to shape, it seems, how people think about whether to remain a migrant or whether to go back to their communities."



Climate factors are not what many immigrants first cite as a reason for leaving their home. Violence and racial or political persecution will often come up before drought, for example. But start talking through the deeper roots, and in many cases, "climate-related factors do come up," Alexander de Sherbinin, an expert on climate and human migration at Columbia University, told me. Francis's organization, IRAP, which gives migrants legal support, recently co-published a report based on interviews with more than 3,000 clients, nearly half of whom had experienced a climate disaster in their home country before leaving. The most common of these was extreme rainfall, followed closely by extreme heat.



Even when demographers control for other characteristics in a person's life, climate change still emerges as a statistically significant factor of migration, says Lori Hunter, the director of the Institute of Behavioral Science at the University of Colorado at Boulder, who has studied migration data for decades. The pattern is clear, Hunter told me: "If we disinvest from the climate, the pressure to migrate will intensify."



Conversely, a certain subset of the potential immigrant population, if their climate desperation could be alleviated, may not choose to come to the United States. In the long term, dramatically lowering the U.S.'s emissions would help limit climate stresses, but the warming the world has already experienced is driving weather extremes right now. Adapting to new climatic normals is now necessary. Migration is one way of adapting. But people could, with assistance, adapt in place. Among the corn farmers Garip and her colleagues studied, those who had access to some form of irrigation infrastructure, such as a reservoir, were less likely to leave, even when faced with drought conditions. It was mostly rural, smallholder farmers entirely dependent on rainfall who decided to make the perilous trek north. With investment for projects to install irrigation in those communities, "these decisions could really be different," Garip said. "Unless we do something, then we're just pushing more people into this dangerous journey."



Indeed, the biggest topic at the global COP29 climate negotiations, under way in Baku, Azerbaijan, is the dollar amount that developed countries, responsible for the majority of historical emissions, will transfer to developing countries, which are bearing the brunt of the climate crisis and require at least $1 trillion of outside funding per year to build more renewable energy and respond to climate-driven disasters. Many at COP assume that the U.S. won't contribute to those funds at all, and the meeting, now at its halfway point, is by all accounts at a deadlock, with little leadership from wealthy countries materializing. The Biden administration had plans to fund $3 billion worth of climate adaptation internationally each year, with a special focus on water security--and explicitly framed that as a tool to "address key drivers of migration." Those plans are unlikely to continue into the next Trump presidency.



Climate finance is a nebulous category, and a lack of transparency about how the funds get spent can undermine the process. But other research has found that remittances--money that migrants send home--tend to be spent on things that improve climate resilience, such as air-conditioning. To Hunter, that remittance data suggest that international climate finance could be spent in ways that would help people adapt to climate change where they live, and remove one of the factors that force them to leave. If a motivated government made a real effort to supply that funding in the first place, perhaps those communities would not feel that they had to send a family member north. It wouldn't stop migration altogether, but it could help reduce the pressures the incoming Trump administration is so eager to address.
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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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Introducing 'Being Human'

<em>The Atlantic</em> expands health coverage with new section, reporting on the body, mind, and how we live




Today The Atlantic is launching Being Human, a new section and newsletter at TheAtlantic.com as part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health. The name describes The Atlantic's wide-ranging approach to health coverage, on what it means to live a life bound up in a body and conducted by a mysterious, fallible brain.

The Atlantic grew its health-reporting team significantly ahead of this launch, and Being Human will broaden the magazine's existing coverage of the ideas and issues that readers encounter every day: wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg said of the expansion: "The Atlantic's health team produces the smartest, most analytically acute, and best-written stories of any journalism outfit nationally, and with this new expansion, we're going to be comprehensive in a way we haven't been before. In an age of mass confusion--not just about health, of course--I think our team is perfectly positioned to bring clarity to this important coverage area."

Being Human launches with new reporting on the BRCA gene needing a rebrand, by Kristen V. Brown; how the broad support for vaccines in America may be tested by the incoming Trump administration, by Daniel Engber; and the way people are thinking about deodorant all wrong, from Yasmin Tayag.

Find more stories at the Being Human section, and please reach out with questions or interest in interviewing our writers about their reporting.

Press Contact: Anna Bross | press@theatlantic.com
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Why Oz Is the Doctor Trump Ordered

Nothing about Trump 2.0 is mere bluster.

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.


Donald Trump appears to experience the world through the glow of a television screen. He has long placed a premium on those who look the part in front of the camera. Paging Dr. Mehmet Oz.

Trump has picked Oz to lead the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. CMS, as the agency is known, falls under the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Last week, Trump nominated Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to serve as HHS secretary. As you may have guessed, Kennedy and Oz are not only friends but kindred spirits. Oz is a global adviser at iHerb, a for-profit company that offers "Earth's best-curated selection of health and wellness products at the best possible value." He and Kennedy, two relative outsiders, are now positioned to enjoy a symbiotic relationship within Trump's chaotic ecosystem.

Oz was last seen running for a Pennsylvania Senate seat in 2022. He lost to John Fetterman, who, despite dealing with the aftereffects of a stroke, carried the state by five points. Throughout that race, Oz struggled to combat the perception that he was a charlatan and carpetbagger who primarily lived in New Jersey. (Fetterman's team repeatedly tagged Oz as an out-of-touch elitist, trolling him, for example, when he went grocery shopping for crudites and lamented high prices.) After that electoral defeat, Oz's political dreams seemed all but dashed. But he wisely remained loyal to Trump--a person who has the ability to change trajectories on a whim.

In the pre-Trump era, it might have been a stretch to describe CMS administrator as an overtly political position. But Oz's objective under Trump couldn't be clearer. In a statement, Trump, using his reliably perplexing capitalization, telegraphed that Oz will bring a certain ethos to the job--a little MAGA, a little MAHA. Oz, Trump promised, will "cut waste and fraud within our Country's most expensive Government Agency, which is a third of our Nation's Healthcare spend, and a quarter of our entire National Budget." And, because he's Trump, he mentioned Oz's nine daytime Emmy Awards.

Some 150 million Americans currently rely on the agency's insurance programs, including Medicaid, Medicare, and Obamacare. Oz has been a proponent of Medicare Advantage for All. Though that sounds like the Medicare for All initiative championed by progressives such as Senator Bernie Sanders, the two programs are quite different. At its core, Medicare for All would set the U.S. on a path toward nationalizing health care. Trump would never go for that. But Medicare Advantage already exists within America's patchwork private/public system, and Oz might push to strengthen it. He could also face budgetary pressure to weaken it. Oz's own health-care views haven't remained consistent. Though he once praised the mandatory universal models of Germany and Switzerland, as a Republican politician he threw his support behind privatized Medicare.

When asked about Oz's nomination, Fetterman, his former opponent, told CNN: "As long as he's willing to protect and preserve Medicaid and Medicare, I'm voting for the dude." Some people were pissed. Victoria Perrone, who served as the director of operations on Fetterman's Senate campaign, called out her old boss on social media: "Dr. Oz broke his pledge to 'do no harm' when he said red onions prevent ovarian cancer. My sis died of OC in 6/2022. This is a huge personal betrayal to me. We know he won't protect the Medicaid that paid for her treatments," Perrone posted on X. "I feel like I've been duped and 2 years of working on your campaign was a waste," she added.

The above argument is illustrative of another reality Trump acknowledged in announcing his pick: "Make America Healthy Again" keeps growing. Oz, Trump declared, "will work closely with Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to take on the illness industrial complex, and all the horrible chronic diseases left in its wake." He went a step further, promising that Oz will bring "a strong voice to the key pillars of the MAHA Movement." Oz holds degrees from Harvard and Penn, and he worked as a professor of surgery at Columbia. In spite of that pedigree, Oz has spent years facing credible accusations of medical quackery for his endorsement of dietary supplements. In 2014, he received a dramatic dressing-down on Capitol Hill. Senator Claire McCaskill read three statements that Oz had made on his eponymous show:

"You may think magic is make-believe, but this little bean has scientists saying they've found the magic weight-loss cure for every body type: It's green coffee extract."
 "I've got the No. 1 miracle in a bottle to burn your fat: It's raspberry ketone."
 "Garcinia cambogia: It may be the simple solution you've been looking for to bust your body fat for good."


Oz's defense that day was that his job was to be a "cheerleader" for the Dr. Oz audience. "I actually do personally believe in the items I talk about in the show. I passionately study them. I recognize oftentimes they don't have the scientific muster to present as fact, but nevertheless, I would give my audience the advice I give my family," he testified.

He emerged from that hearing largely unscathed. Two years later, Oz would go on to read what he claimed were Trump's medical records on that same show. He famously praised Trump's testosterone levels and supposed all-around health. Four years after that, once Trump was president, Oz sent emails to White House officials, including Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner, pushing them to rush patient trials for hydroxychloroquine, an unproven treatment for COVID.

In the next Trump administration, those are the sorts of exchanges Oz could be having with Kennedy--or with Trump himself. How did we get here? Oz landed this gig because he's good on TV, yes, but also because, when he entered the political arena, he fully aligned himself with Trump. The 47th president rewards loyalty. If there's one thing that's become clear from his administration nominations so far, it's that.

Some of Trump's appointments will be less consequential than others. Anything involving the health and well-being of tens of millions of Americans is inarguably serious. Oz's confirmation is not guaranteed, but his selection has already confirmed that nothing about Trump 2.0 is mere bluster.

Related:

	Trump is coming for Obamacare again. (From January)
 	Why is Dr. Oz so bad at Twitter? (From 2022)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Another theory of the Trump movement
 	What the men of the internet are trying to prove
 	Arash Azizi: The problem with boycotting Israel




Today's News

	Republican members of the House Ethics Committee blocked the release of the investigation into the sexual-misconduct and drug-use allegations against former Representative Matt Gaetz.
 	Jose Ibarra, who was found guilty of killing Laken Riley on the University of Georgia campus, was sentenced to life in prison without possibility of parole.
 	Trump tapped former WWE CEO Linda McMahon, who previously led the U.S. Small Business Administration during Trump's first term, to be the secretary of education.






Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: Drought is an immigration issue, and Trump's climate policies are designed to ignore that, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Video by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Sources: Archive Films / Getty; Internet Archive; Prelinger Associates / Getty.



Put Down the Vacuum

By Annie Lowrey

The other night, a friend came over. A dear friend. A friend who has helped me out when I've been sick, and who brought over takeout when I had just given birth. Still, before he arrived, I vacuumed.
 I thought about this while reading the Gender Equity Policy Institute's recent report on gender and domestic labor. The study finds that mothers spend twice as much time as fathers "on the essential and unpaid work" of taking care of kids and the home, and that women spend more time on this than men, regardless of parental and relationship status. "Simply being a woman" is the instrumental variable, the study concludes.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The cancer gene more men should test for
 	We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines.
 	Apple lost the plot on texting.
 	What going "wild on health" looks like




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty



Read. If you feel upset about the election, these seven books are a prescription for rage and despair, Ruth Madievsky writes.

Gather. Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise--they're also a ridiculous, perfect way to make friends, Mikala Jamison 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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The Senate Exists for a Reason

These four Trump picks should be stopped.

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.


As president-elect, Donald Trump has the right to name the people he wants in his Cabinet. Some of Trump's nominations, such as Senator Marco Rubio to lead the State Department, are completely ordinary. A few are ideological red meat for Republicans. Others are gifts to Trump loyalists.

Four of these nominees, however, are dangerous to the security of the United States and to the well-being of its people: Pete Hegseth (Defense), Tulsi Gabbard (Office of the Director of National Intelligence), Matt Gaetz (Justice), and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (Health and Human Services). The Senate must turn back these nominations, and do so en bloc.

The Gaetz and Kennedy nominations are apparently already in trouble, and more than enough has been written about them. Gaetz is an accused sexual predator (he has long denied the allegations); ironically, he is the least dangerous of this pack. Yes, as attorney general he would green-light every raving demand from MAGA world for investigations into Trump's enemies, but in a strange blessing, he is also likely to be completely incompetent. The Department of Justice, as Trump himself learned during his first term, is packed to the rafters with very sharp lawyers who would almost certainly jam up any of Gaetz's unconstitutional orders. Gaetz's tenure at Justice would be a national humiliation and destructive to the rule of law, but it would also likely be very short.

The RFK Jr. nomination is, in a word, pathetic. Most of his views are little more than pure anti-science kookery, and if he is confirmed, Americans--and especially their children--will be in peril from this anti-vaccine crusader. But he would be a danger to the health of individual Americans (especially those who watch too much TV and spend too much time on the internet) rather than to the continued existence of the United States.

Which brings me to Gabbard and Hegseth.

Tulsi Gabbard, as I wrote last week, is unqualified for the job of DNI, but she is also a security risk: I have held security clearances for most of my adult life, and had I worked in any federal office next to her, I would have had no compunction about raising her as an "insider threat" because of her political views and her shady international connections. (As a member of Congress in 2017, she held meetings with the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad outside of U.S. government channels--an obvious problem for anyone seeking a senior role in national security.)

Gaetz, Kennedy, and Gabbard are terrible choices. The Hegseth nomination, however, is easily the most dangerous and irresponsible of all of Trump's picks. (Gabbard is a significant hazard, but she would not have a gigantic army at her disposal, and she would not be involved with the control of nuclear weapons.) Like the other three in this group, Hegseth is shockingly unqualified for the job he's been asked to take, but in this case, the Senate is faced with a proposal to place a TV talking head at the top of the Pentagon and insert him into the nuclear chain of command.

Hegseth has made personal choices that make him unfit to lead the DOD, including his extramarital affairs (which apparently helped tank his chances to lead the Department of Veterans Affairs in Trump's first administration) and a payoff to a woman who claimed that he'd sexually assaulted her. He denies the assault allegation, but in any case, adultery is a criminal violation of the Uniform Code of Military Justice and can be a career-ending mistake for a member of the armed forces.

I will leave aside whether Hegseth's tattoos identify him as a white supremacist. Hegseth denies the claim. But some of Hegseth's ink is popular with extremists; that's why one of his own military comrades reported him as an insider threat in the first place--and not, as Hegseth and some whining conservatives claim, because he is being persecuted as a Christian. I knew many people in federal service with patriotic tattoos. (I have one myself, and no, it's none of your business where it is.) I am also a Christian who wears a cross--one that I had blessed in a church--every day. That's not what any of this is about.

Hegseth's defenders seem unable to understand that neither Hegseth nor anyone else has a right to be the secretary of defense: If the nominee made choices earlier in life that would now undermine his effectiveness in the job, then that's his problem, not the Pentagon's. But even if Hegseth were not an example of a sexist, MAGA-bro culture--his statements about women in the military are particularly noxious--the Senate is still faced with the problem that he's utterly unqualified.

A former Army major, he has no serious background in national-security or defense issues beyond his military service. (And how that service ended is apparently now a matter of some dispute.) He has not worked anywhere in the defense world: not in any of its agencies, not with any of its industries, not with any of its workforce in any capacity. He has never managed anything of any significant size.

Not only would he be incapable of administering America's largest government department, but he'd also be in a position of terrifying responsibility for which he is unprepared. Imagine an international crisis, perhaps only a year or two from now. President Trump is facing a situation that could be rife with danger to the United States and our allies--perhaps even one that involves nuclear threats. At this dire moment, Trump turns to ...

Pete Hegseth and Tulsi Gabbard?

The Senate must do everything in its constitutional power to stop this. Trump won the election, but no president has an absolute right to his Cabinet nominations: The Constitution requires the Senate to consent to those nominations. Trump has already warned that if the Senate balks, he will subvert this process by using "recess appointments," in effect a demand that the Senate take a walk and let Trump do whatever he wants--to consent, in other words, to autocracy.

Incoming Majority Leader John Thune and others who still might care about their duty to the nation have time to go to Trump, right now, and tell him that these four nominations are DOA. They could tell Trump that it is in his own interest--the only interest he recognizes--not to risk multiple defeats. And if the Senate folds and decides to take these up one at a time, Trump will wear them down, likely accepting that Gaetz must be a Succession-style "blood sacrifice," in return for which Trump gets everyone else. For Thune--who, one assumes, does not wish to begin his tenure as a statelier version of Senator Tommy Tuberville, the MAGA obstructionist who held up military promotions for months--accepting such a deal would be a huge strategic error.

Whomever Trump nominates as replacements will likely be dangerous in their own way. But these four nominees have to be stopped--and right now.

Related:

	The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump
 	The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	He was the world's longest-held death-row inmate. He was also innocent.
 	How Trump could make Congress go away for a while
 	Thomas Chatterton Williams: Is wokeness one big power grab?
 	Europe braces for Trump.




Today's News

	President Joe Biden authorized Ukraine yesterday to use U.S.-supplied long-range missiles for strikes inside Russia, according to U.S. officials. Russia said today that the decision would escalate international tensions and add "fuel to the fire" of the war.
 	Trump confirmed on Truth Social that his administration is planning to declare a national emergency and enlist the military to carry out a mass-deportation program targeting undocumented immigrants.
 	Trump picked Brendan Carr, a member of the Federal Communications Commission and a Project 2025 contributor, to lead the FCC.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Learning where famous musicians sleep and what they eat can feel like finally glimpsing the unknowable, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Justin Chung for The Atlantic



How Jimmy O. Yang Became a Main Character

By Shirley Li

Jimmy O. Yang had been trying to make it as an actor for years--cobbling together bit parts in network sitcoms, auditioning for nameless roles such as "Chinese Teenager #1"--when he was cast in a new HBO series. The show, Silicon Valley, was a comedy about a group of programmers at a Bay Area start-up incubator; his character, Jian-Yang, was an app developer who spoke in broken English.
 It was a small guest role, but he saw it as an opportunity.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	There's no longer any doubt that Hollywood writing is powering AI.
 	Researchers are finally unraveling how the mind processes nothing.
 	Trump's New York sentencing must proceed, Randall D. Eliason argues.
 	American kakistocracy
 	Making government efficient again




Culture Break


Focus Features



Watch (or skip). Conclave (out now in theaters) treats Catholic theology as mere policy, like the membership rules at Augusta National. It's even worse than The Da Vinci Code, Matthew Schmitz writes.

Examine. In a market with thousands of dog toys, Lamb Chop, the 1960s puppet, has somehow become ubiquitous.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Classic Blockbuster for a Sunday Afternoon

Culture and entertainment musts from Jen Balderama

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Jen Balderama, a Culture editor who leads the Family section and works on stories about parenting, language, sex, and politics (among other topics).

Jen grew up training as a dancer and watching classic movies with her mom, which instilled in her a love for film and its artistry. Her favorites include Doctor Zhivago, In the Mood for Love, and Pina; she will also watch anything starring Cate Blanchett, an actor whose "ability to inhabit is simply unmatched."





The Culture Survey: Jen Balderama

My favorite blockbuster film: I'm grateful that when I was quite young, my mom started introducing me to her favorite classic movies--comedies, romances, noirs, epics--which I'm pretty sure had a lasting influence on my taste. So for a blockbuster, I have to go with a nostalgia pick: Doctor Zhivago. The hours we spent watching this movie, multiple times over the years, each viewing an afternoon-long event. (The film, novelty of novelties, had its own intermission!) My mom must have been confident that the more adult elements--the rape, the politics--would go right over my head, but that I could appreciate the movie for its aesthetics. She had a huge crush on Omar Sharif and swooned over the soft-focus close-ups of his watering eyes. I was entranced by the landscapes and costumes and sets--the bordello reds of the Sventitskys' Christmas party, the icy majesty of the Varykino dacha in winter. But I was also taken by the film's sheer scope, its complexity, and the fleshly and revolutionary messiness. I'm certain it helped ingrain in me, early, an enduring faith in art and artists as preservers of humanity, especially in dark, chaotic times. [Related: Russia from within: Boris Pasternak's first novel]

My favorite art movie: May I bend the rules? Because I need to pick two: Wong Kar Wai's In the Mood for Love and Wim Wenders's Pina. One is fiction, the other documentary. Both are propelled by yearning and by music. Both give us otherworldly depictions of bodies in motion. And both delve into the ways people communicate when words go unspoken.

In the Mood for Love might be the dead-sexiest film I've ever seen, and no one takes off their clothes. Instead we get Maggie Cheung and Tony Leung in a ravishing tango of loaded phone calls and intense gazes, skin illicitly brushing skin, figures sliding past each other in close spaces: electricity.

Pina is Wenders's ode to the German choreographer Pina Bausch, a collaboration that became an elegy after Bausch died when the film was in preproduction. Reviewing the movie for The New York Times in 2017, the critic Gia Kourlas, whom I admire, took issue with one of Wenders's choices: In between excerpts of Bausch's works, her dancers sit for "interviews," but they don't speak to camera; recordings of their voices play as they look toward the audience or off into the distance. Kourlas wrote that these moments felt "mannered, self-conscious"; they made her "wince." But to me, a (highly self-conscious) former dancer, Wenders nailed it--I've long felt more comfortable expressing myself through dance than through spoken words. These scenes are a brilliantly meta distillation of that tension: Dancers with something powerful to say remain outwardly silent, their insights played as inner narrative. Struck by grief, mouths closed, they articulate how Bausch gave them the gift of language through movement--and thus offered them the gift of themselves. Not for nothing do I have one of Bausch's mottos tattooed on my forearm: "Dance, dance, otherwise we are lost."

An actor I would watch in anything: Cate Blanchett. Her ability to inhabit is simply unmatched: She can play woman, man, queen, elf, straight/gay/fluid, hero/antihero/villain. Here I'm sure I'll scandalize many of our readers by saying out loud that I am not a Bob Dylan person, but I watched Todd Haynes's I'm Not There precisely because Blanchett was in it--and her roughly 30 minutes as Dylan were all I needed. She elevates everything she appears in, whether it's deeply serious or silly. I'm particularly captivated by her subtleties, the way she turns a wrist or tilts her head with the grace and precision of a dancer's epaulement. (Also: She is apparently hilarious.)

An online creator I'm a fan of: Elle Cordova, a musician turned prolific writer of extremely funny, often timely, magnificently nerdy poems, sketches, and songs, performed in a winning low-key deadpan. I was tipped off to her by a friend who sent a link to a video and wrote: "I think I'm falling for this woman." The vid was part of a series called "Famous authors asking you out"--Cordova parroting Jane Austen, Charles Bukowski, Franz Kafka, Edgar Allan Poe ("Should I come rapping at your chamber door, or do you wanna rap at mine?"), Dr. Seuss, Kurt Vonnegut, Virginia Woolf, James Joyce ("And what if we were to talk a pretty yes in the endbegin of riverflow and moon's own glimpsing heartclass ..."). She does literature. She does science. She parodies pretentious podcasters; sings to an avocado; assumes the characters of fonts, planets, ChatGPT, an election ballot. Her brain is a marvel; no way can AI keep up.

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: Lego Masters Australia. Technically, we found this one together, but I watch Lego Masters because my 10-year-old is a Lego master himself--he makes truly astonishing creations!--and this is the kind of family entertainment I can get behind: Skilled obsessives, working in pairs, turn the basic building blocks of childhood into spectacular works of architecture and engineering, in hopes of winning glory, prize money, and a big ol' Lego trophy. They can't churn out the episodes fast enough for us. The U.S. has a version hosted by Will Arnett, which we also watch, but our family finds him a bit ... over-the-top. We much prefer the Australian edition, hosted by the comedian Hamish Blake and judged by "Brickman," a.k.a. Lego Certified Professional Ryan McNaught, both of whom exude genuine delight and affection for the contestants. McNaught has teared up during critiques of builds, whether gobsmacked by their beauty or moved by the tremendous effort put forth by the builders. It's a show about teamwork, ingenuity, artistry, hilarity, physics, stamina, and grit--with a side helping of male vulnerability. [Related: Solving a museum's bug problem with Legos]

A poem that I return to: "Joint Custody," by Ada Limon. My family is living this. Limon, recalling a childhood of being "taken /  back and forth on Sundays," of shifting between "two different / kitchen tables, two sets of rules," reassures me that even though this is sometimes "not easy," my kids will be okay--more than okay--as long as they know they are "loved each place." That beautiful wisdom guides my every step with them.

Something I recently rewatched: My mom died when my son was 2 and my daughter didn't yet exist, and each year around this time--my mom's birthday--I find little ways to celebrate her by sharing with my kids the things she loved. Chocolate was a big one, I Love Lucy another. So on a recent weekend, we snuggled up and watched Lucille Ball stuffing bonbons down the front of her shirt, and laughed and laughed and laughed. And then we raided a box of truffles.





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	How the Ivy League broke America
 	The secret to thinking your way out of anxiety
 	How one woman became the scapegoat for America's reading crisis




The Week Ahead

	Gladiator II, an action film starring Paul Mescal as Lucius, the son of Maximus, who becomes a gladiator and seeks to save Rome from tyrannical leaders (in theaters Friday)
 	Dune: Prophecy, a spin-off prequel series about the establishment of the Bene Gesserit (premieres today on HBO and Max)
 	An Earthquake Is a Shaking of the Surface of the Earth, a novel by Anna Moschovakis about an unnamed protagonist who attempts to find--and eliminate--her housemate, who was lost after a major earthquake (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Raisa Alava



What the Band Eats

By Reya Hart

I grew up on the road. First on the family bus, traveling from city to city to watch my father, Mickey Hart, play drums with the Grateful Dead and Planet Drum, and then later with the various Grateful Dead offshoots. When I was old enough, I joined the crew, working for Dead & Company, doing whatever I could be trusted to handle ... Then, late-night, drinking whiskey from the bottle with the techs, sitting in the emptying parking lot as the semitrucks and their load-out rumble marked the end of our day.
 But this summer, for the first time in the band's history, there would be no buses; there would be no trucks. Instead we stayed in one place, trading the rhythms of a tour for the dull ache of a long, endlessly hot Las Vegas summer.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The exhibit that will change how you see Impressionism
 	SNL isn't bothering with civility anymore.
 	Abandon the empty nest. Instead, try the open door.
 	Richard Price's radical, retrograde novel
 	"Dear James": How can I find more satisfaction in work?






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Why the Gaetz announcement is already destroying the government
 	The sanewashing of RFK Jr.
 	The not-so-woke Generation Z




Photo Album


People feed seagulls in the Yamuna River, engulfed in smog, in New Delhi, India. (Arun Sankar / AFP / Getty)



Check out these photos of the week, showing speed climbing in Saudi Arabia, wildfires in California and New Jersey, a blanket of smog in New Delhi, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Inner Lives of Musicians

Learning where famous artists sleep and what they eat is like finally glimpsing the unknowable.

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.


The lives of famous musicians have always inspired intense curiosity from fans and the press alike, sometimes to an unhealthy degree. A peek inside--learning where these artists sleep and what they eat, what music carries them through long nights, what their biggest fears are--can feel like finally glimpsing the unknowable. It makes them, and their art, feel just a little more human. Today's newsletter explores the inner lives of well-known artists.

On Musicians' Lives

What the Band Eats

By Reya Hart

Memories of the meals I ate growing up with the Grateful Dead

Read the article.

How the Beatles Wrote 'A Day in the Life'

By Nicholas Dawidoff

Fifty years after its release, the sprawling closing track on Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band remains a testament to the group's ambitious songwriting.

Read the article.

The Improbable, Unstoppable Rise of Goose

By Charlie Warzel

Meet the jam band that just might persuade you to love a jam band.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How a band falls apart, according to Stereophonic: The Tony-winning play explores the heartbreak and turmoil that sometimes accompany great music, Elise Hannum writes.
 	"The songs that shaped my life": Last year, Jeff Tweedy reflected on Joni Mitchell's wisdom, Otis Redding's invitation, and the Beatles' schematic of love.




Other Diversions

	Amazon Haul is an omen.
 	The secret to thinking your way out of anxiety
 	What the internet age is taking away from writers




P.S.


Courtesy of Phil Kunkel



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Phil Kunkel, 72, from St. Cloud, Minnesota, writes, "I looked out of our hotel room window" In Arizona's Monument Valley "just in time to catch the early morning magic of daylight beginning to appear behind the amazing rock formations for which the Valley is known."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The RFK Jr. Effect

His views could damage Americans' trust in public health--whether he is confirmed or not.

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.


Among Donald Trump's recent Cabinet nominations is a pick that has alarmed the scientific community: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. for secretary of Health and Human Services. With this choice, Trump has further elevated a conspiracy-minded vaccine skeptic with no medical background, whose views are often not rooted in science. I spoke with my colleague Yasmin Tayag, who covers health, about the damage RFK Jr.'s proposals could do to Americans' trust in public health--whether he is confirmed or not.





The Elevation of Fringe Beliefs

Lora Kelley: As you've written, some of Robert F. Kennedy's concerns--such as taking on ultra-processed foods and removing toxins from the environment--seem appealing to Americans across the political spectrum, yet his proposed solutions for these problems could pose a danger to Americans. Could you help me understand the gap between some of his seemingly commonsense proposals and the fringe ideologies behind them?

Yasmin Tayag: A lot of Kennedy's health proposals actually make sense to me: investing in regenerative agriculture, and increasing access to preventive health care, and even removing toxins from the environment are things that sound good to pretty much anyone, regardless of their political party. Kennedy, of course, was until recently a Democrat, and a lot of his environmental and health concerns do reflect the things that the left has historically worried about.

The problem is that when you start looking at how he's going to execute on these goals, you realize that his track record of proposing solutions is not based in science. We can all agree that it's a good idea to take toxins out of the environment, but we might not all agree that fluoride is a toxin, as Kennedy seems to suggest. And so you have to ask: How is Kennedy going to make these decisions?

He's a science skeptic, even though he claims to be a champion of science that lets people make their own decisions about their health. His view is that science as an institution has been so corrupted by corporate influence--he's always railing against Big Pharma--that anything that comes out of the science institution that we've long relied on is bad.

Lora: Even if he doesn't get confirmed, could Kennedy's nomination still have an impact on Americans' trust in public health?

Yasmin: Kennedy being so publicly considered for such a prominent health role has already given legitimacy to the fringe ideas that he's entertained over the years. He's said in the past that he believes 5G cellular technology controls our behavior, and he has implied that antidepressants are linked to mass shootings.

For a lot of the public, this might be their first time really having to think about health topics such as fluoridation. If this is not something you think about normally, and all of a sudden, here's this guy all over the news, talking about his doubts about things that have long been accepted as scientific fact, I think it's reasonable that people would also start feeling confused. The fact that he is in the public eye and getting a lot of airtime to discuss his skepticism is, at the very least, putting a spotlight on these fringe beliefs and, at worst, making them seem more legitimate than they are.

Lora: Given that bird flu may be a growing threat, how do you anticipate Kennedy might respond to a pandemic as the head of HHS?

Yasmin: It's unlikely that we would see anything close to a streamlined public-health response, in part because Kennedy is so skeptical of vaccines. That could mean a hesitation to invest in the production of vaccines, or a lack of encouragement for Americans to use them. But I think the broader impact might be if he continues to legitimize the view that vaccines are something to be afraid of. People may refuse to take them.

During the height of the coronavirus pandemic, we had people who believed in science leading HHS, and the response was pretty mediocre: inconsistent communication, inadequate testing, little coordination between state and federal agencies. But at least the interventions made sense from a scientific perspective. With someone who does not believe in basic health principles, we may see an unpredictable response--or even no response.

Lora: What kind of power does this role actually come with?

Yasmin: If Kennedy becomes secretary of HHS, he's going to have an enormous influence on American public health--he would oversee the Food and Drug Administration, the Centers for Disease Control, the National Institutes of Health, Medicare and Medicaid, and the Administration for Children and Families, among others. And on top of overseeing all of those departments, he would also be the primary adviser to the president on health. So he would be the one telling Donald Trump what health priorities should be. That's a really scary prospect, because a lot of Kennedy's perspective on the world doesn't seem to be rooted in any kind of scientific reality, at least not a mainstream one. He wouldn't always be able to implement his ideas directly--removing fluoride from water, for example, can happen only at the state and local level--but his endorsement alone could go a long way.

His appointment, though he still needs to be confirmed, seems plausible to me. Kennedy's audience is a big one--MAGA meets woo-woo, as our colleague Elaine Godfrey has called it--that could further expand support for Trump. But there are still a number of Republican senators he'll have to win over. Some might take issue with his views on health. Others may feel threatened by his plans to remove corporate influence from the government--Big Pharma, for example, has long provided campaign money to both parties. Kennedy's plans to overhaul food and pharmaceuticals would also require a ton of regulation, which is exactly what Republicans don't want. The biggest pitfall for Kennedy would be if his goals run up against Trump's economic priorities. He was an environmental lawyer, so he's very anti-oil, whereas Trump is deeply pro-oil. In his past speeches, Trump has said that Kennedy can do whatever he wants, as long as he doesn't "touch the oil." I could see Trump or others in the party pushing back on him for that reason.

Related: 

	RFK Jr. collects his reward.
 	The sanewashing of RFK Jr.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Onion's most trenchant headline
 	Israel is fighting a different war now.
 	Get ready for higher food prices.
 	Amazon Haul is an omen.




Today's News

	Speaker Mike Johnson reportedly urged the House Ethics Committee to not publicly release its probe into former Representative Matt Gaetz's alleged sexual misconduct and illicit drug use.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin and German Chancellor Olaf Scholz had a call about the future of the Ukraine war. It was their first conversation since late 2022.
 	Trump selected North Dakota Governor Doug Burgum to be the Interior Department secretary last night; if confirmed by the Senate, Burgum would oversee the country's public lands.






Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: Authors tirelessly self-market online, but Boris Kachka finds himself wishing they still had the option to disappear.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Diego Mallo. Source: Mark Peterson / Redux.



The Man Who Will Do Anything for Trump

By Elaina Plott Calabro

Kash Patel was dangerous. On this both Trump appointees and career officials could agree.
 A 40-year-old lawyer with little government experience, he joined the administration in 2019 and rose rapidly. Each new title set off new alarms.
 When Patel was installed as chief of staff to the acting secretary of defense just after the 2020 election, Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, advised him not to break the law in order to keep President Donald Trump in power. "Life looks really shitty from behind bars," Milley reportedly told Patel. (Patel denies this.)


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Abandon the empty nest. Instead, try the open door.
 	Why America still doesn't have a female president
 	Did Republicans just hand Trump 2.0 his first defeat?
 	What Trump can (and probably can't) do with his trifecta




Culture Break


Illustration by Raisa Alava



Read. "From an early age, I could taste a tour route as soon as I saw it," Reya Hart writes about growing up with the Grateful Dead. "Tracing the list of cities with my index finger, I knew the roads we'd travel and the meals we'd eat."

Change your perspective. Apple orchards today can feel like amusement parks, which might turn off purists in search of a peaceful experience. But you should go anyway, Margo Rabb 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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What the Internet Age Is Taking Away From Writers

Authors tirelessly self-market online, but I find myself wishing that they still had the option to disappear.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


In the spring of 2013, a reporter told me, in no uncertain terms, to leave Thomas Pynchon alone. I was working on a magazine profile of the wildly inventive, extremely press-averse novelist, and the journalist on the other end of the line had once written an article about him. I knew that he had since become friendly with Pynchon; I should have inferred that because of this, he was now a dogged guardian of the author's privacy. He also argued that the life of an artist is irrelevant, and their work is all that matters. I disagreed, and proceeded with my profile. But I also came to admire Pynchon's cat-and-mouse game with the media. And a decade later, after watching authors tirelessly self-market online, I find myself wishing that writers still had the option to disappear.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Richard Price's radical, retrograde novel
 	The queer author who spoke the plain truth
 	"Mother of the Blues," a poem by Christell Victoria Roach


Joan Didion, by contrast, was hardly a recluse; she went to many parties, and her photographic poses--in front of a Corvette, behind Celine sunglasses--made her, literally, an icon. Yet if you saw her onstage or interviewed her at length, you came away with the impression of someone very small and very shy. This week, Lynn Steger Strong wrote about a new book, Didion and Babitz, in which the author, Lili Anolik, contrasts the lives and personalities of Didion and her fellow Los Angeles essayist, Eve Babitz. The book sprang from the discovery of a letter Babitz wrote to Didion, which deftly (if snippily) dissects Didion's shrinking presence. "Just think Joan," Babitz wrote, "if you were five feet eleven and wrote like you do and stuff--people'd judge you differently ... could you write what you write if you weren't so tiny, Joan? Would you be allowed if you weren't physically so unthreatening?"

Didion may well have agreed with the assessment; she herself said that her ability to disappear into the Haight-Ashbury scene, which she documented in her famous essay collection Slouching Towards Bethlehem, helped her vivisect the late-1960s counterculture. Yet Anolik's book, Strong argues, diminishes Didion even further, using her as a foil against the warm and garrulous Babitz and casting aspersions on her private life. "One of the dangers of anecdotes, the raw material of gossip, is how easily stories can be weaponized," Strong writes. "Almost always in Didion and Babitz, the Babitz tales grow and richen, and Didion tidbits are dropped as damning evidence."

Anolik might well agree with that assessment. In an essay published this week in New York magazine, she admits that her book is "biased against Didion to an outrageous degree," but pleads innocence: "The violence I committed was inadvertent." She also compares Didion to another subject of her reporting. In her podcast Once Upon a Time ... at Bennington College, Anolik traced the undergraduate years of the press-shy novelist Donna Tartt--and revealed enough to receive several letters of warning from Tartt's attorneys.

Like Anolik, I once pursued a profile of Tartt, but when she declined to participate, I desisted. I confess that my interest in her, as with Pynchon and Harper Lee, was driven in part by how little I knew about someone whose writing I greatly admired. In her New York essay, Anolik calls her podcast "an act of love and an act of aggression." Tartt and other writers fear that aggression most, but they also benefit from the aura of mystery that courts such intense curiosity. A private persona can draw readers to the work just as much as--perhaps even more than--a persistently public presence would.

After spending years probing authors' lives for clues to their work--and, far more often, fielding requests from writers who would kill for an ounce of media attention--I find myself most in awe of those who insist on never explaining themselves. There is only one writer who truly fits that bill in the Instagram era: Elena Ferrante. Reporters spent years hunting down the real identity of the pseudonymous author of My Brilliant Friend, and one of them made a convincing case eight years ago. But no one much cared, because by that point, Ferrante had built an enormous following without so much as revealing her actual name. That is a truly rare accomplishment, one I'm not sure even Pynchon could pull off. It occurs to me now that the reporter I called up in search of the author wasn't protecting Pynchon's privacy--or not just that. He was protecting a vital source of Pynchon's power.






Why Gossip Is Fatal to Good Writing

By Lynn Steger Strong

A new book compares the authors and frenemies Joan Didion and Eve Babitz, but its fixation on their rivalry obscures the complicated truth.

Read the full article.



What to Read

On Politics, by H. L. Mencken

Journalism rarely lasts. After all, many stories that are huge one day are forgotten the next. Seldom do reporters' or columnists' legacies live on beyond their retirement, let alone their death. One of the few exceptions to this is Mencken, and deservedly so. Mencken was not just a talented memoirist and scholar of American English but also one of the eminent political writers of his time. Admittedly, many of his judgments did not hold up: Mencken had many of the racial prejudices of his time, and his loathing for Franklin D. Roosevelt has not exactly been vindicated by history. However, this collection of articles covers the vulgar and hypocritical parade of politics during the Roaring '20s, when Prohibition was the nominal law of the land. The 1924 election of Calvin Coolidge (of whom Mencken wrote, "It would be difficult to imagine a more obscure and unimportant man") may be justly forgotten today. But it produced absurdities, such as a Democratic National Convention that required 103 ballots to deliver a nominee who lost to Coolidge in a landslide, that were ripe for Mencken's cynical skewering. Today, his writing serves as a model of satire worth revisiting.  -- Ben Jacobs

From our list: The five best books to read before an election



Out Next Week

? Stranger Than Fiction: The Lives of the Twentieth-Century Novel, by Edwin Frank

? An Earthquake Is a Shaking of the Surface of the Earth, by Anna Moschovakis


? Family Romance: John Singer Sargent and the Wertheimers, by Jean Strouse




Your Weekend Read


Mikael Siirila



Don't Turn Inward

By Julie Beck

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 the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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What Crypto Wants From Trump

With a crypto-friendly president-elect and a Congress stacked with crypto supporters, the industry is getting closer to its ultimate goals.

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.


Over the years, the cryptocurrency industry has made many lofty promises, but any meaningful application for the technology--besides for scams and crimes--has largely failed to materialize. Still, the technology is closer than ever to its mainstream moment: Crypto-aligned PACs funneled a staggering sum into House and Senate races to elect candidates the industry deemed pro-crypto, and President-Elect Donald Trump has championed the industry. Crypto, whose death is often prophesied, will live to see another day.

Much of the news about crypto in the past few years has been a mix of market crashes and CEOs going to prison. But the political events of recent weeks are offering crypto new hope: The industry, which poured at least $245 million into this election cycle (accounting for nearly half of all corporate donations to federal elections by August), will now have hundreds of sympathetic officials in office. Although crypto PACs seem to have stayed out of the presidential race, the industry is already reportedly lobbying Trump and his allies hard for favorable regulations, and is likely to enjoy broader influence in the Washington of Trump. He once denounced bitcoin as a "scam," yet during his latest campaign, he began to embrace crypto, rolling out a crypto platform this fall and likening the technology, for some reason, to "the steel industry of a hundred years ago."

The crypto world is using this new leverage to ask for what it wants, which is chiefly to see Gary Gensler, the Securities and Exchange Commission chair who has tried to crack down on the industry, fired (Trump promised to do as much during his campaign). It's also working to defang other harsh enforcement efforts: As my colleague Christopher Beam wrote last month, crypto leaders are being strategic, asking for certain regulations that are still favorable to their companies' growth. "The industry's message now: Make crypto normal. Regulate us, please. All we want is to know the rules of the road," he wrote.

Despite support from Trump and, to a less visible extent, Vice President-Elect J. D. Vance (who has disclosed owning bitcoin and backed the industry over the years), this is not entirely a partisan issue. Kamala Harris gingerly talked about encouraging the technology during her campaign, and crypto PACs backed candidates across the spectrum who had expressed support for (or at least no hostility toward) crypto. Denouncing the technology, if industry leaders get their way, may become politically perilous.

The price of bitcoin hit an all-time high of more than $93,000 yesterday. And crypto PACs are looking to the future: One such group said it has already raised more than $78 million for the 2026 cycle. The industry is aiming to portray itself as trustworthy and eager to contribute to society, claiming that bad actors such as Sam Bankman-Fried have been flushed out and crypto is ready to move on. Still, "the idea that the slate can simply be wiped clean is not realistic," Yesha Yadav, an expert on financial regulation at Vanderbilt Law School, told me in an email. Despite the optimism of the market and of many crypto leaders, she noted, "painful memories and hard losses" for consumers "can take time to fade."

That reputational work would be key. At this point, the industry really wants "normalization," Christopher told me. "Your too-online cousin already invests in crypto; now they want your grandma." Part of this quest for normalization includes lobbying Congress to pass legislation classifying crypto tokens as commodities rather than securities--the former come with fewer disclosure requirements (and are overseen by a more lax regulatory agency). He added that the "the holy grail" for the industry would be getting pension funds, which control trillions of dollars, to invest in the famously erratic crypto market.

With that "normalization" comes risks to consumers. People have been burned by investing in crypto before, and they may be burned again. As the industry enters the mainstream--getting regulated in a more predictable (though perhaps also looser) way, and getting folded into other more traditional financial products--the extreme volatility, whereby coin values can lose massive amounts of value overnight, will remain. Soon, Christopher said, we may see the emergence of a crypto market akin to the world of online gambling: "high-risk, frequently exploitative, and accessible to just about anyone." And "without an aggressive SEC," he added, "it's hard to see what stands between the industry and its wildest dreams."

As my colleague Gilad Edelman wrote this year, the "utter pointlessness" and "lack of consensus about crypto's purpose" may ironically have helped it shape-shift through so many near-death moments. Long searching for a raison d'etre, it seems that crypto is coalescing around a new purpose: using its own money to get the government to help the industry survive.

Related:

	The worst of crypto is yet to come.
 	The Trump sons really love crypto.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	December cover story: How the Ivy League broke America
 	The sanewashing of RFK Jr.
 	Why the Gaetz announcement is already destroying the government
 	The Democrats are committing partycide.




Today's News

	Trump announced that he has chosen Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to be his Department of Health and Human Services secretary.
 	Elon Musk discussed how to defuse tensions between Iran and the United States in a meeting with Iran's United Nations ambassador on Monday, according to Iranian officials.
 	 The Onion, a satirical news publication, announced that it had bought Alex Jones's Infowars at a bankruptcy auction. The bankruptcy court later put a hold on the sale after Jones's lawyers raised questions about the auction.
 




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Trolls may seem like pranksters on the margins, Shan Wang writes, but what happens when they become some of the most powerful people on Earth?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	The not-so-woke Generation Z
 	The real reason Trump picked Mike Huckabee as ambassador to Israel
 	Jonathan Chait: Republican leaders are more afraid of Trump than ever.
 	Eliot A. Cohen: Brace for the storm.
 	The Democrats' 2022 error message
 	Either way, Matt Gaetz wins.




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



The Secret to Thinking Your Way Out of Anxiety

By Arthur C. Brooks

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 the full article.



Culture Break


Owen Harvey



Take a look. These photos show the hydraulic revolution of Los Angeles's lowriding scene.

Read. In Lazarus Man, Richard Price rejects the tropes of contemporary literature.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

The Sam Bankman-Fried story is coming soon(ish) to a movie theater near you. Lena Dunham is reportedly at work on an adaptation of the Michael Lewis book Going Infinite, to be developed and produced by A24 and Apple Studios. The Lewis book published the day the trial began; I will be curious to see how Dunham and her team square the tone of the book, which portrayed its subject fondly, with what happened next.

-- Lora

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Rise of the Troll

They may seem like pranksters on the margins, but what happens when the most powerful people on Earth are trolls?

by Shan Wang




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea.


Trolls are not just pranksters on the margins. They are in replies, DMs, comments, and email inboxes, sharpening their knives for humiliation, baiting those with whom they disagree, and blurring the line between a joke and a threat.

The Atlantic has examined trolling as an internet behavior for decades. (First, a minute for definitions: Trolling is a centuries-old term for a common fishing technique that involves slowly dragging a line through the water to lure fish into taking the bait, which The Atlantic has also written about. That word is a possible etymological ancestor of trolling in the modern parlance.) In a 2006 story about the evolution of Wikipedia, the writer and historian Marshall Poe recounted the tactics of a prominent early user known as "The Cunctator" (Latin for "procrastinator" or "delayer"), who pushed for a no-hierarchy, no-constraints version of the site. "Cunc," as he was known, spammed pages, left inflammatory comments, and, most notably, baited the Wikipedia co-founder Larry Sanger into a prolonged edit war. (Sanger left Wikipedia in 2002, later citing its takeover by "trolls.")

Trolling is also a rhetorical strategy, and in that sense examples of it predate the internet. In a 2016 story titled "The First Troll," my colleague James Parker highlighted trollish echoes in the work of Thomas De Quincey, an English writer best known for his 1821 addiction memoir, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. James noted how, early in his career, De Quincey would lavish praise on his literary idols William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, but later turned on them, hurling insults about Wordsworth's appearance and Coleridge's own addictions; he stoked feuds with them until the end of his troubled life. "Never describe Wordsworth as equal in pride to Lucifer: no," De Quincey wrote in an essay published during his trolling era. "But, if you have occasion to write a life of Lucifer, set down that by possibility, in respect to pride, he might be some type of Wordsworth."

Today's online actors make De Quincey and "Cunc" seem like noble satirists in service of a mission. The year before the 2016 U.S. election introduced the concept of "Russian trolls" into public consciousness, Peter Pomerantsev, a journalist and a fellow at the SNF Agora Institute, warned of a new information warfare, conducted not by "mere pranksters" but by organized, paid, government-backed troll farms. In The Atlantic's November 2016 cover story, "War Goes Viral," Emerson T. Brooking and P. W. Singer detailed how social media contributed to global political upheaval (remember the Brexit campaign, amplified by legions of paid trolls and bots?). Trolls have lent their support to all manner of policies and ideologies, and some have even ascended to power.

"I am pleased to announce that the Great Elon Musk, working in conjunction with American Patriot Vivek Ramaswamy, will lead the Department of Government Efficiency ('DOGE')," President-Elect Donald Trump, who has been called a "troll in chief," wrote in a statement on Tuesday. Musk (an unrelenting, undeniable troll) and Ramaswamy (another public figure with troll tendencies) could influence the employment status of hundreds of thousands of government workers. The acronym of the proposed department even winks at a long-standing Musk favorite, the cryptocurrency DogeCoin, which itself started as a joke.

Trump's top immigration adviser, Stephen Miller, expected to return to the White House as the deputy chief of staff for policy, is another seasoned troll. In a 2018 profile, our staff writer McKay Coppins observed that Miller "slides from authentic insight into impish goading and back again. It's a compelling performance to watch--but after an hour and a half in his office, I realize I'm still straining to locate where the trolling ends and true belief begins." When pressed by McKay, Miller claimed that he was not a fan of "provocation for its own sake" and said he believed in "constructive controversy--with the purpose of enlightenment." Miller went on to help shape one of the cruelest policies of the first Trump administration, as Caitlin Dickerson reported in her 2022 investigation into forced family separations.

To label many of the powerful people in Trump's orbit as trolls shouldn't undersell the danger of their behavior. "Call it the trolligarchy--and have no doubt that its regime is inescapable," my colleague Megan Garber wrote last month, after Musk appeared on a show on X hosted by Tucker Carlson (troll tendencies) to make a joke about Vice President Kamala Harris not being worth the effort of assassination. "Life under the trolligarchy requires constant acts of micro-translation," Megan explains. "Did she mean it? Was he joking? Were they lying?" As trolling becomes both a path to power and a part of everyday life, exhaustion can set in. Fatigue begets numbness, a tuning-out. And then the trolls will really have won.
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        Shortlisted Images for the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year (18 photos)
        The Close-up Photographer of the Year competition is now in its sixth year, and recently released its shortlisted picks, with the winners set to be announced in January. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. Competition organizers were once again kind enough to share some of these amazing images with us here.

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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        This Is What Record-Breaking Bad Air Looks Like (17 photos)
        Millions of people across northern India and Pakistan have spent the past few weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded. The sky is filled with particulates from the seasonal burning of rice-paddy stubble on nearby farms, mixed with other vehicular and industrial emissions. Several health emergencies have been declared, many schools have been closed, and residents are being encouraged to stay indoors.
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        Photos of the Week: Blue Pond, Camel Fair, Embracing Peace (35 photos)
        Speed climbing in Saudi Arabia, wildfires in California and New Jersey, a blanket of smog in New Delhi, a celebration of rural life in Turkey, Veterans Day in Seattle, a surfing record attempt in Brazil, a rodeo exhibition in Argentina, and much more
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                [image: A young wallaby tries to snuggle into its mother's pouch, but his feet rest across his own forehead at the opening.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wallaby Baby. Animals. "A baby wallaby tries to settle into the warm security of its mother's pouch, but because it has grown quite large, it is not easy to fit inside. After several tries and with a great deal of persistence, it finally managed to fold its long legs in and get comfortable. This image was captured at a conservation center in France."
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                [image: Two stag beetles battle, seen in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clash of the Titans. Insects. "This is the moment that two male stag beetles begin their battle for a female. They live in oak forests, in the Voronezh region of Russia in this case, and are difficult to find."
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                [image: Small mites walk across the face of a lizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tiny Host. Animals. "After several hours of trekking into the Sumatran forest of Indonesia, we waited until nightfall before we went looking for reptiles and amphibians. Some species were active in the dark; others were resting on branches like this lizard, the Kloss's forest dragon. After taking a few wide-angle shots, I noticed the small mites moving across the reptile's skin and decided to take some close-up photos to capture these fascinating details."
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                [image: An upward-looking view of a pine marten in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pine Marten Portrait. Animals. "I placed camera traps in the Szucsi forest of Hungary and monitored the animals' movements over a long period of time. In winter, I noticed that a pine marten appeared every day. I set up my GoPro camera in the most picturesque spot under the trees, and set it to be triggered when it detected any movement. After many experiments, I finally captured this photograph with the pine marten in it."
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                [image: A sea star with many branching legs holds tight to part of a sea sponge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Holding On. Underwater. "Basket stars like to position themselves on the reef so they can reach higher into the water column to feed more easily. The variation in their perch of choice and the position of their arms can create some really dramatic opportunities to capture their incredible patterns combined with the beautiful hues of their surroundings, making them my favourite subject to photograph underwater. In False Bay, Cape Town, South Africa, basket stars are generally seen holding onto fans. They have feet that tightly wrap around the fan, leaving their intricate tendrils free to stretch out and grab food. Seeing a basket star using its arms to grab onto a sponge is very unusual behavior from what I have seen, resulting in a photograph unlike that of any basket star I have ever captured."
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                [image: A pair of damselflies are silhouetted against the rising sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demoiselles at Dawn. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I took this photo to capture the tranquil beauty of dawn, where even the smallest creatures come to life in the golden light of a new day. I had arrived long before dawn to look for banded demoiselle damselflies and although there were many around, it was these two perching on a blade of grass that caught my eye, especially as I knew the sun would be rising behind them."
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Jay Birmingham / cupoty.com
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A seahorse rests among a cluster of sea tulips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Portrait of a Pot-Bellied Seahorse. Underwater. "Pot-bellied seahorses are a relatively common sight in the waters around Sydney, often seen using their prehensile tails to cling to sea tulips. On this particularly surge-heavy day, I spotted one seahorse clinging tightly, doing its best to hold on in the shifting water. My goal for this shot was to capture not only the seahorse but also the motion of the surrounding sea tulips in the surge."
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                [image: A damselfly in flight, seen close-up, facing the camera]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crystal Blue Flight. Butterflies & Dragonflies. "I waded into the water of a pond in Texas to get as close to the familiar bluet damselfly as my lens' minimum focus distance would allow. I love taking macro photographs of flying insects, and my favorite shots are when I catch the front of the subject dead-on. I had noticed that in the fall, the males of this species will hover over the water late in the day, which gave me the opportunity to get this kind of shot."
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                [image: Smoothly eroded striated stone, looking almost like folded cloth]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canyons. Intimate Landscape. "On my many visits to this section of coastal Northumberland, I've only seen this area of beach uncovered and clear of sand, pebbles and seaweed on the one occasion. Fortunately the tide was out and the light was not too harsh, allowing me to capture the exquisite naturally sculptured sandstone before it disappeared beneath the sea."
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                [image: A distinctive lobster-like caterpillar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stauropus Fagi. Invertebrate Portrait. "I was looking for spiders in my garden at night when I discovered this distinctive caterpillar of the lobster moth (Stauropus fagi). Sitting on a branch, it seemed very calm. I decided to take several handheld shots for a stack, when it curled up its abdomen toward its head, adopting the threatening appearance of a spider."
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                [image: A stork holds a small fish in its bill, wading in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Successful Hunter. Animals. "This is a black stork, photographed from one of Bence Mate's hides in the Pusztaszer Landscape Protection Area in Hungary. The challenge I faced, except for the situation itself, was using a short lens with a very shallow depth of field. This made it essential for both the prey and the bird's eye to be on the exact same focal plane to ensure that both were sharp."
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                [image: An aphid caught in a spider web]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Colourful Death. Insects. "In my father's garden in the Netherlands, I was looking for spider webs to experiment with, hoping to create a more graphic image. An aphid had flown into a spider web and tried in vain to escape from the sticky threads. The aphid was still alive, and I experienced for the first time how it must feel to be stuck in a spider web. To capture this emotion, I made a close-up. The flashlight created beautiful colors in the wings and made the wires stand out white against the black background."
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                [image: Cottonwood tree trunks in a fierce winter storm]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Cottonwoods. Intimate Landscape. "During the pandemic, I woke up one morning to a fierce winter storm. As I looked out of my condominium window onto Toronto, Canada, I was amazed at how strong the winds were. I had an urge to go out shooting, and I decided that I would do some street photography, shooting people in downtown Toronto battling the fierce winds, driving snow, and bitter cold. I hadn't been downtown for a while due to the pandemic. When I got to the financial district, I found no one. The place was a ghost town, with windows and businesses boarded up. I was shocked. It looked like something out of a movie. So I quickly altered my plan and drove down to the Toronto lakefront to see whether there were any photographic opportunities. The conditions were extremely challenging and I was getting cold, so I decided to pack it in and head home. As I was walking back to the car, I looked up and saw this striking scene. The chaos of the interwoven trees caught my eye. I immediately realized the potential for an image. I loved how the high winds had driven snow into the bark of the bare tree trunks."
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                [image: A tiny mite sits on a slime mold.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perfect Camouflage. Arachnids. "On the forest floor, among decaying wood and leaves, there's much more activity than one might expect to find. Sometimes it can be worthwhile to point the camera at a specific area and simply wait for an interesting creature to pass by, rather than chasing after it. This time, I was lucky enough to find a tiny mite, probably no larger than 0.5 mm, on one of the slime molds. It is so perfectly camouflaged that it looks like part of the slime mould."
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                [image: An insect rests on a fungus amid a swirl of spores.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Own Galaxy. Insects. "During a night walk in Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary in Goa, India, I found this bracket fungus. It was producing clouds of spores, which drew me over. As I approached, an insect landed on the fungus. Using an LED torch allowed me to backlight the scene and capture the swirls of spores around the fungus and insect."
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                [image: Blades of kelp flowing gently in water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flowing Kelp. Plants. "This image was made during a surface interval between dives at one of my favorite dive sites on Santa Barbara Island in Channel Islands National Park. As the boat drifted over a kelp forest, I saw the potential and quickly grabbed my camera. I singled out this particular giant kelp frond that was ever so slightly submerged underwater."
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                [image: A stink bug nymph feeds on a beetle that is trying to fly away.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Harpooned. Insects. "The beetle in the stink bug's grasp was still struggling and fluttering in an attempt to escape, so I waited to fire off the shots when I thought it would be most still."
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                [image: A scorpion glows under UV light on desert sand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire Stream Scorpio. Arachnids. "I was searching for scorpions at night in the Thar Desert of Rajasthan, India. After spotting this one, I approached it slowly and very cautiously so as not to disturb it. Once close enough, I lit up the ripples in the sand with an LED torch and made the scorpion glow blue with the help of a faint UV light."
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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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        This Is What Record-Breaking Bad Air Looks Like

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 18, 2024

            	17 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Millions of people across northern India and Pakistan have spent the past few weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded. The sky is filled with particulates from the seasonal burning of rice-paddy stubble on nearby farms, mixed with other vehicular and industrial emissions. Several health emergencies have been declared, many schools have been closed, and residents are being encouraged to stay indoors.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crow sits on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crow perches on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog in Agra, India, on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: A thick layer of smog engulfs buildings and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A thick layer of smog engulfs buildings and trees on Gurugram-Faridabad road near Bandhwari village in Gurugram, India, on November 1, 2024.
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                [image: People walk and drive on a road enveloped in smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk and drive on a road enveloped in smog in Lahore, Pakistan, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of photographs showing a very smoggy scene on the left side, and on the right, a photo of the same location under blue skies two months earlier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This combination of pictures shows (left) pedestrians walking along the Kartavya Path engulfed in thick smog, near India Gate in New Delhi, on November 18, 2024, and, at right, pedestrians walking under a clear blue sky on the same road on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: People on motorcycles follow behind a tanker truck that is spraying water up into the air on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A government vehicle sprays water to curb air pollution amid smoggy conditions in Lahore on November 4, 2024.
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                [image: People visit a vegetable market on a smoggy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People visit a vegetable market as smog envelops the area, in Lahore on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: A person steers a small boat through a polluted river beneath a smoggy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man navigates the Yamuna River, passing toxic foam, beneath a smoggy sky in New Delhi, India, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: A fruit seller stands beside an outdoor display under a dark, smoggy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fruit seller opens early in the morning as smog covers the area in Lahore on November 14, 2024.
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                [image: A man sweeps a road on a dark and smoggy night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sweeps near India Gate after New Delhi's air quality turned "severe" because of alarming air pollution on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: Several people exercise in a park, surrounded by smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in morning exercises surrounded by smog in Lodhi Gardens in New Delhi on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person wipes tears from their eyes while in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanita Pathak wipes her tears as she gets emotional while talking about her love for nature in the smog-enveloped Lodhi Gardens in New Delhi on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: Many people lie on hospital beds and others walk nearby inside a hospital.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Patients are treated at a hospital in Lahore on November 8, 2024, affected by poor air quality in Pakistan. The country's most populated province, Punjab, ordered public spaces closed in smog-hit main cities, authorities said on November 8, as the country endured record air pollution.
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                [image: Two people sit in water up to their shoulders, looking toward a temple structure nearby, engulfed in smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees take a holy dip as a thick smog engulfs the Golden Temple on November 15, 2024, in Amritsar, India.
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                [image: A drone carrying a small tank of water flies near an Indian flag.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone sprays water mist in an effort to clear dust and harmful particulate matter from the air in New Delhi on November 8, 2024.
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                [image: A man runs in a marathon while the sky is filled with smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man participates in a marathon while the sky is filled with smog in New Delhi on November 14, 2024.
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                [image: Several workers harvest crops in a field beneath a smoggy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Laborers work amid smoggy conditions in Lahore on November 18, 2024.
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                [image: People feed seagulls in a river, surrounded by thick smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People feed seagulls in the Yamuna River, engulfed in a thick layer of smog, in New Delhi on November 14, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Blue Pond, Camel Fair, Embracing Peace

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 15, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Speed climbing in Saudi Arabia, wildfires in California and New Jersey, a blanket of smog in New Delhi, a celebration of rural life in Turkey, Veterans Day in Seattle, a surfing record attempt in Brazil, a rodeo exhibition in Argentina, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People look at a life-size T. rex sculpture dressed in a Santa hat and festive sweater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the public take photographs following the unveiling of the 2024 Christmas jumper design on the animatronic Tyrannosaurus rex at the Natural History Museum in London, England, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two pandas play in a wooden car in their zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Two giant pandas play in their enclosure at the Chongqing Zoo on November 9, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A gaucho holds on as the horse he is riding rears up high during an exhibition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gaucho takes part in a rodeo exhibition during Tradition Day, aimed to preserve gaucho culture and celebrate the birth of writer Jose Hernandez, in San Antonio de Areco, Argentina, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A tourist rides a camel near a Ferris wheel at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist rides a camel near a Ferris wheel during the annual Camel Fair in Pushkar, India, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: Several horses run inside their corral as a wildfire burns on the hillside above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames from the Mountain Fire leap along a hillside as horses gallop in an enclosure at Swanhill Farms in Moorpark, California, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: A wildfire burns on a hillside, partly reflected in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                First responders arrive at a section of the Jennings Creek Wildfire in Greenwood Lake, New York, on November 13, 2024. An extended drought has helped fuel the Jennings Creek Wildfire on the New York-New Jersey border, which has grown to encompass 5,000 acres across both states.
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                [image: People look up toward a large column of ash rising above an erupting volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents watch the eruption of Mount Lewotobi Laki Laki from the village of Lewolaga, in East Flores, East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: A dancer spins, wearing a flowing white costume that swirls around them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Paul Taylor Dance Company's dress-rehearsal performance of Jody Sperling's "Clair de Lune," featuring dancer Emmy Wildermuth, at the David H. Koch Theater at Lincoln Center on November 13, 2024, in New York City
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                [image: An aerial view of a fisherman in a small boat on yellow-colored lake water, leaving dark spiral swirls in its wake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a fisherman harvesting saltwater brine shrimp in a salt lake in Yuncheng, Shanxi province, China, on November 10, 2024
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                [image: About seven surfers ride a shallow wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A group of surfers try to ride the same wave to break a Guinness World Record, in Santos, Brazil, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A person rides a water-jet-powered flyboard near diners at a restaurant while carrying a Lebanese flag and fireworks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person with a Lebanese flag rides a flyboard, performing for customers at a restaurant in Jounieh, north of Beirut, Lebanon, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: A man rides a horse in front of a wall of a historic building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides a horse in front of the Complex of Sultan Bayezid II, one of the city's monuments most damaged during the Balkan Wars, in the early hours of the day in Edirne, Turkey, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A rider on a horse leaps over an obstacle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A competitor jumps during the Weatherbys & Birdie Calendars Mares' Handicap Steeple Chase at Kempton Park on November 11, 2024, in Sunbury, England.
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                [image: A single leaf falls through the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A leaf falls in Kavaklik Park, in Gaziantep, Turkey, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: A man walks past autumn-colored foliage in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks past autumn-colored foliage in Srinagar, Jammu and Kashmir, India, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: A child carries a bundle of American flags in a military section of a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child carries a bundle of flags to place in front of graves at the Veterans Memorial Cemetery, on the grounds of Evergreen Washelli Funeral Home and Cemetery, on Veterans Day, November 11, 2024, in Seattle, Washington.
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                [image: A member of a security detail carries a large black device, roughly shaped like a bulky rifle, near a line of soldiers in dress uniform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of Vietnam's President Luong Cuong's security detail holds an anti-drone device during a welcoming ceremony at the Palace of Justice, on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit, in Lima, Peru, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: An alert dog wearing goggles and a harness]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Military working dog Grainger sits at St. George's Barracks in Rutland, England, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: A vehicle sprays mist from a cannon as it drives through traffic.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A government vehicle sprays water droplets to control air pollution as a thick layer of smog envelops the city of New Delhi, India, on November 14, 2024.
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                [image: A launching rocket blasts a large plume of water and smoke upward.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Lijian-1 Y5 commercial rocket, carrying 15 satellites on board, blasts off from a commercial aerospace innovation pilot zone in Alxa League, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, China, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighter in silhouette at night on the right side of the image, and a burning house on the left]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian firefighters respond to a house fire after Russian aerial attacks on November 11, 2024, in Kramatorsk, Ukraine.
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                [image: Several people hold hands and help one another cross a waist-deep river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Venezuelan migrant Alvaro Calderini carries his niece across a river near Bajo Chiquito, Panama, after walking across the Darien Gap from Colombia on their way north to the United States, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: A child plays on a tire swing near a tent city and a number of damaged and destroyed residential buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian child plays on an improvised tire swing, with rubble and displacement camps visible in the background, in Khan Younis, southern Gaza Strip, on November 7, 2024.
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                [image: Performers dance beneath a large sheet of black fabric with several holes cut in it, poking hands and a head above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers perform during the second UNESCO-IOC Global Tsunami Symposium: Reflection of the Two Decades of the Indian Ocean Tsunami 2004, in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of dozens of racing sailboats at the start of a race]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Skippers sail their Imoca 60 monohulls at the start the tenth edition of the Vendee Globe around-the-world monohull solo sailing race, off Les Sables-d'Olonne, France, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: People feed seagulls from a small boat on a very smoggy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People feed seagulls in the Yamuna River, engulfed in smog, in New Delhi, India, on November 14, 2024. Residents of the city choked in a blanketing toxic smog on November 13 as worsening air pollution surged above 50 times the WHO's recommended daily maximum.
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                [image: Several people look out over blue-colored water in a pond with a stand of bare white trees in it, lit up at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors view the "blue pond" in Biei, in Hokkaido, Japan, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A ship sails beneath a road bridge, past steep mountains, at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ship sails along the Xiling Gorge Estuary, in the Yangtze River, at sunrise in Yichang city, Hubei province, China, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of autumn-colored trees in a large park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Yedigoller National Park, filled with autumn-colored trees, in Bolu, Turkey, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: A wildfire burns through part of a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This image, provided by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, shows a section of the wildfire in Jennings Creek, New Jersey, on November 9, 2024.
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                [image: Three young men pose in a car at night, holding a turkey, a calf, and a cat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Turkish cousins Ramazan, Ahmet Celik, and Yunus Feyzullah Bozdemir pose in a car with their farm animals in Kutahya, Turkey, on November 7, 2024. After graduating from university, Ramazan and Ahmet returned to their village during the COVID-19 pandemic and decided to pursue farming, considering it their ancestral profession. Through social-media posts, they also work to encourage young people to embrace rural life.
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                [image: Three men in ankle-deep water attempt to catch fish.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men attempt to catch fish in shallow water in Maputo, Mozambique, on November 10, 2024.
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                [image: Two rock climbers compete on a man-made rock-climbing wall set up outside, beside natural cliffs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abby Gebert of Team New Zealand (left) and Tamara Ulzhabayeva of Team Kazakhstan compete in a Speed Climbing Women's Practice Session on day 11 of the NEOM Beach Games in Neom, Saudi Arabia, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A tall figure of the Queen of Hearts from "Alice in Wonderland" stands inside an ornate room in a castle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The rooms of Castle Howard are decorated with installations, soundscapes and decorations as part of its "Alice's Christmas Wonderland" display, on November 13, 2024, in York, England.
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                [image: A jogger takes a photo of a large sculpture of a WWII-era sailor embracing and kissing a nurse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A morning jogger stops to take a picture of the sculpture "Embracing Peace," by Seward Johnson, at its location near Naval Base San Diego on Veterans Day in San Diego, California, on November, 11, 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-blue-pond-camel-fair-embracing-peace/680654/
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