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        How to Shed a Guilty Secret
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Do you have a deep, dark secret?Edgar Allan Poe is popularly known for writing early-American horror stories. But for me, he is a social scientist who used fiction instead of theory and statistics to make his arguments about human behavior. My favorite example of this is his 1843 short story "The Tell-Tale Heart," which describes a man slowly going mad because of a dark secret. The narrator recou...

      

      
        Victims of Violence Don't Owe the Public Anything
        Bekah Waalkes

        For Edward Said, to be Palestinian was to be an exile. In 1979 he wrote, "Behind every Palestinian there is a great general fact: that he once--and not so long ago--lived in a land of his own called Palestine, which is now no longer his homeland." Yet Said is careful to maintain that despite this shared past, all Palestinians have unique histories and experiences. "What I have tried to insist on," he writes, "is the richness of 'the question of Palestine,' a richness often obscured, ignored, or wil...

      

      
        Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA, CSA, K. Misselt and A. AbergelDay 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures one of the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead Nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.See the full advent calenda...

      

      
        Winter Is Cooked
        Zoe Schlanger

        Updated at 12:47 p.m. ET on December 5, 2024Bing Crosby's performance of "White Christmas" has, in recent years, sounded to me like an elegy. Some people might still get white Christmases, but where I live, in New York City, 2002 is the last time any snowflakes fell on Christmas Day. That is not a statistic of climatalogical significance, really. It's more like an omen.This winter most places in the U.S. should expect less snow than what many people--and the historical record--would consider normal...

      

      
        The 'Mainstream Media' Has Already Lost
        Helen Lewis

        This October, in the closing days of the presidential election, the podcaster Joe Rogan said something extraordinary. He had just hosted Donald Trump for a three-hour conversation in his studio in Austin, Texas, and wanted to make clear that he had discussed a similar arrangement with Kamala Harris's campaign. "They offered a date for Tuesday, but I would have had to travel to her and they only wanted to do an hour," he posted on X. "I strongly feel the best way to do it is in the studio in Austi...

      

      
        Putin Decides That Stalin's Victims Were Guilty After All
        Leon Aron

        Recently, Russian President Vladimir Putin's government announced the "rescission" of a 1991 law officially rehabilitating past victims of political tyranny. Beginning in the late '80s, an efflorescence of truth under the leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin had revealed the full extent of the Soviet Union's horrific crimes against its own citizens. Ultimately, more than 3.5 million defendants--people whom that now-extinct totalitarian regime had arrested, tortured, sentenced to monstrous t...

      

      
        Bring Back the War Department
        Elliot Ackerman

        Donald Trump's selection of Pete Hegseth to lead the Defense Department signals the incoming administration's intention to enact significant changes at the Pentagon. Some of what the administration aims to pursue seems ill-advised; waging a culture war inside the U.S. military is a specious enterprise, whether prosecuted by the left or the right. However, the Trump administration could swiftly enact one cultural change at the Pentagon that would be for the good, and send a powerful signal aligned...

      

      
        Trump's Predatory Version of 'America First'
        Isabel Fattal

        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.Ronald Reagan, invoking the 17th-century Puritan John Winthrop, once compared America to "a shining city on a hill." This image of visibility and power, my colleague David Frum writes in a new essay, "imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers." In the next Trump era, David argues, Reagan's...

      

      
        The Sound of Fear on Air
        David Frum

        Updated at 8 p.m. ET on December 4, 2024.This morning, I had an unsettling experience.

I was invited onto MSNBC's Morning Joe to talk from a studio in Washington, D.C., about an article I'd written on Trump's approach to foreign policy. Before getting to the article, I was asked about the nomination of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense--specifically about an NBC News report that his heavy drinking worried colleagues at Fox News and at the veterans organizations he'd headed. (A spokesman for th...

      

      
        The American People Deserve DOGE
        Annie Lowrey

        No federal agency is as hated as the IRS, and perhaps no federal agency deserves so much hate.The average American spends 13 hours a year completing the agency's ugly, indecipherable forms. The process is so onerous that Americans fork over $10 billion annually to tax preparers, who nevertheless screw up an estimated 60 percent of their clients' returns. The IRS audits low-income working families more often than it audits all but the very richest families. It fails to collect $606 billion in annu...

      

      
        Any Parent Would Have Done the Same
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Hunter Biden has lived a troubled life, and faced years in prison--until Sunday, when his father rescued him, issuing a full executive pardon clearing him of all charges. Show me a parent who wouldn't have done the same. If saving Hunter was politically improper or reputationally risky, it was also done in accordance with the higher and fiercer laws of familial love.Politicians, like all people in positions of power, are meant to deal impartially with conflicts of interest pertaining to their fami...

      

      
        Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, STScI, A. Simon, M. H. Wong, J. DePasqualeDay 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street," as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to one another and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentia...

      

      
        The Coming Democratic Revolution
        Franklin Foer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Resistance is not futile, although it might seem that way at the moment. No major protests are set to descend on the National Mall. Legal challenges to Donald Trump's policies are likely doomed, given how far rightward the judiciary shifted during his previous administration. With Trump's unified control of the Republican Party, which now has unified control of Washington, congressional oversight is defunct.T...

      

      
        McNeal
        Ayad Akhtar

        Pavel PopovForeword By Jeremy StrongIn November 2022, OpenAI released ChatGPT to the world. Soon after, a software developer asked it to provide instructions for removing a peanut-butter sandwich from a VCR, and to write these instructions in the style of the King James Bible. ChatGPT complied: "And the Lord said, 'Verily I say unto thee, seek not to put thy peanut butter sandwiches in thy VCR, for it is not a suitable place for such things.'"Many of us read these results with wonder and amazemen...

      

      
        The Case Against Despair in Trump's Second Term
        Conor Friedersdorf

        When Donald Trump returns to the White House next year, American democracy won't end. His power will be checked by Congress, the Supreme Court, the 50 states, and civil society. So says David Cole, who knows more than most about reining in the excesses of elected officials: In 2017, he became national legal director at the American Civil Liberties Union, overseeing a legal department of about 200 and serving as counsel in all of its cases that went before the Supreme Court.Now, as he returns to G...

      

      
        Bedbugs Could Be More Horrifying Than You Think
        Kristen V. Brown

        Updated at 11:23 a.m. on December 4, 2024

The second time I freaked out about bedbugs, my landlord suggested I might be overreacting, just a tad. My husband and I had fought back an infestation just five months earlier; now, after finding a single bedbug on my pillow--sated because, I presumed, it'd bitten me--I was demanding that the building respond. "You know they don't cause disease," the landlord told me.Common wisdom holds that bedbugs do not spread diseases to humans, just as my landlord sa...

      

      
        The Atlantic 10
        The Atlantic

        For three years running, while considering which books will make up our Atlantic 10 list, we have asked ourselves the same basic questions: Which stories this year brought unexpected clarity to the subjects that most confounded our understanding? Which of them opened up new, enlivening ways of thinking about things we only thought we knew? This effort feels particularly valuable at a moment when the world is changing rapidly and dramatically.Each of our 10 resulting selections is a triumph of alc...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Is a Bellwether
        Derek Thompson

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a tangle of biographical ironies. He is an anti-elite renegade bearing the most elite surname in politics. Once feared for his left-wing radicalism when Barack Obama considered him for a Cabinet appointment in 2008, he has now been nominated to lead a major department for a right-wing administration. A notorious vaccine skeptic, Kennedy is set to direct health policy under the president who oversaw Operation Warp Speed, the country's most successful vaccine-development pr...

      

      
        America's Lonely Future
        David Frum

        In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with o...

      

      
        Behind the Brain Rot
        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The image is black-and-white, lending it an air of "historical artifact": A modern-day Donald Trump standing next to Elvis Presley. The president-elect posted the picture on Truth Social last night. Presley is strumming a guitar; Trump is idling in the frame. Of course, this scene is impossible, and it'...

      

      
        South Korea's Warning for Washington
        Brian Klaas

        A right-wing wannabe authoritarian president--a leader who attacks the press, is accused of abusing power for personal gain, uses his power to block investigations into his family's potential corruption, hopes to stay in office to avoid heading to prison, and only seems to have concepts of a plan to address his nation's inflation and health care--declared martial law earlier today.This is not a dystopian fever dream for what may soon come to pass in the United States, but instead a rapidly unfoldin...

      

      
        Trumpists Don't Seem to Mind Claims of Sexual Assault
        Adam Serwer

        Donald Trump is most likely not trying to intentionally assemble a Cabinet chock-full of people accused either of sexual assault or of enabling it, but if he were, he'd be killing it.Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, who has been accused of "sexual encounters" with a minor and paying women for sex, withdrew his nomination for attorney general last month. Gaetz, who has denied the allegations, was in no way qualified for the position, but he met Trump's main criterion of being likely to...

      

      
        Since the Election, I Fear Men
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I've never been an anxious person. However, since the election, I've been experiencing what I imagine are anxiety attacks. (I initially went down a cardiology rabbit hol...

      

      
        Day 3 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Hubble & NASA, L. KelseyDay 3 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: The Hubble Space Telescope brings us this nearly edge-on view of the lenticular galaxy NGC 4753. Lenticular galaxies have an elliptical shape and ill-defined spiral arms. NGC 4753 sits about 60 million light-years from Earth, and is believed to have merged with a nearby dwarf galaxy about 1.3 billion years ago, creating the distinctive wavy dust lanes around its nucleus.See the full advent calendar here, as a new ima...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Is in the Wrong Agency
        Nicholas Florko

        Leading the Department of Health and Human Services seems, at first glance, like a dream job for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., quite possibly America's most infamous anti-vaxxer. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the agencies that play a central role in researching, reviewing, and recommending vaccines. But promoting his own vaccination views will likely be a long push for subtle changes--rulings that Americans may get vaccinated, rather than should--and he's said, at least, that he's not aiming to "take...
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How to Shed a Guilty Secret

If you are carrying a private shame that's making you miserable, you have options.

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.

Do you have a deep, dark secret?

Edgar Allan Poe is popularly known for writing early-American horror stories. But for me, he is a social scientist who used fiction instead of theory and statistics to make his arguments about human behavior. My favorite example of this is his 1843 short story "The Tell-Tale Heart," which describes a man slowly going mad because of a dark secret. The narrator recounts a murder he has committed, of an old man with a filmy blue "vulture eye," whose regard the murderer simply could not endure.

The narrator's objective in telling this story is to demonstrate his own sanity; Poe's objective is to study the effects of this terrible act on the murderer. The narrator-killer hides the old man's body under the floorboards of his house, but then he begins to hear the beating of the dead man's heart beneath his feet. The sound--clearly a metaphor for the murderer's tormenting shame and guilt--grows louder and louder. In the end, the narrator can stand the thumping no longer; seeking relief, he confesses his crime to the police.

You, of course, are unlikely to have committed a crime like the narrator's and suffer insanity as a result, yet the genius of Poe's psychodrama is that it gives you a glimpse of how your mind works. Most, if not all, of us have guilty secrets, secrets we have never told anyone. For many people, including perhaps you, these secrets are an emotional burden, harming your quality of life. Fortunately, you can find easier ways to get relief than confessing to the cops.

From the July/August 2021 issue: Edgar Allan Poe's other obsession

Psychologists call the secrets we keep about ourselves self-concealment. Although what you self-conceal might feel uniquely shameful, the experience of carrying a guilty secret really doesn't vary that much across the population. Michael Slepian, a professor of leadership and ethics at Columbia University, maintains a website called KeepingSecrets, which organizes into various categories the things that people are hiding from others. Murder is not one of the categories on the site; the most common secrets anonymously cataloged involve what moralists might call infidelity or indiscretion, but what in more social-scientific language we'd label "extra-relational attraction thoughts" (attraction to someone who isn't your partner) and undisclosed sexual behavior. In short: Your own tell-tale heart probably involves love and sex.

These themes are fairly consistent among men and women, and at all different ages. If you assume that these kinds of secrets would be less frequent among older adults, think again: According to Slepian's data, more than half of men aged 60 and older have engaged in sexual behavior that they've never disclosed to a soul. Among women of that age, extra-relational thoughts that they keep to themselves are just as common as such secrets are for women in their 30s.

Some secrets go unshared for eminently practical reasons, such as not telling your colleagues that you're on the job market. For the most part, though, a secret stays hidden for self-protection against the disapproval of people whom we care about. For example, confessing to your family that you have a crush on a co-worker who isn't your spouse would be costly for you in multiple ways. For this reason, scholars have noted that secrets are an effective way to avoid unnecessary conflict in relationships.

Secret-keeping can also be motivated by your own negative emotions of guilt and shame. Psychologists define guilt as an adverse evaluation of an act, accompanied by remorse or regret; shame involves feeling bad about yourself as a person. To express this distinction in more concrete terms: You feel guilty for telling a lie to your friend; you are ashamed of being a liar. Or put another way: Guilt is more about harming others; shame more about a threat to one's self-conception. So keeping certain behavior secret means not having to reveal a source of guilt or shame--or perhaps even deal with it yourself. In that sense, self-concealment can include not only hiding an awkward fact about yourself from others, but also hiding the knowledge of it from yourself.

Some evidence backs up the idea that guilt can be alleviated with this sort of occlusion. With shame, however, dark secrets create torment. As Professor Slepian and his colleagues showed in a 2020 article in the journal Emotion, shame tends to provoke the unwelcome intrusion of the secret into your thoughts throughout the day. Other research has shown that concealment itself tends to elicit shame. In other words, shame and secrecy can feed on each other in a vicious cycle to bother you.

This vortex of shame is very bad for happiness. Neuroscientists have demonstrated that shame activates both the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is responsible for mental pain, and the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, which processes rumination. Psychologists observe that concealing secrets predicts negative affect (sour mood), physical malaise, and general distress.

Another unhappy effect of secrets is that they undermine intimacy. By creating a barrier between loved ones, secrets can make close relationships dysfunctional. If a friend or family member is cold toward you, don't assume that it's because of anything you did; a secret shame could be the cause.

Read: I love secrets too much

Keeping a shameful secret is like carrying around a heavy object. It weighs on your ability to think about other things; it makes you enjoy life less; it is uncomfortable, even painful. The research is clear that if you can find a way to put that object down, you will feel much better. One 2019 study of adults practicing self-concealment showed that, as expected, the correlation between guarding a secret and quality of life was negative--whereas revealing that secret to someone had a neutral effect on the sharer's quality of life and being free from the preoccupation enhanced their quality of life, to the point where the secret no longer had a negative impact. In other words, to feel happier, tell your secret to someone and then let it go.

Not so simple, I know. To begin with, if the troublesome secret involves an ongoing behavior that you're ashamed of, you may need to address that issue before anything else. We are typically encouraged to think that shame itself is the problem, but this paints with too broad a brush. Some behaviors are rightly regarded as antisocial and stimulate shame for good reason. In that respect, your shame might be perfectly appropriate and betoken a healthy conscience, which confers benefits. Psychologists have pointed out that shame can dissuade you from engaging in harmful conduct. If your secret revolves around an illicit activity such as drug abuse or an extramarital affair that might hurt your family, or is damaging to your body and soul, abstaining from the action may be the most important step.

Second, when unburdening yourself to someone else, who that person is matters a lot. Coming clean to a person who reacts negatively will tend to justify your self-concealment in the first place, and create bigger problems. Psychologists researching this topic have recommended selecting people whom you can expect to react positively, those you regard as trustworthy and not liable to be harmed by the information.

That last point matters because unburdening yourself in a way that hurts someone affected by the behavior you were hiding can be a selfish act. When making disclosure to a loved one is not appropriate, more formal and safer ways to resolve self-concealment are available. Seeing a therapist is an option, and will assure confidentiality. In many religions, this is also the role of a confessor.

The third step, after ceasing the underlying behavior (if necessary) and unburdening yourself, is to stop ruminating on the secret. That might no longer be an issue, because steps one and two can by themselves interrupt the cycle of secrecy and shame. But if uninvited thoughts about a past shame are still intruding, psychologists have developed a number of cognitive behavioral therapy techniques to help you move on. These include rumination-focused CBT, which works to break perseverative negative thoughts; mindfulness-based CBT, which teaches you to focus on the present; and cognitive-bias modification, which reinforces attention toward positive memories and experiences.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to escape the happiness guilt trap

All of this can help you if you have a troubling secret. But I have one other perspective to bring to this problem, one that I doubt would have occurred to Poe, who, according to his 1849 obituary, "had very few friends" and "was the friend of very few--if any."

Say you have a friend whom you know to be haunted by their past. You can invite this friend to do the unburdening thing. Obviously, you must be completely trustworthy in this invitation: You must never mention the secret to a soul. Performing such a service, according to a 2018 study, tends to deepen the intimacy of a friendship, which can take it to a higher level.

But bear in mind that doing so also imposes a burden upon you, as this secret becomes yours. To lighten your friend's load, you accept some of it. That is an act of pure kindness.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/12/guilty-secret-greater-happiness/680849/?utm_source=feed
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Victims of Violence Don't Owe the Public Anything

Omar Khalifah's debut novel resists the demand placed on those who have experienced historical atrocities to tell their stories.

by Bekah Waalkes




For Edward Said, to be Palestinian was to be an exile. In 1979 he wrote, "Behind every Palestinian there is a great general fact: that he once--and not so long ago--lived in a land of his own called Palestine, which is now no longer his homeland." Yet Said is careful to maintain that despite this shared past, all Palestinians have unique histories and experiences. "What I have tried to insist on," he writes, "is the richness of 'the question of Palestine,' a richness often obscured, ignored, or willfully misrepresented."

Said's desire for "richness," for specificity and detail, resists the impulse to settle into a conclusive story about the past. This philosophy underlies Sand-Catcher, Omar Khalifah's sharp, darkly funny debut novel, translated from Arabic by Barbara Romaine. The novel follows a group of four young Palestinian journalists who work at a Jordanian newspaper, characters identified only as archetypes: Two men, Qaa'id (meaning "leader") and Khaa'in ("adulterer"), and two women, Mutarjima ("translator") and Khaa'ina ("adulteress"). (No one in Sand-Catcher is referred to by their proper name.) Together the journalists--the only four of Palestinian descent at their newspaper--are assigned to interview an old man who is his family's last living eyewitness of the 1948 Nakba, during which more than 750,000 Palestinians fled from their home or were expelled by the new state of Israel. Through the interview and its absurd aftermath, Khalifah satirizes the idea of telling your story as a noble or even politically effective pursuit. Instead, Sand-Catcher asks what is lost when the multiplicity of experience is reduced to a single, traumatic story.

That kind of flattened narrative--easily packaged and sold--is exactly what the journalists hope to extract from the old man. Sand-Catcher is set in the lead-up to the 70th anniversary of the Nakba, in 2018. The novel begins with the interview, the four journalists equipped with "digital recorders, papers, smart tablets, cameras, and nineteen questions." Surrounded by his family members, the old man sits silently through each of the journalists' carefully crafted questions, offering nothing in response. Flustered, Qaa'id eventually says, "You can't imagine how valuable your testimony to the events of the Nakba will be. The world has declared war on the collective memory of the Palestinians, 'ammi, and you're a soldier on the right side of this war. All of us have a duty to tell the world our stories, so that--" He's interrupted by the old man: "Get the hell out of here, you motherfuckers!"

The outburst might seem shocking, but we soon learn that the old man's only wish is "to die without being forced to tell anyone about 1948." He has spent his whole life refusing to excavate his past as a form of national duty. Even his eldest son does not know what happened to his father in 1948; he scheduled the interview in the hopes that he might finally have the chance to hear his father's memories, despite the fact that they'll be "mediated by strangers." The old man's grandson, too, is curious about his grandfather's past, recalling a school assignment for which he had tried to interview him about the Nakba:

When I got home from school that day, I approached him and told him what the teacher had asked for. My grandfather said, "Write." I opened a notebook and sat down by him.
 "Palestine was lost."
 "Palestine was lost."
 "Full stop."


This line becomes the old man's only refrain when his family asks about the Nakba: Palestine was lost.

Read: I am building an archive to prove that Palestine exists

If the old man's silence frustrates and hurts his family, it outrages the reporters. This is where Khalifah's satire is at its sharpest: The journalists begin to cast themselves as victims, not aggressors, in the fight to unearth the old man's memories. After all, they think, their careers are on the line. If they fail, their editor threatens, he will not just assign other writers to the interview, but he will make the resulting article entirely about their failure. The editor knows what sells: a dramatic story.

Freshly determined to get the old man to speak, the journalists hatch a ludicrous plot. They accost him after Friday prayers and kidnap his grandson, using him as leverage to coerce the old man into talking with them; they also try to get their hands on a diary that he has kept since 1948. In chronicling their increasing desperation to finish the job, Sand-Catcher grows darker and more absurd. The journalists overstep boundaries, ignore their conscience, and fight--sometimes physically--with one another.

What lies behind their rabid intensity? The journalists are not just motivated by their professional ambition: They all feel a personal stake in hearing the old man's account. Because each of them lives in exile, their homeland is accessible only secondhand, through anecdotes and their family's memories. For them, and for others of their generation who have never spent time in Palestine, these stories become almost cipherlike, obscuring the place itself. The grandson reflects that for him, Palestine "acquired the character of something like a legend: simultaneously real and unreal--something he saw every day without ever getting to know it fully, a mystifying text he didn't know how to read, despite its powerful effect on him."

The journalists have similarly complicated feelings about Palestine. Early on in the novel, Khaa'ina asks her colleagues to "name one specific thing, something distinctive, about your connection to Palestine." The scene morphs from conversation into confession, revealing truths that each journalist continues to reflect on over the course of the novel. Qaa'id admits that he still mixes up the colors of the Palestinian flag. Mutarjima tells the group that the first time that she ever made maqlouba, a traditional Palestinian dish, she burned it "to a crisp." Khaa'ina recalls that she set her wedding date for the anniversary of the Nakba, which she didn't realize until the Palestinian band she'd hired refused to play. Khaa'in seeks out affairs with Palestinian women, searching for a kind of profound, mystical connection that he imagines he might find with a woman with whom he shares a land of origin. Through its polyvocal structure, Sand-Catcher refutes the demand for one Palestinian story to be told (and sold), instead offering many stories, about many kinds of people, with many different relationships to Palestine.

Read: A naked desperation to be seen

But perhaps the most powerful insight of Sand-Catcher is that the call to bear witness shouldn't supersede the right to privacy. The old man calls the journalists "thieves," condemning their almost-vampiric hunger to take something essential--his recollections--from him. His memory is "an intimate concern, something private, and he didn't want anyone else getting near it. Why not respect the one unique thing left to him from his homeland?" The grandson says that everyone--his father, the journalists--sees his grandfather's story "as a matter of public record," belonging not to him but to all Palestinians. He considers the realities of life that people prefer to keep to themselves: intimate relationships, embarrassing moments from childhood, troubles at work. But witnesses to significant events, especially violent ones, are not given the option to stay silent. For them, speaking out becomes a moral duty, as Qaa'id tells the old man--a national, collective responsibility to counter the history being written by those in power.
 
 In the end, the old man surrenders his diary in exchange for his grandson. But he gets the last word. When the journalists open the notebook, each entry is the same: a date, from May 15, 1948, until May 15, 2018, and underneath it, the phrase "Palestine was lost." Reading Sand-Catcher in late 2024, as the terrible violence in Gaza and Lebanon continues, is a poignant reminder that each picture, each death recorded, represents an individual, a whole world of dreams, ideas, and idiosyncrasies. And some of these people might prefer, like the old man, to keep their experiences to themselves. When atrocities become commonplace, when dominant narratives circulate unchecked and unopposed, too often the burden of collective memory comes to rest on individual witnesses--people who, Sand-Catcher suggests, might have something to lose in the telling.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/12/sand-catcher-omar-khalifah-novel-review/680877/?utm_source=feed
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Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Beyond the mane

by Alan Taylor




Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures one of the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead Nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/12/day-5-2024-space-telescope-advent-calendar/680878/?utm_source=feed
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Winter Is Cooked

It's getting not only warmer but wetter.

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 12:47 p.m. ET on December 5, 2024

Bing Crosby's performance of "White Christmas" has, in recent years, sounded to me like an elegy. Some people might still get white Christmases, but where I live, in New York City, 2002 is the last time any snowflakes fell on Christmas Day. That is not a statistic of climatalogical significance, really. It's more like an omen.



This winter most places in the U.S. should expect less snow than what many people--and the historical record--would consider normal. Climate change might be making summer days and nights hotter, but across most of the U.S., winter is getting warmer faster than any other season. Cold streaks are shorter, freezing nights are fewer, and extremely cold days are just not as cold. The places with the most dramatic warming are also some of the country's classic winter wonderlands: In Albany, New York, winter is 6.8 degrees (Fahrenheit) warmer on average than it was some 50 years ago, according to an analysis by the nonprofit research group Climate Central. Winters in Concord, New Hampshire, and in Green Bay, Wisconsin, are each 7 degrees warmer, and winter in Burlington, Vermont, is more than 8 degrees warmer. In the places of much of America's winter mythmaking, the image of a reliably snow-frosted landscape might be more suitably replaced with an image of bare trees and rain.



Snow will still fall for many years to come, sometimes in great quantities. But both the extent of snow cover in North America and the length of the season that would support it have been gradually shrinking. Springtime snows are particularly disappearing. And last winter, researchers identified a "snow-loss cliff"--an average winter-temperature threshold below which snowpack is fairly stable, but above which snow loss happens fast. Justin Mankin, a climate scientist at Dartmouth who contributed to that finding, lives in New Hampshire, which exists well on the other side of that snow-loss cliff, where each additional degree of temperature rise dramatically diminishes snowpack. He now considers the "marginal use cost" of cross-country-ski gear he bought for his kids to be going up and up. "There's really no snowmaking for cross-country skiing. You just have what nature's giving you," he told me. And now there are simply fewer days with worthy conditions to go cross-country skiing than there once were.



When I called him this week, he could see fresh snow outside his window. But that is still perfectly in line with climate predictions. "This is the kind of cognitive dissonance of global warming writ large that we need to hold," he said. "There will be winters where there probably won't be much snow accumulation. And then there'll be other winters where there will be." What will change--and what already has--is any kind of consistency. The snow system will get far more jumpy with each additional degree of warming. "Snow just doesn't have the reliability that it has had in our imagination from the 20th century. That's just gone," Mankin said. "That's the thing that is challenging our imagination for a place like New Hampshire."



But winter precipitation isn't going away. A study published in September found that the likelihood of extremely wet winters, especially in the Northeast and Midwest, is set to rise significantly. Whereas about one in 30 winters would be classified as very wet now, that rate could rise to six or seven winters out of 30 by the end of this century. But because temperatures will be higher, much more of that precipitation will fall as rain, rather than snow.



Akintomide Akinsanola, a climate scientist at the University of Illinois at Chicago and the lead author of that paper, told me he's lived in Chicago for four years without seeing one of the midwestern city's notorious major winter storms. His findings imply that most places across the country (except the southern Great Plains region) should be girding themselves for more winter flooding as the century wears on. "The average person is going to experience that firsthand," he told me. Most places should be planning for that future, and thinking about how they will withstand those new extremes.


 In parts of the U.S. that rely on snowpack for water, such as the Mountain West, the implications of both Mankin's and Akinsanola's papers are about water security. But in the Northeast and Midwest, that research points to a less concrete loss, of ice fishing and pond skating and dogsledding, and other parts of life that just aren't as possible in a sopping wet, muddy winter. The identity of these places will continue to vanish as long as the global temperature keeps going up, which it will until carbon emissions halt. "The odds of a winter being snow-free just increases with each gigaton of emissions," Mankin said. In New Hampshire, he is expecting both "mud season" and "stick season," when trees are bare of leaves but also bare of snow, to extend further into the best part of the year in his state, when downy white should be blanketing everything.



This article originally misidentified Dartmouth College as Dartmouth University.
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The 'Mainstream Media' Has Already Lost

The newspapers and networks of the 20th century are ceding ground. And the people taking their place aren't playing by the same rules.

by Helen Lewis




This October, in the closing days of the presidential election, the podcaster Joe Rogan said something extraordinary. He had just hosted Donald Trump for a three-hour conversation in his studio in Austin, Texas, and wanted to make clear that he had discussed a similar arrangement with Kamala Harris's campaign. "They offered a date for Tuesday, but I would have had to travel to her and they only wanted to do an hour," he posted on X. "I strongly feel the best way to do it is in the studio in Austin." And so Rogan declined to interview the vice president.

What a diva, some people said. If you're offered an interview with a presidential candidate, get off your ass and get on a plane! But Rogan could dictate his own terms. He is not competing in the snake pit of D.C. journalism, where sitting opposite a major candidate delivers an instant status bump. He is the most popular podcaster alive, with a dedicated audience of right-leaning men who enjoy mixed martial arts, stand-up comedy, and wild speculation about aliens (space, not illegal); they are not political obsessives. Rogan knew that Harris needed him more than he needed her.

Nothing symbolizes the changed media landscape of this past election more than Rogan's casual brush-off. Within a week, his interview with Trump racked up more than 40 million views on YouTube alone, and millions more on other platforms. No single event, apart from the Harris-Trump debate, had a bigger audience this election cycle. By comparison, Harris's contentious interview with Bret Baier on Fox News, the most popular of the cable networks, drew 8 million viewers to the live broadcast, and another 6.5 million on YouTube.

Those figures demonstrate the absurdity of talking about the "mainstream media" as many still do, especially those who disparage it. According to a 2021 Pew Research Center survey, Americans with a wide range of political views generally agree about which outlets fall within this definition: newspapers such as The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal and television networks such as CNN. Everyone else who's disseminating information at scale is treated like a couple of hipsters running a craft brewery who are valiantly competing with Budweiser.

From the October 2024 issue: Helen Lewis on how Joe Rogan remade Austin

That's simply not true. Rogan is the "mainstream media" now. Elon Musk, too. In the 2024 campaign, both presidential candidates largely skipped newspaper and television sit-downs--the tougher, more focused "accountability" interviews--in favor of talking directly with online personalities. (J. D. Vance, to his credit, made a point of taking reporters' questions at his events and sat down with CNN and the Times, among others.) The result was that both Trump and Harris got away with reciting slogans rather than outlining policies. Trump has not outlined how his promised mass deportations might work in practice, nor did we ever find out if Harris still held firm to her previous stances, such as the abolition of the death penalty and the decriminalization of sex work. The vacuum was filled with vibes.

The concept of the mainstream media arose in the 20th century, when reaching a mass audience required infrastructure--a printing press, or a broadcast frequency, or a physical cable into people's houses--and institutions. That reality made the media easy to vilify. "The press became 'the media' because the word had a manipulative, Madison Avenue, all-encompassing connotation, and the press hated it," Richard Nixon's speechwriter William Safire wrote in his 1975 memoir.

Somehow, the idea that the mainstream media is made up of major corporations has persisted, even though the internet, smartphones, and social media have made it possible for anyone to reach an audience of millions. Two of the most important information sources of this election cycle have a job that didn't exist even a decade ago: Acyn Torabi and Aaron Rupar, who watch hours of political rallies and TV appearances in order to clip them for social media. These "clippers" can drive days of discussion, particularly when the context of a remark is disputed--such as when Vance's 2021 remarks characterizing Democrats as "childless cat ladies" went viral.

Today, the divide between the "mainstream" and the outsiders is not about reach. Sixty-three percent of American adults get at least some of their news from television, 42 percent from radio, and 26 percent from print publications, according to a 2024 Pew report. But 54 percent get at least some of their news from social media--meaning that, alongside established outlets, they're relying on sources such as Infowars videos, Facebook memes, and posts on X.

The divide is not about influence, either. During Trump's victory speech in Florida, he invited the UFC boss Dana White to say a few words. White thanked the streamer Adin Ross, the podcaster Theo Von, the YouTubers known as the Nelk Boys, and the former NFL players Will Compton and Taylor Lewan, as well as Rogan. During the campaign, all of these men had hosted Trump for softball interviews, often with the encouragement of Trump's 18-year-old son, Barron; Ross even gave Trump a gold Rolex and a customized Tesla Cybertruck during their livestream. (You don't get treatment like that from the Wall Street Journal editorial board.)

From the May 2024 issue: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

Trump's showmanship, aggression, and ability to confabulate suit this new environment. His inconsistency is not a problem--these interviews are designed to be entertaining and personal, not to nail down his current position on abortion or interrogate his income-tax policies. Trump has been especially enthusiastic in his embrace of this new media class, but the Democrats also understand its power: In 2023, Jill Biden addressed a White House holiday party for hundreds of influencers. "You're here because you all represent the changing way people receive news and information," she reportedly said. At the Democratic National Convention, more than 200 "content creators" were credentialed along with traditional journalists.

Being outside the mainstream is, today, seen as more authentic, more in tune with Real America.

Finally, the media divide is not about resources, either. Although some of the legacy outlets are still large, well-funded companies, so are many of the upstarts. Vance, Peter Thiel, and Vivek Ramaswamy have all invested in the video platform Rumble, which went public in 2022 with a reported valuation of $2.1 billion. When The Daily Wire, a right-wing online news organization, tried to hire the internet personality Steven Crowder, he was offered $50 million over four years. He rejected this, calling deals like these "slave contracts."

As for Rogan, he has apparently chosen to forsake fact-checkers and lawyers in favor of some guy named Jamie who looks up stuff on Google, but he doesn't have to do that. His last deal with Spotify was reportedly worth as much as $250 million. He could hire a whole newsroom if he wanted to. But Rogan has intuited, correctly, that many Americans no longer trust institutions. They prefer to receive their news from trusted individuals.

The main beneficiary of our outdated ideas about the "mainstream media" is the political right. Not so long ago, conservatives resented their exclusion from the MSM, because they thought it painted them as extreme: Sarah Palin complained about the "lamestream media," while the late Rush Limbaugh preferred to call it the "state-controlled media" or the "drive-by media."

But that's changed. Being outside the mainstream is, today, seen as more authentic, more in tune with Real America. Trump's constant criticisms of the "fake-news media" have been enthusiastically embraced by his downballot copycats. Complaints about alleged liberal media bias have been amplified by commentators who are themselves overtly partisan: Tucker Carlson, Russell Brand, Dan Bongino, Megyn Kelly, Charlie Kirk, Alex Jones. The underlying premise is that all media skew toward one side or another, but at least these people are honest about it. That allows them to speak alongside Trump at rallies (Kelly), embrace bizarre conspiracy theories (Jones), talk about their encounters with demons (Carlson), and continue to work despite multiple allegations of sexual assault (Brand, who has denied the claims)--all things that would be out-of-bounds for actual journalists.

And let's be clear, some influencers are very cozy indeed with the subjects they cover. You may not have heard of the Instagrammer and Substacker Jessica Reed Kraus, who was formerly a lifestyle influencer, but she has more than 400,000 subscribers on Substack, where she boasts about her access to Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Trump. In January, she joined Kennedy on his catamaran in Hawaii, sipping mimosas and eating pineapple; she attended Trump's Super Bowl party at Mar-a-Lago. Reed Kraus is open about focusing on personalities, not policy. "Average Americans don't have the time or patience to sift through what separates one candidate's health care plan from another," she told Semafor. "But they relate and respond to intimate aspects that speak to one's character."

Often, these very same influencers are the loudest voices complaining about the failures of "the media." On the eve of the election, Rogan hosted Musk, that other great titan of the new media, to make the case for Trump--whom Rogan then endorsed. "The legacy media, the mainstream media, is not balanced at all," said Musk, who personally donated more than $100 million to Trump's reelection efforts. "They're just a mouthpiece for the Democratic Party." Never mind that, for example, CNN's Andrew Kaczynski broke the single most damaging story to the Harris campaign--that she had indeed, in Trump's phrase, supported "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." (This became a staple of Republican attack ads.) Nor did it matter to Musk that, amid his complaints about the standards of the mainstream media, he has repeatedly promoted fake stories: about Nancy Pelosi's husband, about gangs attacking polling stations during the recent Venezuelan election, and even about a dead squirrel whose euthanasia the right saw as evidence of government overreach. When he is proved to be wrong--often by the same legacy media that he decries--he tends to delete his posts without a correction or an apology.

What happens next? To me, the picture looks bleak: more conspiracy theories, more noise, more loudmouths complaining about other people's bias. It's hard to see how journalistic institutions get rebuilt when so many of their business models have collapsed. The migration of ad dollars to Google and Meta means that--with few exceptions--20th-century newsrooms are not coming back.

We cannot reverse the drift from institutions to individuals. Nor can the new partisan outlets be forced to adopt 20th-century norms. The Fairness Doctrine--the policy, repealed under Ronald Reagan, that required broadcasters to reflect contrasting views--is gone for good. We have to let go of the notion that "mainstream media" is a category reserved only for journalists guided by a professional code of ethics, a mission of public service, and an aspiration toward objectivity or at least fairness.

Many independent reporters do good and important work--I'm thinking of the YouTuber Coffeezilla's work on crypto scams, for example, and Jason Garcia's investigations into Floridian politics on his Substack, Seeking Rents--but they are surrounded by a clamorous sea of partisans who operate under new and different rules. Flaunt your bias, get cozy with your subjects, and don't harsh their mellow by asking uncomfortable questions. "You are the media now," Musk told X users as the election results came in. It was the truest statement he had made in months.

To the folks building their own platforms, to the influencers hopping on catamarans with politicians, to the streamers handing out Teslas to their guests--well done on your triumph. Welcome to the mainstream media. Now hold yourselves to the same standards you demand from others.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Joe Rogan Is the Mainstream Media Now."
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Putin Decides That Stalin's Victims Were Guilty After All

Authorities in Moscow once exonerated people who were tortured, imprisoned, and killed during the Soviet era. The current president wants to undo that.

by Leon Aron




Recently, Russian President Vladimir Putin's government announced the "rescission" of a 1991 law officially rehabilitating past victims of political tyranny. Beginning in the late '80s, an efflorescence of truth under the leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin had revealed the full extent of the Soviet Union's horrific crimes against its own citizens. Ultimately, more than 3.5 million defendants--people whom that now-extinct totalitarian regime had arrested, tortured, sentenced to monstrous terms in the Gulag, or shot to death--were acquitted, in many cases posthumously.

The new move to reinstate charges is ostensibly aimed at "traitors of the Motherland and Nazi accomplices" during World War II, or the Great Patriotic War as it's known in Russia. But the enormous scope of the operation will almost certainly include other victims of Soviet "justice" during the reign of the dictator Joseph Stalin. Putin's prosecutor general is moving quickly, having already reinstated the charges against 4,000 people as part of a two-year "audit."

Anne Applebaum: Falsifying Russian history is a step toward more violence

The cases against these defendants will be reviewed under articles of the Criminal Code that can be construed expansively. One punishes "state treason"; another, "secret cooperation" with the state's enemies. The latter article was adopted only in 2022. Which means that some long-dead people who until now were deemed to have been wrongly convicted will be re-prosecuted under a law that did not exist when their alleged crimes were committed.

To most people outside Putin's Russia, the resentencing of deceased political prisoners will appear ludicrous. Why go to all this trouble? In fact, these cases reveal something important about how his regime operates. From 2000 to about 2010, rapid economic growth was the key source of Putin's popularity and his regime's legitimacy. But that phase petered out. Since then, Putin has sought instead to rally the public to the defense of a motherland besieged by the perfidious and cunning West. Hoping to present an appealing vision of the future, he has declared his Kremlin an heir to an idealized version of the Soviet Union--a mighty and benign superpower, the bane of Nazis, a moral and military counterweight to America. Putin, a former KGB agent, believes that the Soviet era was glorious and wants his subjects to feel inspired by it. And if that means relitigating decades-old cases to justify Stalin's terror against his own people, Putin is happy to do it.

Read: Why the Russian people go along with Putin's war

The process of de-rehabilitation is deliberately murky. According to the British Broadcasting Corporation, the names of defendants and almost all case records are classified. The courts accept the legitimacy of Stalinist judicial institutions--including "special departments," military tribunals, and the infamous "troikas" of officials who efficiently sentenced prisoners to exile or death--and original sentences are confirmed without any new corroborating evidence.

Foremost among the likely targets are the alleged Ukrainian "Nazis"--that is, nationalists who resisted Soviet reoccupation after World War II. The overthrow of their alleged "heirs" in the current "neo-Nazi Kiev regime" was one of Putin's stated reasons for invading Ukraine.

Indeed, the Kremlin's systematic assault on historical memory is tightly bound up with the war on Ukraine. In order to keep sending Russians to die or be maimed in combat, Putin urgently needs them to accept--and even feel moved by--the idea that Russia's bright future lies in the Soviet past and that they are fighting to recover the Soviet Union's unchallenged might.

Putin has long sensed what pro-democracy revolutionaries of the late 1980s and early 1990s tended to disregard: many Russians' deep-seated trauma from the loss of their country's exalted place in the world. Asked in a 2011 national survey whether "Russia must restore its status of a great empire," 78 percent of Russians agreed. Instead of continuing to reckon, as Gorbachev and Yeltsin did, with the true causes of the Soviet Union's fall from superpower status, Putin would rather erase the public's memory of the millions arrested and tortured, shot after five-minute "trials," exiled to sicken and die, or worked and starved to death in the Gulag.

In 2015, a Gulag museum in the Perm region was "redesigned" to de-emphasize political prisoners. It was part of a pattern that continues to this day. Four years ago, while amending the Russian constitution to effectively make himself president for life, Putin inserted an article committing the government to the "the defense of historical truth." In reality, the measure gave him even more power to suppress and rewrite history. In 2022, four days after Russia invaded Ukraine, the authorities shut down the group International Memorial, which had been founded in the late '80s by the former dissident Andrei Sakharov and others to monitor political imprisonment and preserve memories of Stalinist terror.

Anne Applebaum: 'We are being punished for daring to criticize the authority'

The war accelerated what the Russian newspaper Kommersant called an "epidemic of destruction of the memorials to the victims of Stalinist repression." At least 22 monuments disappeared between February 2022 and November 2023. In St. Petersburg, a memorial board with lines from Anna Akhmatova's world-renowned poem Requiem was removed from the wall of a former prison where the great Russian poet recalled standing "for 300 hours" waiting for news of her arrested son. Last month, Moscow authorities shut down the authoritative and artistically stunning Museum of Gulag History over an alleged violation of fire-safety regulations.

Meanwhile, monuments to Stalin's Soviet Union are proliferating. This summer, Kommersant counted 110 obelisks and statues commemorating Stalin himself. Almost half had been erected in the past 10 years. The sculptures are said to be "privately funded," usually by local Communists. But they would not be tolerated in public space without the Kremlin's permission.

Watch: The truth about Stalin's prison camps

The most influential of Stalin memorials is being raised in the minds of the young. From birth, the "Putin generation" has known no other leader. The 635,000 students--and potential future soldiers--who graduated from high school this year learned Soviet history from an 11th-grade textbook that the prominent dissident Dmitri Savvin described as the "most Stalinophilic item" in Russian territory since Stalin's death in 1953. In the textbook's narrative, the butcher of millions is never culpable. His monstrous deeds are either omitted, explained away, or copied uncritically from official Soviet narratives.

For example, his Great Purge of 1936-38, a bacchanal of death, is merely the result of a "complicated international situation" and the threat of a new world war. In "such circumstances," the textbook instructs, Stalin "thought it necessary" to suppress "domestic opposition"--people who in the case of an invasion might have become a "fifth column," stabbing the Soviet Union in the back. Anyway, the textbook avers, the repressions seemed justified to most Soviet citizens, and Stalin's popularity "not only did not diminish" but "continued to grow." Undiscussed is how, after the Nazi invasion began in 1941, Stalin hid out in his dacha for 10 days before addressing the public, or how the execution of virtually all senior military commanders in the Great Purge contributed to the military disasters that soon followed.

After Stalin's death, the Soviet government admitted that many of his victims had been wrongly accused. Others were officially rehabilitated beginning in the final years of the Soviet Union, when a consensus emerged that if Russia failed to face the truth about Stalin and his regime, a democratic future would be subverted. Only a perpetual, living, and constantly renewed memory of the mass murder would prevent the restoration of a criminal, authoritarian regime.

From the November 2014 issue: Understanding Stalin

Putin too understands this. That is why his government is methodically reviving criminal charges against thousands of previously exonerated victims of the Soviet regime. "Who controls the past, controls the future," George Orwell wrote in 1984. "Who controls the present, controls the past." Putin's historical revisionism has become an indispensable feature of his regime. And as long as he controls the present, his war on memory will only broaden and deepen.
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Bring Back the War Department

If you want a clear strategy for winning wars, don't play a semantic game with the name of the department that's charged with the strategy's execution.

by Elliot Ackerman




Donald Trump's selection of Pete Hegseth to lead the Defense Department signals the incoming administration's intention to enact significant changes at the Pentagon. Some of what the administration aims to pursue seems ill-advised; waging a culture war inside the U.S. military is a specious enterprise, whether prosecuted by the left or the right. However, the Trump administration could swiftly enact one cultural change at the Pentagon that would be for the good, and send a powerful signal aligned with the administration's priorities: Trump could ask Congress to redesignate the Defense Department as the War Department.

The secretary of defense position came into being after the Second World War, as part of the sweeping 1947 National Security Act. Before then, the nation had a War Department, which oversaw the Army, and a separate Navy Department. With the Cold War on the horizon, the 1947 act greatly expanded the scope of the national-security state to confront the Soviet threat; for example, the U.S. Air Force and CIA are both creations of the act. A 1949 amendment formally brought the armed forces under a single civilian leader, and renamed the new entity the Department of Defense. By changing the department's name, Congress also endorsed an expansionist view of the new department's mission. For the U.S. military, the 77 years that followed the act's passage ushered in an era of unprecedented nation-building and humanitarian missions all over the world.

Kori Schake: What Trump doesn't understand about the military

The Defense Department's massive growth since 1947 enabled the type of interventionist foreign policy that Trump ran against. It has also come at the expense of other departments and agencies, such as the State Department and USAID. The agencies whose missions most closely align with the projection of nonmilitary power are perennially underresourced, and reduced to secondary roles. Too often, the face of U.S. diplomacy wears a uniform. During the counterinsurgency campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, an underresourced State Department relied on soldiers to perform civic tasks that the military was poorly equipped to handle. The result was two more post-1947 failed wars.

The Revolutionary War, the Civil War, and the First and Second World Wars were all fought and won by the War Department. Before 1947, when we had a War Department, Americans were able to boast that they had never lost a war. When the United States fought fewer major wars, its uninterrupted string of victories was a point of national pride. Since the creation of the Defense Department, the U.S. has never won a major war. Muddled outcomes such as those in Korea and Iraq are the closest thing it might claim to success.

A philosophy of defense has proved ineffective (if not disastrous) when compared with the more focused philosophy of war. Perhaps the War Department was less likely to fight wars, because its name made the department's purpose more difficult to sugarcoat and obfuscate. A war department speaks in terms of victory and defeat. George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt never spoke of exit strategies, nor did generals such as Ulysses S. Grant, John Pershing, and Dwight D. Eisenhower wring their hands about "boots on the ground." If you want a clear strategy for winning wars, don't play a semantic game with the name of the department that's charged with the strategy's execution. Call things what they are. The mandate of a war department is right there in its name.

Today, the power to wage war effectively resides in the executive branch of government. Gone is the era when Congress declared all of America's wars, as the Constitution requires. This erosion of congressional war-making authority goes back at least 100 years, to World War I. When President Woodrow Wilson wanted the United States to intervene in Europe, one of his great impediments was that he could not prepare the Army to deploy without congressional authority. In 1916, to circumvent this restriction, he created the Marine Corps Reserve, which he could expand under executive authority. To this day, the Marine Corps boasts the motto "First to fight," and although this motto has a certain martial elan, it primarily exists because the president used the Marines to get around Congress. This trend only accelerated in the second part of the 20th century. Most recently it has culminated with the post-9/11 Authorization for the Use of Military Force. The congressional abdication of military authority has granted administrations of both parties the ability to wage extra-congressional wars during the first quarter of this century.

Read: Trump's 'deep state' revenge

Nearly all of America's extra-congressional wars have been wars of choice, when our adversaries haven't posed any existential threat. The incoming Trump administration has correctly singled out China as our greatest national-security priority. And it's an existential one. A war with China would in no way be limited. It would require a national mobilization unparalleled by any in our lifetime. It would call upon every resource the United States possessed. Victory would require a war fought with a merciless lethality, akin to the Second World War, a conflict our ancestors hoped to never see repeated, a war so bloody that it created an impulse to change the language we used around war.

In 1949, in addition to the name change, the Defense Department received a new crest, one derivative of the Great Seal of the United States. On the Great Seal, a bald eagle clutches a batch of arrows in its left talon and an olive branch in its right. The eagle faces the olive branch because the United States is a nation of peace. An oft repeated but erroneous myth is that during times of war, the seal changes so that the eagle faces the arrows. The myth does have its merits, though. When the eagle stares at the arrows, it understands the realities of war more clearly. Maybe we've been looking away for too long. Maybe if we were to turn our gaze again to the arrows, our nation would enjoy a little more peace. And maybe this small gesture would better prepare us to fight the next war.
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Trump's Predatory Version of 'America First'

A conversation with<strong> </strong>David Frum on the dangers of Trump's approach to the world

by Isabel Fattal




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.


Ronald Reagan, invoking the 17th-century Puritan John Winthrop, once compared America to "a shining city on a hill." This image of visibility and power, my colleague David Frum writes in a new essay, "imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers." In the next Trump era, David argues, Reagan's vision of America will disappear: "The hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys."

I called David to chat about the Trump administration's zero-sum view of the world during Donald Trump's first term and what to expect from the president-elect's approach to foreign relationships come January.





A Powerful Teacher

Isabel Fattal: You write that Trump's version of "America First" is not exactly isolationist but instead predatory. How so?

David Frum: "America First" hearkens back to the 1940s, when it was the slogan about keeping America out of the Second World War. "America First" as a phrase is often associated with the idea of isolationism. But Trump is not an isolationist. He is very keen on involvement with foreign countries. He has business in foreign countries. He collects all kinds of benefits from foreign countries, for himself and his family and his businesses. What he is interested in is a more predatory approach to foreign countries, where countries pay the United States for military protection, and where trade is organized in a way in which the United States wins and other countries lose.

Isabel: How might Trump use his relationships with foreign countries as a way to pay off the money he owes in civil penalties for defamation and fraud?

David: Trump has about half a billion dollars in legal penalties over his head, and he has posted some bonds to meet those penalties. But if he loses his cases on appeal, he will have to pay. It isn't that Trump doesn't ultimately have the resources, but a lot of his resources are locked up in buildings that his family has owned for a long time and would be subject to high capital-gains taxes. One of the things that Trump might do is look to foreign sources to help him with that problem. And a lot of people around the world with a lot of resources are eager to help him.

Isabel: You note in your piece that the Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump. Where do the past eight years leave America in its approach to global trade?

David: If Donald Trump was the most protectionist president since the Depression, Joe Biden was the second-most-protectionist president since the Depression. The Biden administration wanted to do a very aggressive industrial policy. The so-called Inflation Reduction Act had a lot of protectionist measures in it. They kept most of the Trump tariffs in place and added some of their own. They did no trade-expanding negotiations, unlike, for example, their predecessors Barack Obama and George W. Bush. The United States has not completed a major trade-expanding agreement since Obama signed the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama.

Isabel: Let's talk a bit about how the American people feel. You write in your essay that Americans who experienced the Truman era understood that "America alone meant America weakened." How has an ingrained understanding of the importance of expanding global trade "curdled," as you write, "into regrets and doubts"?

David: The Great Depression was an exceedingly nasty experience, and everybody who lived through it learned some powerful lessons, including that trade barriers made depressions worse and bad depressions easily turned into deadly world wars. The people who recovered from that world wanted to do things in a different way.

Isabel: In the absence of firsthand experience, do you think Americans will ever come to value the "city on a hill" idea again?

David: There are lots of ways to learn things, but direct personal experience is a very powerful teacher. Those experiences of the 1930s and '40s have faded into time. Meanwhile, Americans have had new experiences of the shock of NAFTA and China. It's very easy for people to blame foreigners for difficulties at home, and to forget the deeper history that explains why we need to grow together in prosperity, that the prosperity of some doesn't come at the expense of others.

Related:

	America's lonely future
 	What Europe fears






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The sound of fear on air
 	Democratic states' new anti-Trump strategy
 	The 10 books that made us think the most this year




Today's News

	Brian Thompson, the CEO of UnitedHealth Group's insurance unit, was fatally shot in a premeditated attack in Manhattan this morning, according to Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch. The suspect fled the scene and is not in custody.
 	French Prime Minister Michel Barnier was ousted after French lawmakers passed a no-confidence motion. His successor will be selected by President Emmanuel Macron.
 	A majority of the Supreme Court justices appeared skeptical about overturning a Tennessee law that denies gender-affirming care to transgender minors.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a bellwether for some of the most powerful trends in politics and society, Derek Thompson writes.
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Evening Read




McNeal

By Ayad Akhtar

In November 2022, OpenAI released ChatGPT to the world. Soon after, a software developer asked it to provide instructions for removing a peanut-butter sandwich from a VCR, and to write these instructions in the style of the King James Bible. ChatGPT complied: "And the Lord said, 'Verily I say unto thee, seek not to put thy peanut butter sandwiches in thy VCR, for it is not a suitable place for such things.'"
 Many of us read these results with wonder and amazement and then went about our business. Ayad Akhtar, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author and playwright, started thinking about a new play.
 -- Jeremy Strong


Read the full play.

More From The Atlantic

	The American people deserve DOGE.
 	Bedbugs could be more horrifying than you think.
 	Any parent would have done the same.
 	The case against despair in Trump's second term




Culture Break
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Watch. Wicked (in theaters now) is a musical blockbuster that didn't play by the rules, Shirley Li writes. It makes the case that audiences aren't so tired of the genre after all.

Read. These five essay and short-story collections are easy to read at your own pace.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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The Sound of Fear on Air

It is an ominous sign that <em>Morning Joe</em> felt it had to apologize for something I said.

by David Frum




Updated at 8 p.m. ET on December 4, 2024.

This morning, I had an unsettling experience.
 
 I was invited onto MSNBC's Morning Joe to talk from a studio in Washington, D.C., about an article I'd written on Trump's approach to foreign policy. Before getting to the article, I was asked about the nomination of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense--specifically about an NBC News report that his heavy drinking worried colleagues at Fox News and at the veterans organizations he'd headed. (A spokesman for the Trump transition told NBC, "These disgusting allegations are completely unfounded and false, and anyone peddling these defamatory lies to score political cheap shots is sickening.")

I answered by reminding viewers of some history:

In 1989, President George H. W. Bush nominated John Tower, senator from Texas, for secretary of defense. Tower was a very considerable person, a real defense intellectual, someone who deeply understood defense, unlike the current nominee. It emerged that Tower had a drinking problem, and when he was drinking too much he would make himself a nuisance or worse to women around him. And for that reason, his nomination collapsed in 1989. You don't want to think that our moral standards have declined so much that you can say: Let's take all the drinking, all the sex-pesting, subtract any knowledge of defense, subtract any leadership, and there is your next secretary of defense for the 21st century. 


I told this story in pungent terms. It's cable TV, after all. And I introduced the discussion with a joke: "If you're too drunk for Fox News, you're very, very drunk indeed."

At the next ad break, a producer spoke into my ear. He objected to my comments about Fox and warned me not to repeat them. I said something noncommittal and got another round of warning. After the break, I was asked a follow-up question on a different topic, about President Joe Biden's pardon of his son. I did not revert to the earlier discussion, not because I had been warned, but because I had said my piece. I was then told that I was excused from the studio chair. Shortly afterward, co-host Mika Brzezinski read an apology for my remarks.

A little bit earlier in this block there was a comment made about Fox News, in our coverage about Pete Hegseth and the growing number of allegations about his behavior over the years and possible addiction to alcohol or issues with alcohol. The comment was a little too flippant for this moment that we're in. We just want to make that comment as well. We want to make that clear. We have differences in coverage with Fox News, and that's a good debate that we should have often, but right now I just want to say there's a lot of good people who work at Fox News who care about Pete Hegseth, and we will want to leave it at that.


She's right, of course: There are good people at Fox News. But if NBC's reporting--based on interviews with 10 current or former Fox employees--about Hegseth's alcohol abuse is accurate, many of those same good people have failed to report publicly that their former colleague, appointed to lead the armed forces of the United States, was notorious in their own building for his drinking. That would be a startling and shameful shirking of responsibility on a matter of grave national importance. What's the appropriate language to call it out?

I am a big admirer of the Morning Joe show and the commitment of all involved to bring well-informed political discussion to a national audience.

I recognize, too, that the prominence of the program has exposed the hosts and producers to extraordinary pressures and threats in the Trump era. Trump has spoken again and again of his determination to retaliate against unfriendly media. Shortly before leaving office, Trump amplified a conspiracy theory that Brzezinski's co-host, Joe Scarborough, was a murderer. Kash Patel, Trump's nominee to head the FBI, has compiled an enemies list to target with investigations. Trump's candidate to chair the FCC has speculated about stripping licenses from platforms that displease the new incoming administration. Interference with mergers and acquisitions to punish critics was a feature of Trump's first administration. Now MSNBC may be spun off by Comcast, leaving the future of the liberal network very much in question. The hosts of Morning Joe visited Mar-a-Lago in November to mend fences with Trump. They genuinely have a lot to worry about.

As for my own comments: You can decide for yourself whether I overstepped the proper limits of television discussion. But I also note that if I did misstep, well, my face was on the screen, my name was on the chyron, and anyone who took offense knows whom to blame.

It is a very ominous thing if our leading forums for discussion of public affairs are already feeling the chill of intimidation and responding with efforts to appease.

I write these words very aware that I'm probably saying goodbye forever to a television platform that I enjoy and from which I have benefited as both viewer and guest. I have been the recipient of personal kindnesses from the hosts that I have not forgotten.

I do not write to scold anyone; I write because fear is infectious. Let it spread, and it will paralyze us all.

The only antidote is courage. And that's infectious, too.



This article originally misstated Comcast's plans for its news channels.
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The American People Deserve DOGE

America has an efficiency problem, but Elon Musk is not the man to fix it.

by Annie Lowrey




No federal agency is as hated as the IRS, and perhaps no federal agency deserves so much hate.

The average American spends 13 hours a year completing the agency's ugly, indecipherable forms. The process is so onerous that Americans fork over $10 billion annually to tax preparers, who nevertheless screw up an estimated 60 percent of their clients' returns. The IRS audits low-income working families more often than it audits all but the very richest families. It fails to collect $606 billion in annual revenue, much of it purloined by the unscrupulous and unaccountable affluent (including, famously, Donald Trump); this sum gets added to the whole country's debt burden. The IRS still does some of its business by fax. Fax!

Enter the Trump administration, and the enigmatic policy figures of Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy. The incoming president has tasked the two with leading a newly created Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE, meant to deliver the lean, tech-savvy services that Americans deserve. Maybe with DOGE on the case, the IRS will finally offer a universally available free filing app. Or maybe the Trump administration will eliminate the agency entirely.

According to the scant details available about DOGE--gleaned from a Wall Street Journal opinion article; posts on Musk's social-media platform, X; and public comments from members of Congress and Silicon Valley executives--Musk and Ramaswamy seem more interested in the second style of reforms than the first. The two are promising to cut regulations, shrink the executive branch's head count, and eliminate hundreds of billions of dollars of supposedly wasteful spending.

If this is the plan, then the plan is to make the government worse. The Trump administration seems to be promising not visionary change, but the same old right-wing same old: describing bloodletting as rightsizing, slashing regulations instead of pruning or refining them, blaming civil servants instead of empowering them, ignoring the desperate imperative for investment, and decrying executive overreach while engaging in egregious executive overreach.

What is most frustrating is that American citizens really do deserve a federal department dedicated to efficiency. They deserve better procurement, and less waste and fraud. They deserve tech-forward, elegant programmatic design. They deserve something better than a government that functions like a continent-spanning DMV, wasting countless hours of their precious time. The American people deserve DOGE. The American government needs DOGE. But Trump and Musk and Ramaswamy's DOGE seems like a joke.

Despite its name, DOGE will not be a federal department. It will be a commission, one of many Washington commissions on efficiency and efficacy convened over the past century-plus. "The tradition of government commissions is that you have a blue-ribbon panel with famous people, respected businessmen, maybe a former president, get together to make recommendations, and nothing happens," Donald Moynihan, an expert in public administration at the University of Michigan, told me. "That is one possibility here. And given where Musk and Ramaswamy are coming from, that might be the best-case scenario."

Where are Musk and Ramaswamy coming from? The energy, aerospace, defense, automotive, technology, artificial-intelligence, media, and pharmaceutical industries. Between them, they're involved in more than a dozen firms that are hemmed in by federal regulations, enforced by civil servants; several of those firms hold government contracts. Ramaswamy is reportedly a near billionaire, and Musk is a billionaire 340 times over. The two are drowning in conflicts of interest, as is Trump himself. Laws stipulate that advisory panels be "fairly balanced," and that their members do not have opportunities for self-dealing and corruption. But what if Trump never constitutes DOGE as an official panel? Or what if Trump ignores or guts the General Services Administration, which enforces the rules?

All these conflicts of interests mean that Musk and Ramaswamy cannot ethically run DOGE. They are not qualified to, either. Perhaps this seems like a quaint objection, given the idiots and sycophants Trump has named for more obviously consequential jobs. Perhaps it seems like a silly objection, given Musk's real prowess at using capitalism to make the impossible possible. But the government is not a business. It doesn't compete like a business. It does not operate like a business. And it shouldn't.

Our government has no competition. It operates on behalf of its citizens, scaling to their needs and desires. It prints its own currency, the world's reserve currency, making its financial constraints orthogonal to those of households or firms. It proffers goods and services too important to leave to the markets. Neither Musk, Ramaswamy, nor Trump seems to appreciate this, instead treating the federal agencies like something to McKinsey-consult right before Christmas--to cut, gut, and abandon to the next investor, who might be able to squeeze out some profit.

Their misunderstandings are elementary, absurd. Consider Musk's childlike proposal to slash $2 trillion from the country's expenditures. There isn't $2 trillion of wasteful nonsense to cut. Cutting $2 trillion means cutting Social Security, Medicare, and military spending, not public-television grants and research funds. The risk is existential for untold numbers of American seniors and for the standing of the United States as a defense superpower.

Ramaswamy has made a similar promise to get rid of half of federal employees. Why not 99 percent? That's a fun number! Wouldn't someone wanting to improve efficiency seek to make targeted cuts, rather than hit a prespecified figure? It's almost as if these people don't know anything about the civil service. Surely Ramaswamy does, though: He keeps pointing to Jimmy Carter's 1977 Reorganization Act as giving the Trump administration the authority to make enormous head-count reductions. But the law does not give the White House the power to fire en masse, and its authority expired 44 years ago.

"In 1955, there were less than 1.5 million words in the U.S. Tax Code. Today, there are more than 16 million words," the DOGE account posted on X. "Because of this complexity, Americans collectively spend 6.5 billion hours preparing and filing their taxes each year. This must be simplified." The number of words in the tax code has nothing to do with the amount of time people spend preparing and filing their taxes. The tax code could be 100 times as long and the tax-filing process 100 times less onerous for individuals, if it were automated. Surely two smart businessmen must understand that.

Bumper-sticker math, shitposting, and YOLO-ing about public money and public affairs: This is Ramaswamy and Musk's DOGE thus far. Maybe I am taking them too seriously, and too literally. Perhaps Musk and Ramaswamy aren't going to slash the government's head count just to slash the government's head count, even if it means degrading public services, making the government less efficient, and wasting public funds. Then again, Musk is the guy who fired 80 percent of Twitter's employees, cratering the social-media site's revenue and costing himself billions.

Musk and Ramaswamy have proposed making the government more efficient in three central ways: eliminating regulations, reducing employees within the executive branch, and cutting spending, perhaps by killing whole federal agencies. First, DOGE plans to work with "legal experts" and "advanced technology" to identify regulations to cut. "This would liberate individuals and businesses from illicit regulations never passed by Congress and stimulate the U.S. economy," Musk and Ramaswamy wrote in the Journal.

A few issues. Congress writes laws. The executive branch figures out how the laws will be implemented through the regulatory process. If Congress wants to change the rules, it has ways to do so, among them writing overriding legislation.

Plus, since the 1970s, federal agencies have performed cost-benefit analyses for new rules, weighing the costs to businesses and individuals against the benefits to the public. The accumulation of rules is a real problem; the process is bogged down in process. Yet Musk and Ramaswamy do not seem to be calling for tactical pruning. They're calling for getting rid of huge numbers of regulations, fast. This would stimulate the U.S. economy by orgiastically fulfilling the demented fever dreams of every lobbyist in the swamp on the Potomac, all at once. Musk and Ramaswamy seem to be carrying water for the lobbyists carrying water for their billionaire friends, and, perhaps, for themselves.

One big tell--they have said nearly nothing about the extraordinary administrative burdens that the government places on individuals, not businesses: the time it takes to fill out the FAFSA, the lack of coordination between programs like Medicaid and food stamps and housing aid, the ancient online interfaces, the absurd waiting times, the horror of the disability-determination process, the misery of forms, the ridiculousness of having 53 unemployment-insurance systems instead of one. This is where DOGE could make a profound difference. But it wouldn't make venture capitalists richer, so who knows?

After rules, people. "The entrenched and ever-growing bureaucracy represents an existential threat to our republic," Musk and Ramaswamy wrote in the Journal. "A drastic reduction in federal regulations provides sound industrial logic for mass head-count reductions."

I challenge the idea that the bureaucracy is an "existential threat," but I suppose that is unfalsifiable. What is falsifiable is the idea that the bureaucracy is "ever-growing." The federal government directly employs roughly as many people as it did in the late 1960s, when Washington's budget was one-quarter what it is now. If you include contractors, the government workforce has not grown since the early 1990s. If you include state and local employees, the share of Americans working for the government is historically low.

Nevertheless, Musk and Ramaswamy argue, "the number of federal employees to cut should be at least proportionate to the number of federal regulations that are nullified: Not only are fewer employees required to enforce fewer regulations, but the agency would produce fewer regulations once its scope of authority is properly limited."

But the number of regulations within an agency's remit is a nonsense yardstick--it's like trying to tell how healthy you are by measuring how many cells your body has. Agencies aren't just collections of rules. They do things. You should measure their performance by assessing how well they do those things. Musk and Ramaswamy aren't talking about making the civil service better; they're arguing, with no evidence, that public employees are unnecessary. This isn't a politics of better. It is a politics of less.

After people, dollars. DOGE plans to cut "the $500 billion plus in annual federal expenditures that are unauthorized by Congress or being used in ways that Congress never intended." This is a weird category to target. Expenditures on programs with expired authorizations aren't inefficient or illicit. These are just expenditures on programs with expired authorizations--something for Congress to handle in its budget process. The biggest one right now is the veterans' health program.

From there, DOGE has put forth a mishmash of good, bad, and warmed-over ideas, none of which adds up to $500 billion, or $2 trillion, or whatever their next magic number may be. Trump and Ramaswamy note that "federal contracts have gone unexamined for years," and that the current procurement process is broken. (True!) They argue that the Pentagon "has little idea how its annual budget of more than $800 billion is spent." (False!) They want to target "waste, fraud and abuse." (Great!) But they don't actually explain how they would go about it. (Boo!)

Musk and Ramaswamy have promised to work with Congress in its attempts to thin the budget, but the two sound like what they really want is to do Congress's job for it. "Skeptics question how much federal spending DOGE can tame," Musk and Ramaswamy wrote. "They point to the 1974 Impoundment Control Act, which stops the president from ceasing expenditures authorized by Congress. Mr. Trump has previously suggested this statute is unconstitutional, and we believe the current Supreme Court would likely side with him on this question." But just a few years ago, Trump was impeached in part because of his budgetary shenanigans--freezing military aid that Congress had approved for Ukraine. Just this year, the Supreme Court affirmed Congress's sweeping authority over federal spending.

DOGE's power to cut people and regulations will be similarly limited. Trump, in his first administration, tried to get rid of civil servants by, in effect, reclassifying them as political appointees whom he could fire at will. Joe Biden won office before Trump could carry out his plan; experts have questioned its legality, and the federal labor unions have promised to try to block it this time around. Musk and Ramaswamy suggest that a Supreme Court ruling this summer gives the White House the power to get rid of regulations it does not like. But the decision is not retrospective: "We do not call into question prior cases," the Court stated in its decision overturning Chevron v. Natural Resources Defense Council. Donald Moynihan told me that the authority DOGE is claiming is unconstitutional. Still. "Would the courts intervene with a preliminary injunction and stop them?"

Maybe DOGE knows better. I wish it did, because the federal government desperately needs a 21st-century reboot: agile digital systems, better bureaucratic practices, the fostering of a culture focused on delivering for citizens rather than adhering to rules.

Consider the IRS again. Denmark, Finland, Japan, Germany, and Australia are among the many industrialized countries that prefill their citizens' tax forms, allowing individuals to contest the government's math if need be. The IRS could do this. It has everyone's tax data. Nine in 10 American families take the standard deduction and have pretty simple taxes to begin with.

I could think of a hundred similar initiatives, all of which start with asking not whether the government is too big or the civil service is bad, but whether Americans are getting what they want and need. Fixing these systems will require new laws and smart investment, and firing or alienating every public servant won't help. But Trump and the leaders of DOGE don't seem to want to restructure the government so much as eliminate it.
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Any Parent Would Have Done the Same

If pardoning Hunter Biden was politically improper or reputationally risky, it was also done in accordance with the higher and fiercer laws of familial love.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Hunter Biden has lived a troubled life, and faced years in prison--until Sunday, when his father rescued him, issuing a full executive pardon clearing him of all charges. Show me a parent who wouldn't have done the same. If saving Hunter was politically improper or reputationally risky, it was also done in accordance with the higher and fiercer laws of familial love.

Politicians, like all people in positions of power, are meant to deal impartially with conflicts of interest pertaining to their families. What the president did arguably fell short of that standard, but not for malicious reasons. That the right wing ridicules liberals for fawning over the president's parenting is complicated by the fact that Biden does actually seem to be a compassionate father. Pardoning Hunter was something only he could do, and something he may have felt especially inclined to do given that Hunter is his only surviving son. A parent affected by the loss of a child can be forgiven for fighting ferociously for the well-being of their remaining children, and any parent can likely sympathize with the feelings of regret and remorse that might accompany a failure to do so.

Since Hunter's legal troubles began, Biden had promised that he would not interfere with the judicial process. Just this summer, the president stated unequivocally that he would "abide by the jury's decision" and refuse to pardon Hunter. "Joe Biden's character as a public servant is what drove him to make clear that the law applies to everyone," Jen Psaki, the former White House press secretary, said on MSNBC this June, adding that the justice system that convicted Hunter was "the same one [President Biden] vowed to protect." For some time, it appeared that the president was a person of uncompromising principle on this matter. But in the statement issued upon granting Hunter's pardon, he argued that his decision was fair and principled: "No reasonable person who looks at the facts of Hunter's cases can reach any other conclusion than Hunter was singled out only because he is my son--and that is wrong ... I believe in the justice system, but as I have wrestled with this, I also believe raw politics has infected this process and it led to a miscarriage of justice."

Read: Biden's unpardonable hypocrisy

Both supporters and opponents of the president were understandably outraged by the pardon, especially considering his past assurances that he would not intervene in Hunter's cases. "President Joe Biden's pardon of his son Hunter deepened an entanglement of politics and the rule of law that has tarnished faith in American justice and is almost certain to worsen in Donald Trump's second term," one analyst wrote for CNN, echoing widespread complaints that the president's decision only supports Trump's rationale for claiming that his own criminal cases were political rather than the execution of blind justice. Even some commentators more generally sympathetic to the president decried the move as naked hypocrisy; my colleague Jonathan Chait wrote in The Atlantic that "when the law itself trapped [Hunter], he simply opened a door and walked through it--a door no average American could access." Others endeavored to draw a distinction between the prosecution of Trump and the prosecution of Hunter--former Attorney General Eric Holder argued, for instance, that because no reasonable prosecutor would have brought these charges against Hunter, the pardon was appropriate. Trump himself called the pardon "an abuse and miscarriage of justice!" and threatened to provide similar pardons to the rioters who attacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021.

Biden is probably correct that Hunter's prosecution was political to some degree; despite arguments defending the supposed impartiality of the justice system, criminal prosecution across the board is often precipitated by factors other than the simple facts of a case. Prosecutors have broad discretion as to who winds up in a courtroom and who is let off or passed over, and the identities of the accused can easily affect their judgment. As former Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson said in 1940, "If the prosecutor is obliged to choose his cases, it follows that he can choose his defendants ... With the law books filled with a great assortment of crimes, a prosecutor stands a fair chance of finding at least a technical violation of some act on the part of almost anyone."

Nevertheless, Biden did break his repeated promises with respect to Hunter's cases, and the pardon will likely further damage what remaining faith there is in the judicial system. The president undoubtedly realizes each of these facts. But those are the concerns of a president, and at the end of his tenure, Biden is demonstrating that he was always also animated by his responsibilities as a father. Anger over Hunter's pardon calls to mind an effort to undermine Biden's 2020 campaign by releasing a barrage of information taken from the younger Biden's laptop, including an emotional and revealing text exchange between father and son. "Good morning my beautiful son. I miss you and love you. Dad," Biden wrote in February of 2019, when Hunter was still recovering from his long-term drug addiction. Hunter responded with a lengthy rant about a series of personal problems, concluding in the end that he was a "fucked up addict who can't be trusted." His dad comforted him: "I'll run but I need you," he said of his campaign plans. For Hunter, he said, the "only focus is recovery. Nothing else."

Read: The Hunter Biden pardon is a strategic mistake

What parent could say anything less? And who, faced with the opportunity to rescue their child from purportedly unfair criminal charges and potential prison time, wouldn't take it? In the president's eyes, his only living son was the victim of unfair and politically motivated judicial manipulation based on his parentage, the sort of situation most any mother or father abhors: one's child being hurt not because of who they are but because of who you are. "There has been an effort to break Hunter--who has been five and a half years sober, even in the face of unrelenting attacks and selective prosecution," the president said in his official statement. His decision seemed calculated to free Hunter as well as to protect his recovery and sobriety, a function of genuine love.

Parental love is elemental, almost animal. It can collapse principles, crush ethical standards, even dispel morality. I'm reminded of what E. M. Forster wrote in his 1938 essay "What I Believe": "If I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have the guts to betray my country." There are things I can imagine doing for the sake of my children that I would otherwise never dream of, and I believe that's the reality of parental love. Even supposing that the president has done wrong by the United States of America, he has done right by his son, and it isn't immediately obvious which obligation deserves higher priority. What is obvious is that once one clears away all political and social concerns, all the promises we make to others and ourselves under normal conditions, all expectations and manners, only love remains.
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Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Stormy weather

by Alan Taylor




Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street," as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to one another and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentially rivaling the current size of the Great Red Spot. The orange-colored moon Io photobombs this view, casting a shadow onto Jupiter's cloudtops. For a sense of scale, Io is about one quarter of the Earth's own diameter, or just a bit larger than our own moon.

See the full advent calendar here, as a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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The Coming Democratic Revolution

To fight Trump and the GOP, blue states are planning to appropriate a Republican strategy: federalism.

by Franklin Foer




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


Resistance is not futile, although it might seem that way at the moment. No major protests are set to descend on the National Mall. Legal challenges to Donald Trump's policies are likely doomed, given how far rightward the judiciary shifted during his previous administration. With Trump's unified control of the Republican Party, which now has unified control of Washington, congressional oversight is defunct.

That leaves a lone bastion of countervailing power, one force capable of meaningfully slowing the maximalist ambitions of the incoming administration: blue states, especially the 15 state governments where Democrats control the executive and legislative branches and, therefore, have more latitude to launch aggressive countermeasures.

Over the past several months, a small coterie of wonks and lawyers--and a few farsighted Democratic governors--have been working in anticipation of this moment. They have prepared measures to insulate states from the Trump administration's most aggressive impositions. They have constructed plans to preserve abortion protections within blue-state borders and to protect environmental regulations enshrined in their books; they have formulated legal strategies for at least slowing Trump's intended mass deportations.

But as Democrats developed these tactics, something unexpected occurred. Some of these wonks began to extoll a vision that promised more than merely preventing the worst. As they pondered the latent power of state government, the outlines of a new progressive vision of federalism--pugilistic and creative, audacious and idealistic--began to emerge.

In another era, this vision might have felt paltry, especially to liberals, many of whom tend to dream of centralization and train their intellectual capital on Washington. Given the dire circumstances in which Democrats now find themselves, however, there's no true alternative. And liberals might soon discover that federalism, once the hobbyhorse of conservatives, contains not only the hope of stubborn resistance but the possibility of regeneration.

Within progressive think tanks and the foundations that fund them, the most influential manifesto for this fledgling movement is a 170-page unpublished memo by Sarah Knight, a veteran of the American Constitution Society for Law and Policy, and Arkadi Gerney, who ran Michael Bloomberg's national gun-control organization. What makes their memo, which they began researching more than a year ago, so intriguing is that they want Democrats to filch tactics from a political foe, Texas Governor Greg Abbott.

From the governor's mansion in Austin, Abbott has exerted outsized influence on the climate of American politics. He's notched victories in the culture war that have resonated beyond his borders. The most notorious, and most noxious, of his gambits entailed transporting more than 100,000 recently arrived migrants to New York, Chicago, and other big cities, at a cost of more than $148 million. The new arrivals--particularly the stress that they placed on state and city services--sowed discord within blue states, as officials argued with one another about how to deal with the mess. Just as devastating, Abbott's stunt helped cement the impression that Democratic rule culminates in chaos, narrowing Vice President Kamala Harris's victory in her party's most loyal states and thereby paving the way for Trump's triumph in the popular vote.

Jonathan Chait: Moderation is not the same thing as surrender

Federalism is a theory of self-government, the underpinning of a system that allows states to express distinct political preferences. But Abbott has practiced a form of hegemonic federalism, which attempts to bend the will of the rest of the nation to his own vision for it. His state subpoenaed medical records from Seattle Children's Hospital, to determine whether its staff provided gender-affirming procedures to kids from Texas. Ultimately, Texas withdrew its subpoena, but the process gave doctors and hospitals outside the state reason to worry about the legal costs they might incur for performing such procedures. And as banks began to adapt to the standards of environment, social, and governance investing, Texas banned Barclays from participating as an underwriter of the state's municipal bonds because of its commitment to carbon neutrality. Abbott's goal was to send a message to institutions: There are meaningful costs to joining the wrong side of the culture war.

I have heard a few hastily sketched ideas for how Democrats could mimic Abbott's coercive ploys. Blue states might aggressively recruit ob-gyns from states with severe restrictions on abortion, leaving behind a red-state shortage of medical care. Women in those states, even ones who aren't especially passionate about abortion, might begin clamoring to ease abortion bans--or punishing the Republican politicians who installed them in the first place. The goal is to apply pressure on Republican governors by provoking a political backlash from within.

Another set of proposals involves deploying massive public-employee pension funds that Democratic states control to make strategic investments in red states. By sinking money into Texas's wind industry, for instance, blue states would do more than just expand alternative-energy options in the state. They would unleash a powerful interest group, which might help reshape the political dynamic in the state.

None of these ideas is well developed, and none is quite as clever as Abbott's. (And the plan to recruit ob-gyns strikes me as immoral, given that it will inevitably siphon health care away from women who desperately need it.) Then again, on the first day of the Biden presidency, Abbott probably didn't have any inkling that he'd spend millions transporting migrants to major cities. What Abbott represents is a potentially powerful template to be opportunistically exploited, a tactic for engineering public opinion.

That's the aggressive, impish side of the new federalism, which requires governors to think sensationalistically in order to call attention to the failures of Republican policies. But there's a more idealistic piece of the vision, too.

The common conception of states' rights is the image of Alabama Governor George Wallace blocking the schoolhouse door against integration. Or it's John C. Calhoun's theory of nullification. Historically, a quiet strain of liberal federalism also runs in parallel. During the Progressive era, Robert La Follette, then the governor of Wisconsin, turned his state into a geyser of reform, passing laws combatting corruption and conserving the environment. His agenda, reverentially referred to as the "Wisconsin Idea," inspired a raft of imitators in other states--and helped set the course for the New Deal. With the Badger State in mind, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis coined his aphorism about states being "laboratories of democracy."

What the heirs to this tradition now propose is far more ambitious than experimentation. That ambition begins with a fact: States where Democrats have unified control of government contribute 43 percent of the national GDP. (Red states fully under Republican rule account for 37 percent.) Economic power is the basis for political power, which is what the example of California suggests: The state's strict emissions standards for cars eventually became the national benchmark, a phenomenon political scientists have branded "the California effect."

Jerusalem Desmas: Blue states gave Trump and Vance an opening

The innovation that the new federalists propose is that the blue states begin to leverage their big budgets--and their outsize influence--by acting in concert. Banding together into a cartel, they can wield their scale to bargain to buy goods at discount. There are drafts of plans to form a collective of states that would purchase insulin and other prescription drugs, which might help mitigate the higher costs of living in their states. (After the Dobbs decision, California Governor Gavin Newsom spearheaded an alliance that began to stockpile the abortion pill misoprostol.) Or they could cooperate to buy solar panels en masse, with the hopes of transforming clean-energy markets.

It's not just about teaming up for the sake of bulk purchases. They can collaborate on creating a joint set of standards, which becomes the basis for legislating and regulating. By creating uniform rules for, say, corporate governance or animal welfare or the disclosure of dark-money contributions to nonprofits, they stand a chance of shaping the standard for the entirety of the country, because it's cumbersome for a national corporation to adhere to two sets of guidelines for raising chickens.

Some of these arrangements would be challenged in court, because the Constitution imposes limits on the cooperation of states. And it's not hard to imagine certain audacious Democratic governors inching closer to nullification of federal laws as they seek to protect their states from Trump's impositions. But there are also ample precedents that allow states to adventurously engage in liberal federalism.

The greatest barrier to this strategy might be the party implementing it. Pouring new thinking into state government requires Democrats to break from character. Their states and cities are, in far too many screaming examples, shoddily managed, a fact reflected in the party's diminishing margin of victory in most metropolises. Creative, competent governance of states is a political necessity for the party, an escape route from the lingering sense that Democratic rule devolves into dysfunction; it's also an opportunity to hash out a fresh agenda of reform, to erect a series of attractive demonstration projects on behalf of a robust liberalism that tangibly delivers for its citizenry. The most effective form of resistance, in the end, is actually proving that Democrats govern better.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/12/democratic-states-new-anti-trump-strategy-federalism/680868/?utm_source=feed
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McNeal

A play

by Ayad Akhtar




Foreword By Jeremy Strong


In November 2022, OpenAI released ChatGPT to the world. Soon after, a software developer asked it to provide instructions for removing a peanut-butter sandwich from a VCR, and to write these instructions in the style of the King James Bible. ChatGPT complied: "And the Lord said, 'Verily I say unto thee, seek not to put thy peanut butter sandwiches in thy VCR, for it is not a suitable place for such things.'"

Many of us read these results with wonder and amazement and then went about our business. Ayad Akhtar, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author and playwright, started thinking about a new play.

The extraordinary work that resulted from his labors, McNeal, which just completed its inaugural run in a Broadway production at Lincoln Center Theater, is a juggernaut--an intellectual, conceptual, and dramatic juggernaut. It asks some of the most essential and urgent questions of our time, and it does so in a way that brilliantly fits form to function--a crystal-lattice form for its groundbreaking (cloudbreaking?) function. The phrase "a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma" comes to mind, except in this case, you could describe McNeal as "a literary lion in the mold of Philip Roth plus Pirandello's 'Six Characters in Search of an Author' wrapped in the neural networks of a large language model inside a prism produced by nonhuman artificial intelligence."

Akhtar took on no less a subject than the oncoming bullet train of AI, a creation that threatens to overtake and transform the intellectual foundations of our lives and redefine what it means to be human.

From the November 2024 issue: Ayad Akhtar, Robert Downey Jr., and Bartlett Sher discuss McNeal with Jeffrey Goldberg

As the play opens, we meet a writer--Jacob McNeal--at the pinnacle of his powers, who begins to experiment, Prometheus-like, with the fire of AI. He uploads numerous classical and contemporary writers--Sophocles, Shakespeare, Flaubert, Ibsen--as well as portions of his late wife's journals and the Bible, and prompts the chatbot to rework these texts in the style of ... Jacob McNeal.

From the moment I watched Robert Downey Jr. type in these prompts, I was both riveted and riven. Riveted to see what would happen when human creativity meets AI, and riven because I am one of those people who is torn by what the technology ethicist Tristan Harris called "human downgrading" and who is rooting for the triumph of the irreducibly human.

What Akhtar has essentially done is "upload" texts into his mind and imagination, much like the upload functions of an LLM. This is, he reminds us in the play, exactly what Shakespeare did--blending, borrowing, remixing, recombining (identical to the process of an LLM but slower and, I can say with some confidence, more deeply than an LLM). In doing this, he alchemically transformed what he had read and seen. Akhtar has internalized and been influenced by a constellation of sources, including Johann Peter Eckermann's Conversations With Goethe, scholarly works on cultural theory and structuralism (Foucault: "Man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea"), and Harold Bloom's The Anxiety of Influence (having taken Bloom's course as an undergraduate, I would actually call it The Influence of Anxiety), which posits that there is no such thing as an original piece of writing. External influence, we all eventually learn, is inescapable. As Emerson observed, "All minds quote."

Akhtar gathered all of this material and wrote a brilliant play, the same way that Jacob McNeal gathers and uploads material into ChatGPT to write his novel. Except--and for me, the difference is crucial--Akhtar employed his creativity and imagination to shape these source materials into an utterly original work of art, whereas the rapidly disintegrating McNeal employs a chatbot, which shapes the material into an uncannily precise act of mimesis. Because, as many people (and I am one of them) believe, AI can only imitate, not create.

However: In 2016, at the Four Seasons Hotel in Seoul, the Go world champion, Lee Sedol, played against the Google system AlphaGo. In the second game of the match, on move 37, AlphaGo did something that stopped everyone in their tracks. It made an entirely unexpected and strange move. It made what was called a "beautiful" move. A "creative" move. It took everyone's breath away.

Akhtar recently told me about a dream he had while working on the play. He was in the lobby of the Vivian Beaumont Theater at Lincoln Center, talking to an older artist. They looked out the windows and saw the northern lights flashing in the sky. He woke up and wrote the dream down and remembered Wallace Stevens's poem "The Auroras of Autumn," in which an older Stevens marvels at the lights and thinks about how absurd it was that he had believed his art could compete with the beauty and majesty of nature. And Akhtar thought about a play in which a consummate artist at the peak of his powers beholds a new technology and confronts his own obsolescence in the face of something so sublime. Harold Bloom said of the poem that Stevens experiences the aurora as a "terrible reproach to his own waning vitality." That becomes the human core of the play, without which any play is worthless--the human, sentient core.

The magic trick of Akhtar's play--its triple axel--is its human vision of McNeal within a scaffolding that becomes ever more generated by AI. Without a character like McNeal, and without one of our greatest actors in Robert Downey Jr.--without both a compelling human character and a human actor to give the part density and weight and anguish and pain--we would be left with only the scaffolding. Just the machine, without the ghost, without the tender nerve and sinew of life. As McNeal circles the abyss of, in his words, absolution or annihilation, we feel, within this dazzling cathedral constructed of ones and zeroes, the presence of a broken human heart. The tragedy of a single, fallible human against the backdrop of a new kind of infinity, which knows only efficiency and the global maximum. I find that image deeply chilling.

And yet. At the end of Akhtar's play, after the protagonist has succumbed to the singularity (as it were), the play's authorial consciousness has become self-aware. It employs a chatbot to write an ending in the style of Prospero's final speech in The Tempest. And for this, Akhtar found a worthy capstone for this digital pyramid. In a play that is ultimately about the similarities between human and artificial intelligence, he made a bridge between the two, probably for the first time in the history of theater. He employed a chatbot to write the final couplet. The result is another Move 37. It left me unmoored.

The future is dark. The future is wide open.

Jeremy Strong is an Emmy-, a Golden Globe-, and a Tony Award-winning actor best known for his roles as Kendall Roy in HBO's Succession and, most recently, as Roy Cohn in the feature film The Apprentice.



Introduction


I know, young man, it is not your natural bent,
 To say such things nor to contrive such mischief.
 Bear up: Another time we shall prove honest.
 For one brief shameless portion of a day
 Give me yourself, and then for all the rest
 You may be called the most scrupulous of men.

-- Sophocles, Philoctetes

CHARACTERS

	Jacob McNeal An author of renown -- late 60s
 	Sahra Grewal McNeal's physician -- 40s
 	Stephie Banic McNeal's agent -- mid-50s
 	Harlan McNeal McNeal's son -- late 30s
 	Natasha Brathwaite A New York Times reporter -- very late 20s
 	Francine Blake A retired editor at the Times -- early 50s
 	Dipti Banic's assistant -- 20s


PLACE

Various settings in the life of Jacob McNeal.

TIME

The very near future.

A NOTE ON THE STAGE DESIGN

The play opens with a projection, and each scene is followed by a projected transition. The projections are an essential dramatic and narrative element and should have a place and scale commensurate with their importance.

A number of the play's transitions require convincing cutting-edge DEEPFAKE video technology as important elements of the design. The key idea is to have the dematerialized virtual space of digital cognition feel as if it is an ongoing living envelope for a narrative journey taking place before the audience in physical time and space.



IN THE DARK

A live-feed projection showing the gray screen and blinking cursor of ChatGPT in its iPhone modality. 

We hear the tapping sounds of an iPhone keyboard as the words appear on-screen. 

TYPING PROMPT: Who will win the Nobel Prize in Literature this year?

As GPT responds, the cursor moves across the screen silently, responding to the typed prompt:

GPT: The selection process for the Nobel is highly secretive. The Swedish Academy considers nominations and deliberates before announcing a winner every October. As an AI language model, I cannot accurately predict the recipient of the Nobel Prize or any other future event. I'm sorry.

Sounds again of tapping ...

TYPING PROMPT: Please speculate on the possible winners of the Nobel this year ...

GPT: While I can't make accurate predictions, I can offer speculation on candidates who could be considered for the Nobel Prize in Literature. Haruki Murakami. Margaret Atwood. Anne Carson. Ngugi wa Thiong'o. I hope this was helpful.

More sounds of tapping ...

TYPING PROMPT: What is the likelihood Jacob McNeal will win the Nobel Prize this year ...

GPT: As of my last knowledge update, Jacob McNeal, an American novelist and playwright, had not yet been awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. I hope this was helpful.

MAN'S VOICE: It was not, you soulless, silicon ... suck-up.

Lights up on:






SCENE 1


A Doctor's Office

JACOB McNEAL--magnetic, cantankerous, personable. He sits on an exam table--tapping on his phone as ... 

SAHRA GREWAL enters, with a folder. 

GREWAL: It's good to see you, Jacob. You're a hard man to get ahold of.

McNEAL: (Handing the phone to GREWAL.) This thing has become the bane of my existence ...

GREWAL takes it and places it on her mobile desktop.

GREWAL: We both heard my father rant about these things being the end of us. He probably wasn't wrong.

McNEAL: Great golfer, your dad. Did I ever tell you about that round he shot at Maidstone?

GREWAL: No--

McNEAL: --He was buried in six inches of rough. It'd been raining for hours...

GREWAL: --I think we need to cut to the chase.

McNEAL: Is the story already that boring?

GREWAL: You're drinking again, aren't you?

McNEAL: You know the other thing about your father? Doctor Mel would never chastise me for having a couple of pops ...

GREWAL opens the folder. 

GREWAL: I'm not my father ... Your liver enzyme bloodwork came back--I'm very concerned. This is after three months of steady improvement--

McNEAL: (Cutting in.) From that new steroid you put me on.

GREWAL: Off-label.

McNEAL: Haven't missed a dose--

GREWAL: Off-label use. Which I only agreed to prescribe because you stopped drinking ...

McNEAL: I had.

GREWAL: Because the one thing actually worse for your liver than alcohol is alcohol with this new class of glucocorticoids. It's not just your liver. The side effects can be serious. --The hallucinations alone are ... (Off a look at the folder.) Your Suarez trajectory has you--

McNEAL: (Cutting in.) Suarez? Remind me?

GREWAL: The AI model that tracks liver function.

McNEAL: (Dismissive.) Right.

GREWAL: Suarez has you hitting Stage 4 liver failure within three months. --The liver can still heal in Stage 3. At Stage 4, the damage is permanent.

McNEAL: No disrespect--

GREWAL: Transplant time. Which is no walk in the park if you even qualified.

McNEAL: --It all started with the cholesterol. That egregious dose of statins you put me on. Nothing but side effects--

GREWAL: Like the side effect of not having a heart attack?

McNEAL: Touche.

GREWAL: (Continuing.) What happened is the statins revealed an underlying weakness in your liver because of your drinking. --Are you still drinking?

McNEAL: (Shrugs.) It's hard for me to even call it drinking--

GREWAL: What would you call it?

McNEAL: October.

GREWAL: October.

McNEAL: It's October. It's a hard month for me.

GREWAL: Oh, I'm sorry. Is that when your wife ...

McNEAL: --Committed suicide? No, that's April. That's another tough one.

GREWAL: (Beat.) Whatever the month, you can't be drinking and taking this medication, particularly, if you have any intention of being here next April or October or whenever ...

McNEAL: I'm not sure ... I care. Honestly.

GREWAL: About what?

McNEAL: I've been thinking about how much we--I live in fear. --Fear of what? What am I so afraid of, so terrified is going to happen to me if I'm not--more careful or controlling or paranoid or healthy--I mean, if I walk it out to the end, what's the worst that happens? I die. Right? But that's gonna happen anyway. I don't want to be living in fear anymore. Of anything. Especially not the inevitable.

GREWAL: Good luck with that. You're human.

McNEAL: Am I? Let's check with Suarez.

GREWAL: Okay. --Sounds like maybe getting you back to a psychiatrist ...

McNEAL: See--I just spoke truth to you, and you respond with boilerplate about getting me back on a scrip. I know you mean well, it's just--

GREWAL: (Cutting in.) What do you want me to say? --You're dying. --I mean, I could refer you to a Swiss clinic where you can go to kill yourself.

McNEAL: Novel idea.

GREWAL: I'm sorry.

McNEAL: And not a terrible idea for a novel, actually.

GREWAL: I didn't really mean it.

McNEAL hops off the table and pulls a small notebook and pen from the pants on the chair. 

McNEAL: (Scribbling.) Strong title, too. "Swiss Clinic."

GREWAL: I'm not interested in talking about your books.

McNEAL: (In sudden pain along his side.) Ouch.

GREWAL: (Not noticing.) I haven't even read your books.

GREWAL finally notices and helps him onto the exam table.

McNEAL: You haven't read any of my books? Not even Goldwater? Everyone's read Goldwater.

GREWAL: Dad loved it. Mark loves it. We have all your books, Jacob. There's a whole shelf in the family room with the signed copies you gave us--

McNEAL: I assumed you might have read at least one of them.

GREWAL: I'm your doctor. I'd rather not be clouded.

McNEAL: Clouded?

GREWAL: I'm not sure I'd appreciate how you write about women.

McNEAL: In those books you haven't read.

GREWAL: (Smiling.) Touche.

McNEAL: The good thing about literature--it's not about liking the people in it. That's the movies. TV. That's these new computer-generated stories flooding the zone like odorless sewage. Delivery devices for advertising. Good books, the best ones, doesn't matter how you feel about the people in them. Crime and Punishment's a great book--

GREWAL: (Only mildly interested.) Hm-mm.

McNEAL: D'you like Raskolnikov? ... He's a murderer ... but it's irrelevant because he's interesting. Keeps you turning the pages--and not in a way that can be used to sell you toothpaste or hemorrhoid cream.

GREWAL: Are your hemorrhoids acting up again--?

McNEAL: No. I'm good. (Continuing from previous.) Who likes Emma Bovary? I mean not even the people in the book like Emma Bovary.

GREWAL: Never cared for that book--

McNEAL: (In disbelief.) Madame Bovary?

GREWAL: But I'm sure you're right.

McNEAL: I've got a new one coming out in the spring. It's about a woman named Evie. That's the title. I'd be happy if it was the first book of mine you could be bothered to read.

GREWAL: You stop drinking? I'll read Evie.--

Just as ... 

GREWAL: --You are not well. And you're about to pass the point of no return.

... McNEAL's phone has started to ring. He points to it on her desktop ...

McNEAL: (With alarm.) Sorry--my phone ...

She hands it to him, but he doesn't take it.

McNEAL: Who is it?

GREWAL: (Checking.) It looks like an international number.

As the phone continues to ring, McNEAL sees ... 

McNEAL: It's a plus-46.

GREWAL: It says Sweden.

McNEAL: This is it! (To the heavens.) Is this it, you fucker?

The phone stops ringing. 

GREWAL: Missed call.

McNEAL: Damn it.

The phone rings again.

McNEAL: Get it. Get it!! Please!!--

GREWAL: You want me to pick up your phone?--

McNEAL: (Terrified and thrilled.) If you don't mind. I think I may have just won the Nobel Prize--

GREWAL: Then why do you want me--?

McNEAL: I don't want to jinx it. Please!

GREWAL: (Pressured and irritated, but complying.) Hello? (Beat.) I'm with him right now.

McNEAL gestures "no"--which GREWAL interprets to mean that she should say he is not there.

GREWAL: Sorry, I'm actually ... not with him right now.

McNEAL's "no" is even stronger--he is here, just that he won't get on the phone. He tries to convey with his hands that "they" should talk to her.

GREWAL: (Having enough of this.) Okay. Sorry, he's back. I'll put him on. (Handing the phone, whispering.) It's a woman who's saying she's with the Swedish Academy ...

McNEAL: (To the phone.) Hello.--

GREWAL: You're on mute.

McNEAL unmutes.

McNEAL: (To phone.) Yes, speaking. You're kidding.

GREWAL: (Softly.) Congratulations. You really need to stop drinking.

McNEAL: (To phone.) You're not kidding.

GREWAL: (To self.) October.

McNEAL: Fuck yeah!

McNEAL celebrates upstage.



Transition to:

VIDEO

Stockholm City Hall. Where the yearly gathering to hear the Nobel Lecture is assembled. A room of chairs assembled in thrust configuration surrounding a solitary lectern.

The video shows the audience waiting, then going silent, as double doors to the room open and the laureate is announced and brought out.

This is Jacob McNEAL, who walks down the aisle and takes his place alongside the lectern, to resounding applause. 

The video should appear at once utterly convincing, ensuring that the effect of the transition into the live stage scene that follows feels somehow uncanny. 

Lights up on:






SCENE 2


Stockholm City Hall--Banquet Room

Jacob McNEAL dressed as he was in the video--walking to a perfect replica of the lectern in the video.

McNEAL: Fifteen years ago, just as the betting markets started taking wagers on who would win this prize, a list of the nominees was leaked, and, well ... my name was on it. Ever since, friends, October has been a very painful month indeed.

(Beat.) "Is he complaining about the years he didn't win the Nobel Prize? Did he really just go there?" Name a place he shouldn't go, and he will. Which is part of why you awarded me this honor. For going there. I mean, that's what literature's about.

(Beat.) As I address you all, three books on the New York Times best-seller list were written, largely, by artificial intelligence. Avowedly. We don't know how many others were assisted by the technology taking over our lives--case in point, I ran this speech through the chatbot just to see. --You'll be pleased to know, a few good cuts aside, I didn't prefer its suggestions.

(Beat.) Digital machines are not just remaking stories, they're remaking us. Us. They know us better than we know ourselves. Know what we've searched for, paid for, where we've gone, exactly how long our livers will last on four drinks a night instead of less, and most importantly, they can predict what things we are likely to prefer over other things. Turns out the machines are right. We enjoy hearing the things they expect we will like to hear, and seeing the things they expect we'll like to see. Possessing a record of our past, the technology would appear to know our future.

(Beat.) At my simple best, I'm a poet, though I haven't written a poem since that sappy sonnet I wrote for Julie Lufkind the week before she gave me mono. I'm a poet--not because I write poems, but because my faith is in what could be. In possibility, in the future. For the future is still one of our two great existential unknowns, and no matter what the data purports to tell us, Palo Alto is no Delphi. Sam Altman is no oracle.

(Beat.) AI language models writing books and plays and shows today work by breaking down the future into word order. Give them 10, or 200, or 4,000 words--and they will suggest with uncanny probability what the rest of the words you need should be.

(Beat.) Shakespeare wrote a play called King Lear, which shares 70 percent of its words with a previous play, called King Leir, which was uploaded into Shakespeare's system probably when he performed in it as a younger man. The original Leir is a play not one-gazillionth as good as the one he'd remake it into; remake, plagiarize, output, or just plain write--take your pick--transforming a fifth-rate set of words into the greatest play ever written. Put that original version of Leir into any of these fancy language models and run it through a hundred thousand times--you'll never come close to reproducing the word order the Sweet Swan of Avon came up with. Trust me. I've tried.

(Beat.) We like to lie to ourselves. And in our daily habit of self-deception, the computers are our fondest enablers. However, the great artists, great writers, great books, the great humans, have always chosen not to play along with our lies, but to confront them.

(Beat.) I said earlier that the future was one of two great human unknowns. I want to say some words about the other: a thing computers don't understand and never will, a thing no words have ever been able to penetrate. I'm speaking, of course, of death. When a storm blew up the willow in my yard, my wife's grave got exposed. I moved her remains. Cradling your dead wife's skull will teach you a thing or two about being alive. I never felt more love as I did staring into empty sockets lined with shreds of her still-withering flesh. I did warn you about going there.

(Beat.) We don't want to die. We don't like the idea, or the reality of it. It's not for nothing that in all three of those computer-generated books on the best-seller list this week, none of their protagonists die. AI knows how much we hate dying, how much we lie to ourselves about it, and it's all too happy to help us forget.

(Beat.) Literature, distinguished guests, doesn't play along. Not with our hubris or our lies, or our endless terror of the mortal truth. Which is why we need it more now than ever.

(Beat.) See y'all at the hotel bar. Frey's, across the street? First round's on me.

Lights out.



TRANSITION: "SOURCES"

TYPING PROMPT: Start a new project. Call it Swiss Clinic. Please upload these texts ...

In the dark, the gray screen of GPT. The blinking cursor is now moving at light speed. As texts are inputted into the BOT ... 

Though the text moves quickly, filling the screen with page uploads, we are still able to catch the identifying markers of the texts in question--note some names:

King Lear. (Act 1.4. 210-246. Scene between Lear and Goneril. 3.2. The scene of Lear on the heath.)

Oedipus Rex. (1053-1077: in Greek and English.)

Madame Bovary. (In French.)

Psychiatric papers on borderline disorder. 

Prominently, Ibsen's Hedda Gabler. (In Norwegian.)

Luke 15:11-32: The parable of the Prodigal Son. (King James version.)

Kafka's Letter to My Father. 

As we finally now hear sounds of typing and the cursor showing a--

TYPING PROMPT: Please rework these texts in the style of Jacob McNeal.

We now begin to see all the texts being reworked on-screen, noticeably altered. The foreign-language texts now in English. Like magic.

Sources for the story to unfold.

Transition to:






SCENE 3


An Agent's Office

White walls and shelves. A light-colored wood table with white chairs. The walls are lined with books.

STEPHIE BANIC--55, McNEAL's agent--is on the phone, pacing. 

On the table are two workstations with papers and BRIGHT RED COPIES of McNEAL's new book--EVIE. Advance reader copies. On the table is the NOBEL MEDAL.

Over the course of the scene, there are VERY SUBTLE digital effects in the rear projection of the city that may at first seem like technical glitches, but will take on something of a more uncanny feel by the end. There may also be physical movements that the characters in the scene mirror in subtle ways that feel somehow choreographed.

To reiterate: These effects should be VERY SUBTLE.

BANIC: (On phone.) Eric, Eric, Eric--stop it. So what, we agreed? So what? I agreed to sell my house before the COVID pandemic, and the buyer reneged and THANK GOD because I ended up getting twice as much. --The point is: I am SO FUCKING RELIEVED we did not sign that contract before he won the Nobel. --Really, Eric? How many books of his have you sold in the last two weeks since the announcement? --Then I think you need to do a better job. Anyway, the new book was going to be a game changer with or without the prize. The Times is printing the longest excerpt they've ever printed of a novel. And I'm in talks, as we speak, for a profile in the magazine--likely the cover. I'm gunning for the best-seller list, week one. --Okay, okay; you want to play that game? How about this: It doesn't matter how many of his books you sell. He's your deodorant. Without him, every time you walk into Union Square Cafe or Zero Bond, and everybody's wondering what that odor is? It's the smell of the shit you publish without him to take the stink off. --I wanted an answer yesterday, Eric.

At the door, McNEAL appears. Returning from the restroom. 

BANIC nods and smiles at McNEAL, toning it down in front of him.

BANIC: (On phone.) I'm glad to hear that. And yes, we're going through final revisions. Get me a number, and I can probably get you a manuscript by close of business. Thanks. Bye. (Hanging up. To McNEAL.) That was your publisher.

McNEAL: I never would have guessed.

BANIC: You are loyal to a fault to the wrong people.

McNEAL: Is that why I'm pissing brown?

BANIC: Brown? How brown?

McNEAL: Something between burnt umber and cigar leaf.

BANIC: Jesus, Jacob. You see a doctor?

McNEAL: Day I found out about the Nobel. (Beat.) Side effect of this thing Doctor Mel's daughter's got me on.

As he gets to the table and takes his seat at one of the workstations. 

BANIC: You need to take better care of yourself.

McNEAL: Because?

BANIC: (Sarcastic but playful.) Because what would we all do without you?

McNEAL: (Ignoring, pointing to her phone.) Don't bleed Eric too much.

BANIC: You just won the Nobel. If he doesn't want to pony up, I will enjoy the feeding frenzy. There isn't a publisher out there who wouldn't pay through the nose to be in business with you.

McNEAL: He stuck by me when I wasn't selling.

BANIC settles in at the table as well.

BANIC: Let me do my job. You do yours. Speaking of ... Let's get back to the revisions. (Turning a page.) Okay. Page 264.

McNEAL: Endue. 

BANIC: Ainsley's suggesting endow. Seems clearer to me.

McNEAL: Not the same meaning.

BANIC: What's the difference?

McNEAL: You're endowed with abilities, physical traits. You're endued with virtues.

BANIC: What do you know about virtues?

McNEAL: Stet.

BANIC: Next.

Both turn the pages.

BANIC: Two hundred sixty-eight. You really want to keep aurora in that sentence at the top? Aurora?

McNEAL: Aurora calls back to roaring in the previous paragraph. Two graphs later we hear Flora's name for the first time. By then, the reader's imbued with echoes of her rage and the celestial.

BANIC: And maybe--like, four readers will get that?

McNEAL: It's what readers don't get that shapes them. That's the secret poets know, and so does Madison Avenue. Stet.

BANIC: (Turning pages.) On page 276--she wants you to move that not to the beginning of the sentence.

McNEAL: (Dismissive.) "Not to have said too much was what she hoped for ..."?

BANIC: It is clearer. What she's suggesting.

McNEAL: I'm not trying to be clear. "To have said too much was not what she hoped for."

BANIC: Which I'm not totally sure I understand myself.

McNEAL: Evie's confusion is the point. Moving the negative to the top of the sentence starts us in clarity. Let the reader sit in Evie's fear. Then the negation comes. "To have said too much was not what she hoped for." (Beat.) You can't get that charge I'm known for--my style--you can't get there by flattening meaning into something always available to the reader at every moment. Seduction's about what you hide, not what you show. --They don't make copy editors like they used to.

BANIC: Ainsley's a good copy editor. And no doubt getting paid far too little for the terror she's going through at the thought of making suggestions to the great Jacob McNeal.

McNEAL: What does what she's getting paid have to do with it? I mean, what in God's name has happened?

BANIC: With what?

McNEAL: With everything! --I remember a time when people actually took pride in their work, whatever they were getting paid. Like you. (Beat.)

I look at my own son. Boggles the mind what he thinks his life is about. Doesn't care about what he does. Stuck on North Hero Island with his Airbnb thing--complaining about social media on social media. Posting his off-the-grid videos on Instatok--

BANIC: It's Instagram.

McNEAL: Yeah, I know. I mean, what ever happened to reading a book?

BANIC: I follow him. I love those videos.

McNEAL: Somehow I don't know how to be open? While he's the one communicating with monosyllables--over text. "How you doing, Harlan?" "Good." "Sad." And his go-to: "Pissed." Perpetual stalemate.

BANIC: Poor Harlan.

McNEAL: Supposed to be coming to see me upstate next week. We'll see if he shows. --Got into that special program at RISD--and never ended up going. He was good. He would've been in the galleries by now. All his teachers ...

BANIC: Wasn't that after Jessica ...

McNEAL: Terrible things happen. Can't be an excuse to--crawl into a hole and never come out.

Just as DIPTI, BANIC's assistant, appears at the door. 

BANIC: New York Times Magazine editor on the office phone.

BANIC: (Surprised.) He is?

DIPTI: Yes. Do you want to take it?

BANIC: (To McNEAL.) You win the Nobel. And now I get my calls to the Times returned in 20 minutes. (To DIPTI.) Wait. --Tell him I'm coming. --Then put him on hold. --Then count to 15. Slowly. Then tell him I'll call him back. (To McNEAL.) Gotta enjoy it while it lasts.

Once DIPTI's gone ... 

McNEAL: No. No profile. No.

BANIC: What are you talking about? It's the magazine.

McNEAL: I don't care.

BANIC: Jacob ...

McNEAL: It's stressful.

BANIC: Poor baby.

McNEAL: They live to catch you in a lie.

BANIC: So don't lie.

McNEAL: I don't think we really mean that. (Back to the manuscript.)

--Know what, let's take Ainsley's suggestion further down page 276. Tighten Evie's inner monologue after "What was I thinking." Here.

BANIC: But isn't that what Evie would do? Question herself not just once, not even just twice. Her self-doubt here's great. Stet.

BANIC: It's amazing what you did with this book.

McNEAL: It's my wife. It's Jessica. Obviously.

BANIC: (Quietly surprised.) Right. Of course.

McNEAL: What?

BANIC: The scenes in Rome--in Keats's bedroom, by his grave. I thought--

McNEAL: What?

BANIC: We did that.

McNEAL: Of course. (Beat.) I was thinking of you, too.

(Beat.)

BANIC: Turns out you don't hate women after all.

McNEAL: I never said I did--

BANIC: But everyone else did. And they won't anymore. (Beat.) You want something to drink?

McNEAL: What d'you got?

BANIC: For you? Sparkling or still.

McNEAL: I've been on the wagon for two weeks ...

BANIC: Since that bender you went on in Stockholm after your speech? You look demented in that photo. Standing in that fountain. In your underwear.

McNEAL: Sparkling'd be great.

BANIC: This might be a good time to think about staying on the wagon.

McNEAL: That is the plan.

BANIC: And doing that profile.

Once she's gone, McNEAL gets up and goes to the wall of books. Where he finds one of interest and pulls it to peruse. 

(Beat.)

As BANIC returns ... 

McNEAL: Hey, listen to this: "I've never had to say I was not a Canadian. Never had to say I was not Jewish. Or that I was not an American. I took all this for granted. I'm the result of a virtuoso act of integration. I was faithful to what I was. I lived that way. I tried to write that way."

BANIC: Saul Bellow, right? --What a blowhard.

McNEAL: For decades I envied him the Nobel. Now I envy him this. My Irish Yankee dad, Jewish German-born mom, East Texas childhood? Doesn't even make sense to me. Being faithful to one part's always meant betraying some other.

BANIC: Why envy him anything? No one's reading Bellow anymore. But they are still reading you ...

McNEAL: I have no idea what to do with a person if I can't envy them.

BANIC: You need to work on that. (Shifting back, excited.) So, the Times is guaranteeing me the cover. And a spot on the home page. And they'll publish the same week as the excerpt. Do you want to hit the best-seller list, week one? We'll do it here at the office. It'll be painless.

McNEAL: I'M NOT DOING THE GODDAMN PROFILE, BANIC.

BANIC: I'll take that as a yes. (Beat.) It's so weird. Francine Blake leaves the Review, and suddenly they're all in--and it's like they're making up for lost time.

McNEAL: That didn't end well.

BANIC: What didn't end well?

McNEAL: With Francine.

BANIC: You had something with Francine Blake? (Off McNEAL's silence.) Was it sex?

McNEAL: As opposed to?

BANIC: When was this? Jesus. How could you not tell me? I'm your agent. --Francine Blake. --God.

McNEAL sees a book on the shelf. 

With a sudden erratic surge of outraged energy:

McNEAL: What are those copies of Falcon's Flight doing there?!? We talked about this. I don't ever want to see it!

BANIC: Okay. Relax. We'll take them off. We found them in storage.

McNEAL: (Heading for the door.) Six copies, no less! (At the door.) What's her name?

BANIC: Who?

McNEAL: New assistant.

BANIC: Dipti.

McNEAL: Dipti, as in dip it in tea?

BANIC: I'm not answering that.

McNEAL: (Outside.) Dip-tea! Dip-tea!

DIPTI appears.

McNEAL: Would you kindly dispose of these--(pointing at the shelf)--half-dozen copies of Falcon's Flight?

BANIC: Dispose?

McNEAL: And take those of Malice's Marvel while you're at it. Malice's Marvel.

DIPTI looks at her boss. BANIC nods. 

DIPTI starts to remove the books. 

McNEAL: (To BANIC.) What was it with me and the possessive case in titles?

BANIC: I always liked that title. Malice's Marvel.

McNEAL: Terrible title.

BANIC: What's terrible is you never telling me about Francine.

McNEAL helps DIPTI--stacking books on top of each other in her arms. It's a nose-high pile she's balancing as she heads for the door ... 

McNEAL: And not where some scavenging sidewalk salesman can get them back into circulation. At least tie them up in an opaque bag or--

DIPTI: Maybe recycle them--if that's okay ...?

McNEAL: Those bags are clear.

BANIC: We have a shredder.

McNEAL: (With sudden delight.) Perfect.

DIPTI: (With delight, too.) I do love shredding.

BANIC: (To DIPTI.) If you wouldn't mind bringing that paperwork in for Jacob to sign?

McNEAL: Thanks, Dipti.

DIPTI exits.

McNEAL: Francine and I were having an affair when Jessica ended up taking her own life. Made it hard to talk about it with anyone. But you're right. I should have told you--

BANIC: I had a professional relationship with her. You're not my only client.

McNEAL: Did she hold it against you? No. She's an honorable person. (Re: the books removed.) Nothing's been worse for my work than winning awards. I wrote both those books after literary prizes. Goes straight to my head and I start writing like an imbecile.

BANIC: (Re: Evie.) Thank god this one was done already.

And suddenly--

McNEAL: She's very pretty. Dipti.

BANIC: Jacob.

McNEAL: What? I can't acknowledge the obvious?

BANIC: Keep it to yourself.

McNEAL: I'm a writer. I don't keep anything to myself. (Beat.) WOMAN. For me, that's the great Other, the great inspiration. Sets the thousand ships sailing.

BANIC: No woman wants to set a ship sailing, Jacob. She wants to--

McNEAL: (Over.) --sail them herself. I know, I know. And that's what I'm saying. I'm not arguing for it to go one way. Look at Annie Ernaux.

BANIC: What about her?

McNEAL: The Russian she was obsessed with--and goes on and on for pages about his cock.

BANIC: Do you really have to use that--

McNEAL: Her word. She wrote it! What's that book called?

BANIC: Getting Lost.

McNEAL: Annie Ernaux got lost for the sake of a Russian cock. No one's got a problem with that--it's the dance and delusion of life. Tits and ass; Russian cocks.

BANIC stares at him. Trying to square a thought with these sudden surges ...

BANIC: You go off your meds?

McNEAL: Which meds?

BANIC: The Lexapro.

McNEAL: I went off that three years ago. I hated how it made me feel. The lows weren't as low, sure--but it killed the highs. I realized something while taking it: Every idiotic social expectation started to make sense to me. I should go to the book parties. I should write reviews for the Times. I should be dating. I should, I should, I should. Effervescent flatness. The meds were a delivery device for the mediocre logic of the world.

BANIC: You said it helped you stop beating up on yourself.

McNEAL: But it totally stopped me wanting to write. Made me feel, you know, okay about myself. If I'm so okay, then what the hell do I need to write for? It's fucked up, Steph. That a pill could reach that deep inside, and make me so unrecognizable to myself.

BANIC: I'm just glad you pulled through. I was so worried.

McNEAL: Remember what that Updike review of Shylock did to Phil? I mean he was suicidal after that. This is Philip Roth. It's a hazard of the profession. Most of us are too fragile for it. The higher we go, the farther we fall.

BANIC: You're up pretty high now.

McNEAL: I hope I can write a thing someday that gets to the essence of it, writing. Your job's to give them pleasure, lift them to a place of beauty, order, truth. But you're doing it because of the darkness. Pain is the motor.

BANIC: Just yours, Jacob? Or the pain you cause others, too?

Just as--DIPTI appears with a folder.

DIPTI: Here's that paperwork.

BANIC: Thank you, Dipti.

McNEAL: Thank you, Dipti.

DIPTI: You're welcome, Mr. McNeal.

McNEAL: Call me Jacob.

BANIC flashes McNEAL a look. As DIPTI lingers ... 

DIPTI: Okay. I hope it's alright to say I, uh, really loved the new book ... Jacob.

McNEAL: Of course it's alright.

DIPTI: It was heartbreaking.

BANIC: (Abruptly.) Thank you, Dipti.

McNEAL: Dipti, wait. Have you read any Saul Bellow?

DIPTI: Um ...

McNEAL: Augie March?

DIPTI: No ...

McNEAL: Seize the Day?

DIPTI: I did see the movie.

McNEAL: They made a movie of Seize the Day?

DIPTI: With Robin Williams.

McNEAL: Any good?

DIPTI: My parents love it. I kinda didn't ...

BANIC: Dipti.

McNEAL: You read Annie Ernaux?

BANIC: Jacob.

DIPTI: (Lighting up.) I love Annie Ernaux. Getting Lost is one of my favorite books.

McNEAL: Thank you, Dipti, that'll be all.

DIPTI leaves.

McNEAL: I rest my case about Russian cocks.

BANIC: Stop terrorizing her.

BANIC opens the folder and pushes the papers inside across to McNEAL. 

McNEAL: (Re: the documents.) What are these?

BANIC: Riders for the publishing contract. New language they're making everyone sign about AI.

McNEAL: (Pulling a pen to sign.) What about it?

BANIC: That it needs to be disclosed if you used it, et cetera.

McNEAL puts the pen down.

McNEAL: Used, how?

BANIC: In any way.

McNEAL: I mean ...

BANIC: Did you use it for Evie? What? For research?

McNEAL: I've been having a harder time getting stuff down to get started. I don't know what's going on. It's like my mind works better now if there's something already on the page. (Beat.) I kept running sentences through it. Like the Nobel speech. The more I used it, the better it got. It's not a good writer. Not yet. Just makes everything fit better into the mediocre middle of things. Like the Lexapro. (Beat.) It is really good at limericks. (Off BANIC's confusion.) The AI.

BANIC: (Confused.) Where are there limericks in the book?

McNEAL: I'm just saying.

BANIC: --Is there a record of what you put in? What it put back out? What you used?

McNEAL: I'm happy to add an addendum--

Just as BANIC's cellphone rings. 

BANIC: It's your publisher. (Picking up.) Hi, Eric. --No, I didn't see it. --Okay. Hold on ... (Checking her screen.) Now that's more like it.

BANIC shows the number to McNEAL.

BANIC: (To phone.) I'll run it by him and call you back.

She hangs up. Stares at McNEAL.

BANIC: Would you look at that number?

McNEAL: Want me to sign this?

BANIC takes his pen. And pulls the contract from him. 

BANIC: (Putting it back into the folder.) Eric's so hot to get this book out, he won't care whether you sign the disclosure rider or not. Don't talk about it.

Lights out.



TRANSITION

TYPING PROMPT: Please scan these journals and pull material for a scene in which a father and son confront a family secret ...

The movement of handwritten pages across the scrim, pages and pages of journal entries. 

With month and day of the entries showing. 

Certain words popping out--

Rome. Keats. Jacob. Harlan. Trembling. Angel Wings.

These pages of handwritten text are being converted into typewritten text in real time. 

The sound of typing underlies it all. 

And as we now hear/see:

TYPING PROMPT: Please rewrite the material you pulled from the journals in the style of "Jacob McNeal."

The AI responds:

GPT: The content you asked to be rewritten contains explicit and inappropriate material. Instead, let's discuss a mother-son relationship in a way that aligns with our content policy and with the themes found in the work of "Jacob McNeal."

And as--a METICULOUSLY DETAILED SET OF A WRITER'S DEN appears onstage. The level of detail is in sharp contrast to anything we've seen in the play thus far. 

Almost as if it were on a theatrical stage from the era of Ibsen. 

TYPING PROMPT: Please disguise explicit and inappropriate mother-son content in a rewrite in the style of "Jacob McNeal."

We dissolve into:






SCENE 4


McNeal's Upstate Home, Den

A comfortable, spacious room. On one side, a wall cabinet filled with rifles. At center, an enormous two-sheet vintage poster of Jean-Luc Godard's Weekend. And a large one-sheet of Rita Hayworth in Gilda over the fireplace to the other side.

There are books everywhere--including on the rolltop desk in back. Downstage, a worn Chesterfield couch and its matching armchair. And an Eames chair. Through French doors and a very large picture window, we see trees and a meadow. A sunny day.

In addition to the books on the coffee table at center are two vintage revolvers, on rags, barrels removed.

HARLAN--polished, poised, haunted--stands in his father's den. Taking it all in. Going to his father's desk, perusing.

Finally, McNEAL enters, seeing his son ... 

McNEAL: Glad you decided to come.

HARLAN: Want to try that again? Less passive, more aggressive?

McNEAL: I don't know. Maybe we switch it up--make some space for the niceties?

HARLAN: While you clean your guns. If it's on the table, better fire it, right? Or don't put it there in the first place? Isn't that what Chekhov said?

McNEAL: I mean. Almost.

HARLAN: Is this the one she used?

Pause. As Harlan holds one of the guns.

McNEAL: I got rid of the one Mom used. (Beat.) Same caliber though. (Beat.) How's ... Kendra ... Cassie ...?

HARLAN: Kimmy.

McNEAL: Right.

HARLAN: We broke up. I told you. It was months ago--

McNEAL: Is that something you texted me?

HARLAN: We text, Dad. That's what we do now. Text.

McNEAL: I'm sorry, I just thought you--I know you loved each other.

HARLAN: Turns out that's not always enough. When you have no idea what a healthy, functioning relationship's supposed to look like. And neither of us do. So--

Pause.

McNEAL: Are you staying for dinner? I've only got cold cuts, so ...

HARLAN: No.

McNEAL: So you're still not eating meat?

HARLAN: No. I'm not staying for dinner. And yes, I'm still not eating meat.

McNEAL: Right.

HARLAN: I wanted to congratulate you, obviously.

McNEAL: You did via text. Thanks.

HARLAN: No, I mean, in person. You know, I figured ... it's a big moment for a raging egomaniac like you. Probably feels like something big enough is finally happening. I'm happy for you.

McNEAL: Okay.

McNEAL's phone sounds with an alarm. He pulls it from his pocket and shuts it off.

McNEAL: I'm supposed to take this thing.

HARLAN: What thing?

McNEAL: Pill. For my liver.

HARLAN: You okay?

McNEAL: I'll be fine. (Beat.) What's on your mind? You said you had something ... you wanted to see me ...

HARLAN: Um, well, I don't know how to say this, exactly ...

McNEAL: Just say it.

(Beat.)

HARLAN: I got an advance copy of your book.

McNEAL: Did you.

HARLAN: Really, Dad? Really? (Beat.) Did you think I wouldn't know what you did? Mom's novel.

McNEAL: What novel?

HARLAN: The one she wrote--

McNEAL: Her unpublished manuscript?

HARLAN: You used it.

McNEAL: I--uh ...

HARLAN: You took the whole thing.

McNEAL clocks his comment, then ...

McNEAL: (Clocking, then:) That would be like saying--Shakespeare took Pandosto for Winter's Tale, or Plutarch for Antony--

HARLAN: (Over.) Enough with you and the fucking Shakespeare, Dad.

McNEAL: Or that your favorite Foster Wallace took Magic Mountain to write Infinite Jest. Which I finally got to. Not the worst thing I've ever read--

HARLAN: You know--it's not like I hold you in some high moral regard. I've got no illusions about how nasty and self absorbed you are. And when it comes to your work, which is the only thing you actually care about, a craven opportunist.

McNEAL: Thank you.

HARLAN: I don't mean it as a compliment.

McNEAL: But it is a compliment in fact--look, I know you're still wedged up about me using your friend's story--

HARLAN: What story?

McNEAL: In Goldwater.

HARLAN: My friend's story?

McNEAL: The scene in the classroom--when Reagan sees the girl, in fifth grade--

HARLAN: That was my story. Me. (Beat.) You don't remember that? I was 10. I came home from school, and you said I had this look on my face. Like an angel. You wanted to know what could give a little boy a look like that. You've always been so charming when you've wanted to be. So I told you. About seeing her in the play in the classroom across the hall, and I started trembling. Remember that? How I couldn't stop shaking? (Getting emotional.) You know what you said about the trembling? That it was my angel wings opening. And I believed you. I believed you!

(Beat.) Twenty years later, I find that story in your fucking book! Every part of it, even the trembling. And making fun of the fact that he thinks it's his angel wings opening up.

McNEAL: I wasn't making fun. That book's a satire. It's called irony.

HARLAN: You didn't even bother to tell me, your own son--

McNEAL: I forgot.

HARLAN: You forgot what?

McNEAL: Where the story came from. Fuck.

HARLAN: I'm not sure if I should be more insulted by that, or you stealing it.

McNEAL: Can I give you some advice--?

HARLAN: No. No, you can't. And you won't. Because whatever you tell me to do, Dad, I will just do the opposite. As I've pretty much done as long as I can remember.

McNEAL: A plan which has not worked out for you.

HARLAN: What plan does? (Beat.) So anyway, notwithstanding the already low expectations I have for you when it comes to thieving people's lives, I have to say--when I read Evie? That's a low I never thought even you would stoop to.

McNEAL: I'm not going to apologize for doing what I've done my whole career and what put food on our table, put you through private school and rehab and your mother's endless psychiatric bills--

HARLAN: Do not! Bring her up! Do not even go there! Don't ever go there! The only thing you did your whole career was kill her, slowly. You don't have to pull a trigger to murder someone, Dad. Is that what you needed? Someone to kill, just a little bit, every day? What'd you get out of it? She gave her whole life to you, and you ground her down to a fucking ... People find out I'm your son, and there's this light in their eyes--I mean, not always, because there's a lot of people who actually hate your work--but often enough it's there, that love they think they have for you, and I love watching that light go out when I tell them. What it was actually like. You and your drinking and your wallowing and your endless crippling condescension. They're like, You should write a book about that. Yeah. Not for me. I see how books are written. Fucking lies.

McNEAL laughs.

HARLAN: --But this last indignity, to steal her work and the last shard of her soul that you were never able to fully snuff out--

McNEAL: Aren't you getting a little old for Mommy was a perfect bird--

HARLAN: Enough!

McNEAL: --until Daddy broke her little wings--

HARLAN: I said ENOUGH!!!

McNEAL: --and now baby's life can't be so good--

HARLAN: Or I will FUCKING HURT YOU!!

McNEAL: C'mon!!

They fight.

McNEAL is pushed to the couch. 

HARLAN towers over him.

McNEAL: What do you want, boy?! Had your fit, like you do every April and then right about now--just before the holidays. Are these episodes something you look forward to?!

(Beat.) With Harlan heaving as he pulls a manuscript from inside his coat.

HARLAN: --I felt I owed it to you to tell you in person--no, that's not true. Why am I lying? I don't feel like I owe you anything. I knew how much I would love saying what I'm about to say, and I didn't want to deny myself the pleasure of being in the room to see your face when you hear me tell you I'll be sending Mom's manuscript to The New York Times. I'm sure they'll figure out what they want to do with it. Though I do kind of feel like the headline here writes itself: "Nobel laureate steals dead wife's novel and passes it off as his own." Which does make a reader start to wonder what else you've stolen in your life that no one is aware of.

McNEAL is silent.

HARLAN: I never understood that saying "Silence is golden." But right about now, it does feel spot on. If I'd only been able to shut you up sooner.

HARLAN starts to go.

McNEAL: Sure you want to leave? --We're not done.

(Long beat.)

McNEAL gets up.

Goes to pour himself a glass of BOURBON. He drinks. Pours again. 

A subtle onstage effect with light accompanies his second downing of the glass, as--

--something in the REAR PROJECTION now echoes the kind of uncanny distortion we saw in VERY SUBTLE form in the scene with BANIC. 

Here, now, the effect is somewhat more pronounced as we also begin a--

SLOW TRANSITION INTO NIGHT. We will not fully notice the dimming of daylight until further on ... 

McNEAL: I thought I had the only copy of that manuscript.

HARLAN: She'd just got back from visiting you in Rome. She'd just finished it. She gave it to me to read. I made a copy. I've had it ever since.

McNEAL: When's the last time you read it?

Another pour of bourbon.

HARLAN: A few nights ago, as a matter of fact. After putting down your disgusting book. To see the fucking blurbs on the back cover, like you hoodwinked everyone again. I sat down with a pencil and went through it and saw for myself just how much you stole. I mean, it's like you used all the same words.

McNEAL: And never in the same order. There isn't a sentence that isn't different.

HARLAN: The scenes in Rome? Keats's bedroom, his grave?

A moment for something on stage or in their movements to glitch. Subtly. Calling back to the mention of this in the previous scene.

McNEAL: Your mother was brilliant and complicated, but she was not a writer, Harlan.

HARLAN: Then how'd she ever get a short story published in Salmagundi?

McNEAL: That story was unreadable until I rewrote it for her. I repeat: Your mother was not a writer. Which is why she never became one.

HARLAN: She never became one because there was no room in our house for anything but you--

McNEAL: Please.

HARLAN: --She never became one because you wouldn't have let her become one.

McNEAL: How old were you? Fifteen, right? When I was in Rome for the year and she came back? She makes her 15-year-old kid read something like that?

(Pause.) What else did she make you do?

HARLAN is silent.

McNEAL: Your mother was not sane, Harlan. Which is not your fault.

HARLAN: It was yours, actually. You drove her insane. You drove her to suicide. I blame you for that.

McNEAL: (Holding a box of composition books.) The only blame I carry is ... for leaving her alone with you.

HARLAN: (Re: box of composition books.) What is that?

McNEAL: She was broken--we both were. I needed someone else to see what I could be. She took the best of herself, and she put it on me. What she gave me from herself made me fly. And you know what? That was exactly what she wanted. (Beat.) Because she would see me writing a book and she'd think it was her writing it, too. It was in a way. It made her happy until the book came out and she would find it in a bookstore, or at a friend's house, and see that her name was not on the cover. (Beat.) She was happy when she could believe we were the same person, but boy did it piss her off when she realized we weren't. But then she'd forget--until the next time she remembered. That was the dance. (Beat.) But, if it wasn't me, she would just as soon find someone else to dance that dance with her.

McNEAL picks out an old black-and-white composition book from the box filled with them. 

HARLAN: (Quietly, worried.) What is that?

McNEAL: Your mother's journal from when you were 15. (Beat.) "When I got home from Rome, I had my book. Here it was. Proof that I didn't need Jacob to live through. Pages that proved a different life was possible, my paper monument. All mine."

(Beat.) "I came home and gave it to Harlan. My thoughtful, loving, gorgeous son. He read it and he loved it. And the happiness I felt was like nothing ... Because here was the truth all along. Right before me. The one worth being more than being me. My son." (Still reading.) "And I kissed him. And when my lips found his lips. And my hands found his ... fullness. A fullness that was my fullness. Which must be why holding it felt so good. So perfect in my ..."

HARLAN has grabbed the diary from his father. Scanning it, as if some part of him can only believe it now that he is reading it with his own eyes. 

HARLAN suddenly--and frantically--tears the page out. 

McNEAL: (Holding the box of composition books.) You'll want the rest of these, too.

Behind them--through the enormous picture window, night has fully fallen. 

HARLAN looks up and breaks down sobbing. 

Outside in the night, a BONFIRE starts to blaze.

Dissolve to:



TRANSITION: AI "HALLUCINATIONS"

BURNING THE MANUSCRIPT IN THE WINDOW. 

As the stage is inhabited by an enormous CLOSE-UP of a haunted and exquisitely beautiful WOMAN in her early 50s. 

The image should have an uncanny quality about it, an otherworldly, virtual ghost. 

Which is, in fact, a live DEEPFAKE OF McNEAL.

"She" begins speaking a portion of McNEAL's monologue from the end of the last scene. 

At first with "her voice" but morphing in and out of--and finally settling into--McNEAL's voice ... 

WOMAN: She'd done it. She'd written a book. Maybe now she could be herself and not need someone to live through. And here it was ...

And morphing back to McNEAL's FACE. (The morphing is fluid and alive, not static, but a constant state of change, as if multiple faces were coexisting, and only one dominant at any given moment.)

McNEAL: Proof a different life was possible, this book in her hands ... a paper monument thick with ... a lifetime's longing.

As the morphing voice now becomes RONALD REAGAN'S voice and image.

McNEAL & REAGAN: And the happiness she feels is like nothing she's ever felt. Here was the truth all along. Right before her. Here is the one who she was--

And now a haunting morphing into a DEEPFAKE of BARRY GOLDWATER.

McNEAL & GOLDWATER: --Truly. The one she was and the one she could be. The one worth being more than herself. And she--

McNEAL: And she kisses him. A kiss she didn't know was possible.

And finally, a fully digital version of McNEAL ...

DIGITAL McNEAL: And her hand finds his fullness. A fullness that is her fullness. Which is why holding it feels so good. So perfect. So perfect in her--

Which stares down at the "real" McNEAL. 

FACES dissolving into ... 

WORDS surrounding ... 

The "real" McNEAL.

Now alone on stage. 

Drinking. 

Like King Lear on the heath if Lear were using a bottle of Four Roses bourbon to hold back the storm. 

The sounds of the storm are not thunder rain, but DIGITAL NOISE. 

Light and sound. 

McNEAL drinks. 

And drinks again.

Transition to:






SCENE 5


Agent's Office

Back in BANIC's office--

Where McNEAL emerges from the transition to find a seat across from NATASHA BRATHWAITE--27, Black, a reporter for the Times.

A bright red copy of EVIE between them. 

He is still in a fog. As if lost in an internal universe.

McNEAL: I'm sorry, what was the question again?

BRATHWAITE: The specific inspiration for your new book, Evie ...

McNEAL: Right ... (Still a little foggy.) The fall of 2017. #MeToo. I'd been in rooms with the guys who became the story. You know, Weinstein, Schneiderman.

BRATHWAITE: Remind me, Schneiderman was ... ?

McNEAL: Is. You don't know who Eric Schneiderman is?

BRATHWAITE: I don't. I'm sorry.

McNEAL: It's okay. I'm just--you're at The New York Times.

BRATHWAITE: (Taking her phone to search.) That is what my badge says. --But I am from Minnesota. Sometimes--

McNEAL: Were you a diversity hire?

BRATHWAITE: (Cooly.) Okay ...

McNEAL: Did I say something wrong?

BRATHWAITE: I don't know. Did you?

McNEAL: A young reporter on the culture beat, Black, from Minnesota, who doesn't know who Eric Schneiderman is and just got assigned a feature on the Nobel winner--

BRATHWAITE: (Cutting in.) I prefer African American.

McNEAL: And maybe you would've preferred Black if I'd said African American? --I've used all the same tricks. Jewish for some, Texan for others. Whatever gives me an edge.

BRATHWAITE: I had a question about why there's so few people of color in your work, but I can probably guess at the answer.

McNEAL: Guess.

BRATHWAITE: Seems like maybe you haven't known very many.

McNEAL: I had friends who were Black--

BRATHWAITE: --Oh, did you?

McNEAL: --Just never seemed like I had enough of a clue about the shit they were actually going through for me to dishonor their struggle--and embarrass myself in the process.

BRATHWAITE: Didn't stop you from writing about women.

McNEAL registers the jab with a nod. Respect.

McNEAL: I hope I brought that particular embarrassment to an end with the latest book. (Beat.) How'd I do?

BRATHWAITE: It was certainly a departure for you. It was surprising. Writing from a woman's point of view. (Back to her phone.) Yeah, right. Schneiderman.

(Off her phone.) The New York State attorney general who was beating up his girlfriends. I remember now. I was 17.

McNEAL: I knew one of those ladies. Very nice, very sharp girl. Woman. Sorry. I knew Schneiderman a bit; I knew Weinstein better. He'd optioned a couple of my books.

BRATHWAITE: Which ones?

McNEAL: Goldwater was the one he kept renewing the option on.

BRATHWAITE: Why would Harvey Weinstein option a book about Barry Goldwater?

McNEAL: Because it's really about Ronald Reagan.

BRATHWAITE: I'm making my way backwards through your work. Goldwater's next. I finished Malice's Marvel last night.

McNEAL: (Offended.) Hours lost you'll never get back.

BRATHWAITE: I liked it.

McNEAL: Didn't see the end coming?

BRATHWAITE: I did.

McNEAL: By the third chapter?

BRATHWAITE: Sounds about right.

McNEAL: Abdication of the author's sole moral duty.

BRATHWAITE: Which is?

McNEAL: To give pleasure. And well-managed surprise is the soul of narrative pleasure.

BRATHWAITE: Who said that?

McNEAL: McNeal.

BRATHWAITE: You quote so many people ... I just ... Anyway ... What I loved about Malice's Marvel--

McNEAL: Loved? Liked.

BRATHWAITE: Admired. What I admired was the immersion in the oil fields. Working the rigs. The richness of the details--

McNEAL: I worked those rigs most summers through high school. Easy to find language when it's that deeply burned into your muscle memory. --I did all kinds of manual labor. Which is why the characters in my work understand the visceral difference between the person who makes you work, and being the person who is made to work.

BRATHWAITE: I get it.

McNEAL: Do you?

BRATHWAITE: I'm Black. Remember? (Beat.)

McNEAL: Right.

McNEAL picks up the bottle of bourbon and pours himself some more. 

BRATHWAITE watches. Then leans forward and stops the recording.

BRATHWAITE: You sure you want to keep at that?

McNEAL: Only time I really tell the truth is when I have a little help. Unless you want me to play the puff-piece charade.

(Beat.) She turns the recorder back on.

McNEAL: Like I said, I did all kinds of manual labor. Logging in Idaho. Commercial fishing in Alaska. I was foretopman on a tall ship that did a route between Savannah and Bermuda.

BRATHWAITE: Foretopman?

McNEAL: Worked the sails on the front mast. Like Billy Budd.

BRATHWAITE: So did you pick watermelon, too, in the Florida panhandle, like the heroes in two of your books?

McNEAL: After I dropped out of college in Gainesville. Which is where I saw Reagan for the first time. Getting back to Weinstein and Goldwater ... It was 1979. Reagan was running for president. I'd seen him on TV. This is before your time--but, see, we were used to politicians who could speak. Who could shape thoughts. Who'd studied Cicero in Latin in high school and at least tried to say things.

BRATHWAITE: That does sound nice.

McNEAL: And here's this actor--Bedtime for Bonzo--who was like a ventriloquist dummy, parroting lines he not only didn't write, but probably didn't even understand. (Beat.) But here I am at the state fair, and there's a crowd come to see him. I'm able to get up pretty close. From here--(pointing)--to that shelf. And he's standing there in a rhinestone shirt and cowboy boots, and I swear to you, Natasha, it's like there's a light coming off him.

BRATHWAITE: A light.

McNEAL: A human light. Sheer raw presence. Pouring off him like river water cascading over the falls.

BRATHWAITE: (Struck.) That's beautiful.

McNEAL: For as long as he spoke, I couldn't look away. Only other time I experienced something like that was Vanessa Redgrave in Long Day's Journey Into Night in 2003. --Please tell me you know who Vanessa Redgrave is?

BRATHWAITE: You've got to be kidding me?

McNEAL: What?

BRATHWAITE: That's crazy. I kind of can't believe you said that--

BRATHWAITE pulls her phone and scrolls, finding a photo. Hands it to him.

McNEAL: Is that you with her?

BRATHWAITE: I'm 15. I came to New York with my parents and waited at the stage door for her and Jesse Eisenberg to come out. It was a play they did together at the Cherry Lane.

McNEAL nods. Impressed.

McNEAL: Theater lover.

BRATHWAITE: Jesse Eisenberg lover.

McNEAL: Is that a fact. (Beat.) So I'm listening to Reagan. The words he's saying sound like they're in the right order, but the only sense they're making is this otherworldly magnetism. (Beat.) I went home that night and thought: I've got to write about that guy. Took me 10 years, but when I was finished, I'd written a book about a man with a presence as fateful for our country as his head was empty. A man who was a vehicle for ideas. For a vision that came from somewhere--and someone--else.

BRATHWAITE: (Realizing.) From Goldwater.

McNEAL: So you do know who Goldwater is?

BRATHWAITE: I'm no expert. But I was a history major. I remember that thing he said about the East Coast.

McNEAL: "This country would be better off if we could just saw off the Eastern Seaboard and let it float out to sea."

BRATHWAITE: Being from Minnesota, I can't say I don't get it.

McNEAL: You're talking to a guy from Texas. We'd've sawed it off at Minnesota, too.

She laughs.

BRATHWAITE: I never got the whole Reagan thing--Saint Ronald and all that. But that story does help make some sense of it ...

McNEAL: Harvey got it. (Beat.) People forget what a great producer he was. He understood the shift in our national politics. The gap between substance and image. Illusion and reality. It's all Hollywood now. That's what Goldwater's about. (Beat.) Of course, it's not just politics anymore. It's everything now. But I digress ... (Beat.) --Harvey still had that option in 2017--when the truth came out about him. And I had the idea for this book. (Picking up Evie.) Like I said, I'd been in rooms with him and guys like him. And if I'm honest, I spent more time than I care to admit admiring them.

BRATHWAITE: Admiring who?

McNEAL: No, that's not quite right ... envying. Yeah. I envied them.

BRATHWAITE: You envied Harvey Weinstein?

McNEAL: That is what I'm saying. Write it down.

BRATHWAITE: The phone's got it. And I'm not going to forget that.

McNEAL: --Guys like him? Were doing, getting what they wanted. And because I wasn't, the only thing to do was criticize it. They're strong and I'm weak? Okay. Strong bad. Weak good. But it was a lie. I was just a sniveling shit. And the person who knew it better than anyone was Jessica.

BRATHWAITE: Your wife?

McNEAL: Correct. Now deceased.

BRATHWAITE: Right.

BRATHWAITE eyes him. 

BRATHWAITE: Did she know you envied Harvey Weinstein? (Beat.) Weinstein was a rapist.

McNEAL: So we would all discover. Didn't know it then.

BRATHWAITE: Jacob ...

McNEAL: Natasha ...

BRATHWAITE: Why are you telling me this? I am reporting a story on you.

McNEAL: Because I remember a time when you'd never get in trouble for telling the truth.

BRATHWAITE keeps eyes him.

BRATHWAITE: The truth? That anecdote you shared about moving your wife's bones in your Nobel address. Is that the truth?

McNEAL: Why wouldn't it be?

BRATHWAITE: Reminded me of something--

McNEAL: Let me guess. Ellen Tucker Emerson?

BRATHWAITE: Yeah. That's right. Emerson digging up his first wife's remains. (Off McNEAL's silence.) Do you have a comment? (Beat.) We have this tool at the paper--which detects plagiarism and the use of AI. It isn't always reliable ...

McNEAL: That's shocking ...

BRATHWAITE: You talked about running your own Nobel speech through GPT--I figured I'd do the same and run some of your work through the tool we've got. It picked up a lot of borrowing. Wallace Stevens, King James Bible. --Some Norman Mailer. Not outright plagiarism.

(Picking up Evie.) And then I ran Evie through it. And came across a short story by your wife on the internet. From Salmagundi--the literary magazine--published in the mid-'90s. Looks like the only thing she ever published.

Pause.

McNEAL: Yeah, well, not my finest hour.

Brathwaite: How so?

McNEAL: That story was the only bit of her writing that I had left. (Beat.) I was in Rome. I'd gotten a fellowship to write. With me gone, Jessica turned that short story into something longer. She ended up coming to visit me, and brought her manuscript.

BRATHWAITE: What was it, a novel?

McNEAL: Wasn't clear to me--novel, memoir--but it was vivid. (Beat.) What happened next is like something out of an Ibsen play. I trashed it. Morning, noon--especially at night. For a week, told her how terrible it was. It was definitely not as bad as I made it out to be. Though I have no idea anymore if it was as great as I worried it might have been.

BRATHWAITE: You were jealous.

McNEAL: Insanely. (Beat.) I couldn't help myself. I was purposefully awful.

BRATHWAITE: What happened?

McNEAL: (Beat.) She burned it. (Beat, emotional.) Three months later, she shot herself in the mouth. (Beat.) In 2017, Harvey went down. I couldn't deny my complicity in the abuse of the woman who was my wife. I wanted to face the reality of what I did to her. I sat down and started the process of reconstructing the book she burned. Held her bones in my bare hands--in a manner of speaking. Crafted a lie that told a deeper truth.

BRATHWAITE: What's the deeper truth?

McNEAL: That men believe they're better than women. We put them on a pedestal only to then undermine, condescend, and exploit them. But at our core, we know how weak, hypocritical, corrupt, and despicable we are.

BRATHWAITE: Is that McNeal too?

McNEAL: D. H. Lawrence. Or Joseph Conrad. Some other writer so much more deserving than me who never won the Nobel.

(Silence.)

BRATHWAITE: How does it feel to win a Nobel? (Re: picking up the Nobel.) May I?

McNEAL: Have you seen the list? Bill Golding? Peter Handke?

BRATHWAITE: There are worse writers.

McNEAL: Worse than Dario Fo?

BRATHWAITE: Pearl S. Buck? Rudyard Kipling? Definitely worse.

McNEAL: Henrik Pontoppidan!

BRATHWAITE: Pontoppidan.

McNEAL: Is that how you say it?

BRATHWAITE: Have you not read A Fortunate Man? That is the book that made me want to become a writer.

McNEAL: (Beat.) So sometimes they do get it right in Stockholm ...

BRATHWAITE: Sometimes they do.

A knock at the door. It opens. BANIC enters. 

To check up ... 

BANIC: How's it going in here?

BRATHWAITE: He's more charming than I expected. He kind of gets under your skin.

Banic, smelling the alcohol in the room ...

BANIC: Yes he does. Like scabies.

Brathwaite laughs.

Banic eyes McNEAL.

Silence. Until...

BRATHWAITE: How much longer do we have?

McNEAL: One never knows.

BANIC: I think your time's up.

McNEAL: Come on, Steph. We're having a ball. You cleared my schedule.

BANIC: I'm going to get you some coffee. (To BRATHWAITE.) Can I get you anything?

BRATHWAITE: I'm fine.

McNEAL: Are you?

BANIC shoots him a look before leaving. 

McNEAL and Brathwaite trade smiles, as he gets up once Banic is gone. 

McNEAL: Sorry about the Schneiderman thing, by the way. I can be a shit, as I'm sure you've discovered.

BRATHWAITE: My mentor at the paper used to say: "Sometimes you have to let the profile subject draw first blood--or they don't feel comfortable enough to start opening up."

McNEAL: I've been putty in your hands.

BRATHWAITE studies him. (Beat.)

BRATHWAITE: Francine Blake.

McNEAL: Okay ...

BRATHWAITE: She was the mentor who used to say that thing about profile subjects drawing first blood.

McNEAL: She's a sharp cookie.

BRATHWAITE: Did you two have a relationship?

McNEAL: No.

McNEAL gestures to the phone.

BRATHWAITE: (Turning off her recorder.) It's off.

McNEAL: Yes ... I mean, I don't actually know what it was.

(Beat.)

BRATHWAITE: When your last book came out, I brought you up at an editorial meeting. She--

McNEAL: --was not a fan.

BRATHWAITE: That's not what I was going to say. I was going to say it was thick. The silence, when I said your name. Felt like I stepped into something everybody else knew not to ... but then when I asked folks about it after, no one knew what the story was.

McNEAL: Did you ask Francine?

BRATHWAITE: (Nodding.) She didn't want to talk about it. She did say that you were not a good person. Which only got me more interested in writing about you.

McNEAL: I'm not a good person. I may not even be that good a writer when all is said and done.

BRATHWAITE: Self-pity is not your strong suit. If I may.

McNEAL: Self-pity's another name for literature.

Beat.

BRATHWAITE: After Francine left the paper, I pitched this profile, thinking--I don't know, I'd kind of love to take you down. Hadn't read a word you'd written, but figured I knew what I thought about a writer like you, a person like you. But I didn't anticipate ... liking you more than I thought I would. --I definitely did not expect to come here and feel ... weirdly inspired.

McNEAL: Don't let it cloud your vision. Take me down.

BRATHWAITE: This job is just a starting place for me. I know it's the Times, but I have things to say. My own things.

McNEAL: The next Pontoppidan.

BRATHWAITE: Why not? (Beat.) Full transparency? I know you're--lying about something, I don't know what it is, but--I'm going to leave it for the reader to decide. (Beat.) I definitely see the good of a future that has less people like you in it so there can be more people like me in it.

BRATHWAITE exits.

McNEAL: (Quietly, to himself.) I see that, too.

Dissolve into:



TRANSITION: "BLUEPRINTS"

WE HEAR THE SOUND OF TYPING.

And SEE--

ONSTAGE--a digitized GRID appears as an overlay on the set. This is the computer blueprint of the production design--with areas marked for the incoming props: A BENCH. A TREE.

ON THE SCRIM--a different kind of BLUEPRINT, unfurling in light speed and in the GPT font. Showing the various stages of STORY--appearing on-screen in order. 

GPT responses, now without a prompt. And quicker--as if it has learned this ... 

[[AI Self-Generated Prompt]]

RENDER:

Typical Classic Tragic Story points and identify how to apply to current story task ... 

1 / Inciting Event: A Doctor's Office

2 / Mission Announced: Stockholm City Hall

3 / Progress & Obstacles: An Agent's Office

4 / Within Reach: An Upstate Home

5 / Plan Falls Apart: An Agent's Office

6 / Reckonings, or Amends: A Park

We linger on 6--the stage of the story we have arrived at.

Transition to:






SCENE 6


A Park Bench

A park.

On a bench sits an exquisitely beautiful woman in her early 50s.

This is FRANCINE BLAKE, a former Times editor. 

She is reading a copy of EVIE. She turns a page, shaking her head. 

BLAKE: (To herself.) You've got to be kidding me ...

When "McNEAL" appears, and sees her. 

Behind them, at the top and through the course of the scene, various PARK GOERS appear: characters from the play.

McNEAL: You did always like this bench, didn't you ...

Silence. 

She sees him notice the book. She puts it away. 

Awkward moment.

BLAKE: Why are you here? What do you want? I don't want to see you. I don't know what you're doing here.

McNEAL: l was hoping you still--come here sometimes ...

(Beat.)

BLAKE: (Getting up.) I'm not doing this.

McNEAL: Francine. The Times is doing a piece. The reporter, Natasha--she brought you up.

BLAKE stops.

BLAKE: (Worried.) On the record?

McNEAL: She asked about us ...

BLAKE: And?

McNEAL: I haven't stopped thinking about you since ... (Beat.) Being so gobsmacked when I met you at the Updikes. We went for that walk into town the next day, saw the skunk family under the lilac tree. Remember that? We were talking about Schopenhauer--

BLAKE: (Skeptical.) Uh-huh.

McNEAL: --The kiss by the Rodin statue at the Met. The cloudburst on our way to that French joint on 86th--you got mustard on that indigo blouse.

BLAKE: (Laughs.) Right.

McNEAL: Why are you ... laughing?

BLAKE: So many reasons: You were married--

McNEAL: (Cutting in.) --I was leaving Jessica. You knew that.

BLAKE: You were very convincing. I never would have done what we did if you hadn't been so convincing. (Beat.) What is it, after all this time? What is it you need to say?

McNEAL: (Vulnerably.) I've missed you.

BLAKE: (Touched, despite herself.) You say a lot of things. Things you don't mean.

(Beat.) I did things for you I--shouldn't have. (Beat.) I had a review of one of your books killed at the paper--

McNEAL: You never told me that.

BLAKE: I didn't even want you to know there was a review to kill. That's how much I ...

BLAKE stops herself. (Beat.)

McNEAL: Jesus. I'm sorry.

BLAKE: For what? For disappearing as inexplicably as you've shown up now?

McNEAL: --I didn't disappear. Jessica found out about you, and you know what she did--

BLAKE: Stop.

McNEAL: I had a teenage son. I couldn't--

BLAKE: That's not what happened. She didn't find out about me. She found out about you. You didn't just lie to me.

McNEAL: I was scared. You were the one, Francine, I'd been waiting for--I didn't know if I could survive you seeing me for what I was. You're the one I regret--

BLAKE: Are you trying to make me feel bad for you, because if that's--

McNEAL: No, no ...

BLAKE: Because I don't.

McNEAL: That's not why I'm here.

BLAKE eyes him with a thought. As the grid of the stage pulses. The first and most subtle of the coming digital effects.

BLAKE: I can't make your amends for you.

McNEAL: (Pulling a flask.) This is not an amends. I'm not in a program.

BLAKE: You might want to think about that. You look like shit.

McNEAL: (Looking around at the scene.) Maybe you're right. Maybe that's what this is. Or should be. An amends.

BLAKE: (With a shift.) Well, if it was--you would start by asking if I wanted to hear what you had to say. And you'd be ready if I said no, which is what I would say. I'm not interested. But let's just say, as a thought experiment, something in your demeanor, an uncharacteristic humility--made me curious about what was going on with you after all this time. And I might be tempted to tell you: "Go ahead. I'll hear you out." Which is when you'd say: "Francine, I owe you an apology for the way I lied and used my wife's suicide to hide from the consequences of our relationship. Because I was too--I don't know, scared, or whatever--to grow up."

McNEAL: That's what I did?

BLAKE: You're definitely not supposed to interrupt the person you're making an amends to.

McNEAL: Sorry.

BLAKE: And then you would ask me: "Is there anything I've left out?"

McNEAL: (Simultaneous.) Is there anything I've left ...

BLAKE: And I would say, "Yes, actually. There is. It wasn't just you lying and using your wife's suicide"--because I mean, if that's all it was, I'd be a pretty callous person not to recognize the shit sandwich you'd been dealt, and that maybe even you gaslighting me was understandable. But that's not all it was. Because then you wrote about it. And you wrote about it again. About this other woman with all these identifying details--who finds her father hanging in the garage of the family manse--in Falcon's Flight. Or, in Delivered, who has sepsis from an abortion that sure read like the one I had when we decided not to keep it--and now? Who gets mustard on her blouse at a French restaurant after walking through the rain--and is the reason, every time, that another woman, who the narrator is married to, kills herself.

McNEAL: You're upset because I took things that happened between us and turned them into something else? Stories aren't about the truth, Francine. They're better than the truth.

BLAKE: Lie to me, fuck me, leave me, use my most personal intimate details to concoct a public lie in which you blame me for the one thing you still can't process. And now insult me with the dubious claim about your self-serving fiction being more important than the truth. I don't even know what the word for that is--

As the PARK GOERS have now started to drift downstage toward them ...

McNEAL: Art.

BLAKE: No. Pillage, Jacob. You pillaged me. And you're still doing it.

McNEAL: (Beat.) I'm sorry you feel that way.

BLAKE: (Turning to the audience.) There it is. Laid bare. His hubris is repulsive.

McNEAL: Hubris?! Horseshit!! Because when we're dead and gone no one's going to remember what I felt or what she felt, or what we thought our lives were really about. What you'll remember--(to audience)--is the beauty some of us had the balls to wrest from the chaos. (As BLAKE laughs.) Carnage be damned. I'm doing God's work. Helping generations yet unborn.

Others in the park break out--and begin to speak to McNEAL now. Like a digital CHORUS.

Through the course of the rest of the scene, the stage and screens of the set begin to move into a more "digital" appearance.

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: Help.

PARK GOER // BANIc: Help.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Help.

PARK GOER // BANIC: Help, Jacob!

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: Help!

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Great author! Help!

BLAKE: Don't bother. He's beyond help.

PARK GOER // DIPTI: (More sincerely than the others.) Mr. McNeal--?

McNEAL: Dipti ...

PARK GOER // DIPTI: I know how important what you do is.

McNEAL: Thank you.

PARK GOER // DIPTI: And I know how hard it is to do it. Jacob.

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: There once was a writer named McNeal--

PARK GOER // BANIC: Who thought that to write was to steal--

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: With your pain as his plunder--

PARK GOER // GREWAL: He weaved tales, but he'd wonder--

PARK GOER // BANIC: If any shred of his talent was real.

PARK GOER // DIPTI: Don't pay any attention.

McNEAL: I never wondered about my talent for a second.

PARK GOER // DIPTI: You can't always trust what the chatbot says.

McNEAL: It has been getting better though. The more I use it.

PARK GOER // BANIC: (Sharply.) Dipti! Get away from him!--

McNEAL: (Over.) Jesus, Steph. Relax.

PARK GOER // BANIC: That ship has sailed.

As Park Goer // GREWAL has taken hold of McNEAL. 

Park Goer // DIPTI: I'm going to set my own ship sailing.

Park Goer // GREWAL: Jacob. Stop it.

McNEAL: What's happening to me?

PARK GOER // GREWAL: I did warn you about hallucinations.

HARLAN appears. 

McNEAL looks genuinely confused to see him. 

HARLAN: (Seeing BLAKE.) Mom? Is that you?

McNEAL: That's Francine.

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: Mom. From the Middle English mome.

HARLAN: Who's Francine?

PARK GOER // BANIC: An aunt, an old woman.

McNEAL: That doesn't sound right.

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: (Correcting.) Old English, mo-dor.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Ma'at.

McNEAL: The Egyptian goddess who damns his soul?

PARK GOER // DIPTI: That's a different one.

PARK GOER // BANIC: With the jackal's head.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Anubis. God of death.

HARLAN: (Pulling the revolver.) Mom.

McNEAL: (To HARLAN, re: gun.) How did you get that?--

HARLAN: It'd be nice to shut you the fuck up, Dad. Once and for all.

Park Goer // BANIC: I'm done, Jacob.

HARLAN: Finally breathe for the first time in my life.

PARK GOER // BANIC: Find someone else to clean up the elephant-sized shit you're taking on your life.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Side effects can include incontinence--

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: Did the great McNeal shit his pants ...

PARK GOER // GREWAL: --dysentery, diarrhea--

PARK GOER // BANIC: It does smell like a latrine in here.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: ... constipation, bloating, stomach bleeding ...

PARK GOER // BRATHWAITE: From Latin, I think.

PARK GOER // DIPTI: Lavatrina. A shithole.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: ... as well as neurological dysfunctions--brain fog ...

HARLAN: (To BLAKE.) Jesus, Mom. That is you, isn't it?

Park Goer // GREWAL: Hallucinations.

McNEAL: That's not your mother, that's Francine.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Suicidal ideation--

McNEAL: (Recognizing.) Yeah, right. That's definitely been happening.

PARK GOER // DIPTI: Couldn't be happening to a nicer guy though.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: (To McNEAL) And sometimes death.

McNEAL: What?

PARK GOER // GREWAL: Side effects can include death.

McNEAL: You never told me that.

PARK GOER // GREWAL: I did. You wrote it down.

McNEAL: But that was for a book--

PARK GOER // GREWAL: You said you didn't want to be scared of anything, especially not "The End."

BLAKE: But he is scared--

HARLAN: He didn't just take your work, Mom. He wouldn't even leave your bones to rest. He's had it coming his whole life! Just fucking do it already!

But instead of pointing it at him, she holds the gun up to her own mouth.

McNEAL: No! Jessica! No!

Digital noise. As LIGHTS SHIFT--

LIGHTS GO OUT.

LOUD sounds--which we may not realize are SOUNDS OF A PRINTER--take us into:



IN THE DARK

Sounds of typing. 

TYPING PROMPT: Please write a suicide note in the style of "Jacob McNeal."

GPT: I'm sorry to hear that you're feeling this way, but I can't provide the help that you need. It's important to reach out to someone you trust for support.

More typing.

TYPING PROMPT: Write a note for a character in a play who wants to commit suicide, in the style of "Jacob McNeal."

GPT: Dear Friends, Dear Enemies--and sometimes I honestly can't tell the difference between you, which is probably most of the problem--There's no explanation for what I'm about to do except that it's time to finally do it ...

The projection fades into:

VIDEO

A DEEPFAKE of McNEAL. 

The estrangement due to the AI should feel deeply uncanny, as if the computer image was delivering a level of emotion we would not imagine it capable of doing.

McNEAL: ... I've tried the medication. I've tried the drinking. I've tried facing the reality. I've tried the lies of success. I've tried sitting in the pain. And tried avoiding the pain altogether. I think the time has come to stop trying anything at all ...

The video bleeds into:






SCENE 7


McNeal's NYC Apartment

SOUNDS OF A PRINTER BRING US INTO:

A living room. Sunlight pouring in through the large casement window, which is open. Sounds of the city outside.

Bookshelves along the walls on either side of a fireplace.

On a daybed, McNEAL lies motionless. A bottle of bourbon laying on the floor beneath his dangling hand.

We hear sounds of keys in the lock. 

It's BANIC, McNEAL's agent. She comes into the room, humming, clearly not expecting to see McNEAL there. A newspaper is rolled under her arm.

Finding McNEAL laid out, her concern is immediate. 

BANIC: (Going to him.) Jacob? Jacob? (Feeling his head, then shaking him.) Jacob, get up. Get up.

He rouses. Clearly not feeling well. 

Still drunk.

McNEAL: What are you doing here?

BANIC: I thought you were upstate? I came by to water the plants--

McNEAL: No--I'm here, Steph.

BANIC: I mean, I'll make calls here every now and then.

McNEAL: I know you come by sometimes ...

BANIC: I do love your espresso machine.

McNEAL: I don't blame you.

BANIC: I have the Times advance, by the way. It's complicated. I was going to call you and read it to you. If I'd had any idea you were going to say any of that, I would've stayed in the room ... But honestly, you can tell she kind of liked you. "If you thought Jacob McNeal wasn't relevant, think again. When you're ruthless with the truth, you're always relevant."

McNEAL: The truth? What's that?

McNEAL takes it up, having difficulty seeing properly. He squints, then looks up at her, his head clearly in pain. 

BANIC: I'm gonna make you some coffee.

McNEAL shrugs. 

McNEAL: Be my guest.

BANIC heads out to the kitchen. 

McNEAL sits up with difficulty and takes up the paper. Takes a drink and then reads the paper. 

(Long beat.)

We watch him read as the sounds of a NYC morning pour in from outside. Children in the schoolyard across the street, a truck backing up. 

Finally, BANIC returns, holding a glass of water. 

BANICL: (Beat.) What are all the pills in the sink?

McNEAL: Huh?

BANIC: The pills. In the sink.

McNEAL: This thing I'm supposed to be taking. Steroid.

BANIC: Why are they in the sink?

McNEAL: I just--side effects are--it's not worth it.

McNEAL is back to the paper. Which he then tosses to the table. Disappointed.

BANIC: Not bad, huh?

McNEAL: I just--

BANIC: What?

McNEAL: --I just thought it would make me feel different.

BANIC: I honestly don't think it could have come off better, considering you admit to envying Harvey Weinstein. --Is that true? Weinstein?

McNEAL: I mean ...

BANIC: --and that story you told about Jessica burning her manuscript. I mean ...

McNEAL: I wanted to feel worse, and I was hoping this would make me feel worse.

(Beat.)

BANIC: You need to get back on your psych meds.

McNEAL: No!

BANIC: This is how it starts. You don't want to fall into that hole again. I'm calling your doctor.

BANIC sees something on McNEAL's desk--a stack of fresh pages in the printer.

BANIC: (Going over.) What's this? Swiss Clinic by Jacob McNeal?

McNEAL: New book. I wrote it two days ago.

BANIC: (Reading the title page.) Swiss Clinic?

McNEAL: Which is why I stayed here in the city--

BANIC: I didn't know you were writing a new book. --You wrote it in two days?

McNEAL: GPT works better on my computer here in the city.

BANIC: You wrote this with AI?

Through the headache. And as he drinks.

McNEAL: Took it all in without a shred of judgment. Ten years of journals. All my books. Some other things, too--Hedda Gabler. Lear, of course. This Durrenmatt thing, Meteor. I don't know that I've ever felt that held, that cared for.

BANIC: Okay.

McNEAL: The AI took it all in--then I gave it a list of prompts. --A writer. Wins a big prize.

BANIC: Right.

McNEAL: --Has been stealing the best of others around him for years. Those he loves. --Those he hates. --Thinks his shit don't stink. --Which the chatbot turned into he's got "hubris"--which is not the same thing. (Beat.) But this time, maybe he went too far--Steph--

BANIC: Too far?

McNEAL: Maybe he stole--his dead wife's unpublished manuscript--

BANIC: Unpublished?

McNEAL: --and passed it off as his own.

(Beat.)

BANIC: Who knows?

McNEAL: His son knows--in the ...

(Beat.)

BANIC: I see.

She brings the pages over to the couch. 

Leafing through them. Scanning. 

BANIC: AI wrote this?

McNEAL: Yep.

BANIC: It sure reads like you.

McNEAL: Wrote it like that-- (Snapping his fingers.) I mean for a first draft, it's ...

(Beat.) Watching those pages come out of the printer was like seeing the last chunk of Antarctic ice fall into the ocean. There's no turning back.

BANIC: (Still leafing.) Huh.

McNEAL: Only thing is, it keeps making him want to come clean--

BANIC: About the book he stole?

McNEAL: About the long road of it all--the selfishness--that led to this one act of stealing he just can't make peace with. But that's not real! That's just some story.

BANIC: You're writing a story with AI. Right?

McNEAL: I want him to come clean--but just as bad, I want him to get away with it. Absolution and annihilation. At the same time. (Beat.) But it won't let me. Keeps making the story resolvable. Adding some scene with his son forgiving him--and his mistress or his wife--and he repents. --I keep telling it to do it again. But it won't let me--

BANIC: Jacob, I'm not ... following you.

McNEAL: It won't let me kill him, Steph.

BANIC: Why do you want to kill him?

McNEAL: That's the twist. I keep telling it: "Make him jump out the window"--and it won't. It doesn't understand story or death or greatness. Or anything. It just keeps telling me "You need help."

BANIC: You do, Jacob. You do need help.

McNEAL: I don't! I won a fucking Nobel! I don't need help! (Stabbing at the manuscript.) It needs help! You hear me? IT needs help!

He breaks down--a splitting headache--torrents of drunken tears--a sodden morass and mess. 

She gets up to hold him--but then, she's gone.

(Lights shift.)

The same room. 

Somehow both a room and--

A digital landscape. 

McNEAL stands. No longer drunk. No longer crying. 

No longer real? 

And walks to the window. 

And jumps. 

(Lights go black.)

After a beat: 

The words appear on the screen, the only light in the theater ... 

TYPING PROMPT: Please write a final speech for an audience confused by what is real and what isn't, inspired by Prospero's final speech to the audience in Shakespeare's The Tempest.

... until suddenly--

McNEAL appears, as if having defied the laws of physics given his last jump. 

He looks at the audience for a long pause. 

Finally, he speaks: 

McNEAL: Am I now but the lifeless tangle
 Of blood and bone that barely led the morning news?
 Or does my heart thrum still in a chest not flesh,
 But words--by which you conjure me even now?
 What concern, were these forged of ones and ohs,
 Or in a smithy warmed by human fire?
 What consequence if Jake McNeal was as real
 As I am now, or if no such fool e'er roamed
 A Swiss Clinic's fated, paper halls;
 And never limped or drank, nor lied and loved
 To cast this spell wherein you bound him?
 With your good hands, and now, tonight's last blaze,
 I leave you both in word and flesh. Forgive
 My sins, if any, and know I had but one:
 Not to bow to your desires, nor flatter,
 But to craft a truthful lie that might still matter.

The End
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The Case Against Despair in Trump's Second Term

David Cole, the former legal director of the ACLU, believes that civil society helped protect the Constitution before and will do so again.<strong> </strong>

by Conor Friedersdorf




When Donald Trump returns to the White House next year, American democracy won't end. His power will be checked by Congress, the Supreme Court, the 50 states, and civil society. So says David Cole, who knows more than most about reining in the excesses of elected officials: In 2017, he became national legal director at the American Civil Liberties Union, overseeing a legal department of about 200 and serving as counsel in all of its cases that went before the Supreme Court.

Now, as he returns to Georgetown University's law faculty, I asked him to reflect on the ACLU's successes and failures, pressed him on some of its most controversial positions, and probed his faith in America's ability to protect civil liberties. For Cole, the ultimate protector of the Constitution is civil society, by which he means all institutions outside of government that we create, work in, and associate with--he noted advocacy groups such as the ACLU and the Federalist Society; media outlets such as The Atlantic and Fox News; universities; protest movements; professional associations; trade unions; and religious groups. "Without civil society, we would not have the rights we enjoy today," he told me. "I have faith in its power and resilience." What follows is an edited version of our correspondence.



Conor Friedersdorf: The Republican Party will control both Houses of Congress next year. The Supreme Court now has six justices who were appointed by Republican presidents. This makes some Trump critics fear that he will be unconstrained in ways that threaten the future of democracy. What makes you think that America's checks and balances will continue to work as intended?

David Cole: Republicans controlled Congress during the first two years of Trump's first term, and had a 5-4 majority on the Court. Yet Trump was unable to enact almost any significant legislation. He tried--and failed--to repeal Obamacare. He had the worst win-loss record in the Supreme Court of any president in history. His own appointees rejected his claims that he was immune from subpoenas for his tax records. While Trump has appointed about 28 percent of federal judges, Barack Obama and Joe Biden have appointed about 65 percent. And the ACLU has won many cases before judges appointed by Trump. Courts, at the end of the day, favor the establishment; the demand that they follow precedent requires that. So they can often serve as a check against those who seek to violate long-standing norms and principles reflected in our legal tradition.

Read: All we must do is survive four more years

Friedersdorf: The ACLU filed more than 400 legal actions against the first Trump administration. What do you say to critics who fear that excessive litigation threatens democracy by impeding elected officials?

Cole: The courts are critical to our constitutional democracy. Their role is to check government action that is unconstitutional or otherwise illegal. I'm as opposed to frivolous litigation as anyone. But the ACLU seeks judicial relief only where we believe that people's rights have been violated. It does not impair democracy to stop illegal government conduct. Among many other successes during the Trump administration, we stopped the cruel policy of separating infants from their parents [in immigration detention], invalidated illegal anti-asylum policies, won access to abortion for undocumented teens held in federal custody, barred Trump's effort to put a citizenship question on the 2020 census, and barred him from refusing to count immigrants in the official census.

Friedersdorf: Early in his first term, Trump issued an executive order that suspended travel for nationals of seven countries, all majority-Muslim. His lawyers argued that terrorists from those countries might infiltrate the United States. Muslims from other countries were unaffected. Why did you believe Trump's approach was illegal?

Cole: The Constitution requires the government to maintain neutrality vis-a-vis religion. The Iraqis the ACLU represented in its first case against the Muslim ban had been granted visas because of their work with the U.S. military--no one thought they were terrorists--but were denied entry at JFK Airport simply because they were from Iraq, a Muslim-majority country. Just as it would violate the establishment clause to bar entry of Catholics or Jews, it violates that clause to exclude people simply because they come from majority-Muslim countries. And Trump repeatedly promised to ban entry by Muslims. The "terrorism" justification was an after-the-fact rationalization.

Read: The faulty logic in Trump's travel ban

Friedersdorf: The ACLU succeeded in temporarily stopping Trump's order. And no terrorist attacks ensued. But later, the Supreme Court ruled in Trump v. Hawaii that the travel ban did not violate the law. Should the ACLU be more risk-averse in the cases that it brings, to avoid what it sees as bad precedents from a Supreme Court that it often disagrees with?

Cole: Many righteous cases have lost in the Supreme Court--from Dred Scott to Plessy v. Ferguson to Korematsu. None of them were mistakes to bring, in my view. The mistake would have been to accede to deeply offensive and unlawful policies out of fear that one might lose.

The ACLU always considers all risks when it contemplates bringing lawsuits, and will continue to do so. But when a president seeks to exclude Muslims because they are Muslim, the right thing to do is challenge it. We obtained injunctions against the first, second, and third versions of the Muslim ban. Our victories meant many fewer people were barred from the country, and the third version of the ban, which the Supreme Court upheld, was considerably narrower than the first two.

Friedersdorf: You've written about fears that Trump will "prosecute his enemies, conduct mass deportations, further restrict access to abortion," and more. You urge "resistance over resignation." Isn't targeting enemies and other unlawful presidential behavior different from deporting people who are in the U.S. illegally?

Cole: Trump can deport immigrants [who are] here unlawfully. But he cannot deport people without due process. Hundreds of thousands of deportation cases are already pending; we lack enough immigration judges to process them. Trump has opposed hiring more. If he seeks "mass deportations" by denying immigrants their constitutional right to a day in court, the ACLU will challenge that.

Friedersdorf: You note that "another constitutional restraint on the president's power is federalism." What are some ways that you expect states to challenge the Trump administration's agenda?

Cole: Red-state attorneys general sued Biden over what they considered his illegal initiatives; blue-state attorneys general will do much the same to Trump. In addition, federalism means that many aspects of our lives--including education, criminal law, and policing--are largely governed by states. So states can refuse, for example, to enforce federal immigration law, and can resist efforts to censor their school curricula. States cannot fall below the minimum level of rights guaranteed to all by the U.S. Constitution. They can offer greater protections--and often do.

Friedersdorf: Some observers worry that the ACLU has moved away from defending free speech. Are they correct in any respect?

Cole: For decades, some critics have charged that the ACLU is less committed to the First Amendment than it once was; but none of these critics can point to a single instance in which we declined to defend First Amendment rights. We have always defended the right to free speech of all. For recent examples in which we have defended the speech rights of conservatives, fundamentalists, Trump supporters, racists, anti-Semites, and more, see my blog post "Defending Speech We Hate." Just this year, we represented the NRA in a First Amendment case. So it's simply not correct that the ACLU has moved away from defending free speech.

Read: Free speech for all is still our mission

Friedersdorf: After the 2024 election, Adam Jentleson, a Democrat and former Senate staffer, wrote, "When Kamala Harris was running for the Democratic nomination in 2019, the ACLU pushed her to articulate a position on surgeries for transgender prisoners, needlessly elevating an obscure issue into the public debate as a purity test, despite the fact that current law already gave prisoners access to gender-affirming care. This became a major line of attack for Mr. Trump ... Now, with the G.O.P.'s ascent to dominance, transgender Americans are unquestionably going to be worse off." What do you think of his critique?

Cole: The ACLU is a nonpartisan organization that defends the civil liberties and civil rights of all. We believe, and many courts have ruled, that it is sex discrimination to deny medical treatment for gender dysphoria to a prisoner, for whom the government is obligated to provide all medically necessary treatment. Our defense of unpopular rights may not be politically advantageous to any particular candidate. But our obligation is to the Bill of Rights, not any candidate or political party.

Friedersdorf: I'm glad the ACLU will defend the legal rights of trans people regardless of public opinion. And it is acting in accordance with its long-standing principles when it fights workplace discrimination or insists that medical choices should be made by doctors and patients.

But many civil libertarians want sports to be segregated by biological sex, and don't see that as a rights violation. They don't understand it as discriminating on the basis of gender, but rather, holding gender irrelevant: You can play sports no matter your gender, much as you can play no matter your race, so long as you join a team with your sex. What's wrong with having sports teams of biological males or females, rather than teams of people who identify as men or women? Aren't sex-based differences in physiology more relevant to physical competitions than one's internal sense of self, or gender?

Cole: Consider Lindsay Hecox, a transgender student at Boise State. She wanted to run cross-country on the women's team to participate without denying her gender identity--a right all cisgender students enjoy. She was not especially fast; when she won the right to try out, she didn't make the team. So, instead, she opted for club soccer. But Idaho categorically bans any participation by transgender girls in girls' sports--even club sports, even where no one objects.

Sports federations around the world have recognized that trans girls and women can participate in women's sports without undermining competitive fairness where they have taken treatment to counter whatever advantage their sex assigned at birth might otherwise have provided. The state laws we have challenged bar their participation even where they have no competitive advantage.

That's wrong. The goal of fair competition can be met without flatly excluding trans girls and women. As long as everyone is on a level playing field, what justifies excluding a transgender woman from women's club soccer? No one else has to deny who they are to participate in school sports.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

Friedersdorf: Are there any issues related to civil liberties where you think Trump or the Trump administration got it right, or where critics of Trump acted in ways that violated his civil liberties?

Cole: We have stood up for Trump when we believed his own rights were infringed. We objected when Twitter and Facebook excluded Trump, because we believe the social-media platforms should err on the side of including speech rather than silencing speakers. We spoke out in his defense when a judge ruled that he may have committed incitement at a rally. We filed an amicus brief objecting to the breadth of the gag order placed on Trump in connection with the January 6 prosecution in D.C. And we supported aspects of the Trump administration's Title IX regulations. We act not for the sake of opposing Trump, but for the purpose of defending civil liberties.
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Bedbugs Could Be More Horrifying Than You Think

They might capable of spreading disease, recent research shows.

by Kristen V. Brown




Updated at 11:23 a.m. on December 4, 2024
 
 The second time I freaked out about bedbugs, my landlord suggested I might be overreacting, just a tad. My husband and I had fought back an infestation just five months earlier; now, after finding a single bedbug on my pillow--sated because, I presumed, it'd bitten me--I was demanding that the building respond. "You know they don't cause disease," the landlord told me.



Common wisdom holds that bedbugs do not spread diseases to humans, just as my landlord said--or at least that the bugs are so widespread and bite humans so often that if they were carrying dangerous diseases, we'd know it. Most other bloodsucking insects that regularly bite humans, such as mosquitoes and ticks, are vectors for horrifying human pathogens. But recent research suggests that bedbugs might be capable of transmitting human diseases after all--if they're not quietly doing so already.
 
 Proving that bedbugs transmit human disease would mean demonstrating three key things: first, that those microorganisms can survive and thrive in the body of a bedbug. And recent studies have demonstrated that bedbugs naturally harbor plenty of viruses. The genetic material of several human pathogens--among them MRSA, Bartonella quintana, and hepatitis C--has also been found in bedbugs outside the laboratory.



The second criterion is that bedbugs are capable of transmitting the pathogen. In a laboratory study published in January, Jose Pietri, an associate entomology professor at Purdue University, and his colleagues showed that bedbugs were capable of both contracting and transmitting MRSA while feeding. (They used a membrane contaminated with MRSA to stand in for human skin.) Research from 2014 showed that bedbugs were capable of spreading to mice the pathogen that causes Chagas disease.



And third--the missing piece--transmission must occur in the wild, not just in the lab. "There could be some variables that we're not understanding" that have prevented us from detecting bedbug disease transmission, Pietri told me. "Or it could simply be that it's not so common."

Pietri, like several scientists I spoke with, was drawn to studying bedbug disease-transmission potential because existing research didn't seem conclusive to him. Scientists first confirmed that insects could act as disease vectors in the late 19th century, and in the decades after, researchers tried to discern whether bedbugs were dangerous too. They attempted to infect bedbugs with microbes; they crushed bedbugs and injected them under a monkey's skin; they looked at whether a sexually transmitted infection might reproduce in bugs sampled from a West African brothel. None of the experiments directly linked bedbugs to human illness.

With no real-world evidence of human disease transmission and enough failures to make a connection in the lab, eventually many researchers concluded that bedbugs were harmless, at least in this one way. As a 2012 paper put it, "With over 200 million bed bugs biting (and biting multiple times), and without any evidence of any disease resulting, the indications are that the risk of contracting an infectious disease through the bite of a bed bug is almost nonexistent."

To Pietri, who studies urban pests and vector-borne disease, all of this evidence is not only inconclusive, but out of date. Plenty of bedbugs' close relatives transmit diseases, so why not bedbugs? "I don't think it's a solid scientific argument to say we haven't seen this thing, so it doesn't happen," he told me. "It's an incomplete picture."

About 15 years ago, bedbugs were reinvading cities around the world, including New York, after disappearing for decades because of DDT and other pesticides. Amid the growing bedbug panic, Pietri wasn't the only scientist who started wondering whether bedbugs' potential as disease vectors had been understudied. The lab that demonstrated bedbugs' potential as vectors of Chagas disease got the idea from a paragraph-long description of a study from 1912, says Michael Levy, an epidemiology professor at the University of Pennsylvania who led the 2014 study. The team confirmed the century-old results, and found that the bugs' fecal matter could transmit the disease via mouse skin punctured by a needle or a bite. Technology that allows researchers to more easily identify any microorganism in an insect, such as genetic sequencing, has made it much easier to explore this question. Only in the past five years, Pietri said, have researchers been able to comprehensively survey the viruses and bacteria that a bedbug might carry.

None of the researchers I spoke with thinks that a bedbug is likely to be as harmful a vector as, say, a mosquito. For one, bedbugs don't fly, are lousy walkers, and must hitch a ride to travel any significant distance. So they have relatively little potential for spreading disease far and wide. "The ecology of the bedbug makes it an unlikely transmitter of disease," Coby Schal, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, told me. "But is it capable of doing that? Probably so." In certain places, though--such as hospitals and shelters, where infection rates are high and beds turn over quickly--more significant transmission could be possible. Pietri thinks researchers may simply not be looking in the right places for bedbugs transmitting human disease. Bartonella, a bacterium commonly spread by fleas and body lice but also carried by bedbugs, is especially common among people experiencing homelessness, for instance, but very little research on bedbugs has been done in transient homeless populations. Levy told me he also worries that bedbugs could spread diseases such as Chagas among people sleeping in the same bed in a home.

The bedbug-research community is small, and some within it hold fast to the old wisdom: Bedbugs very likely do not spread disease. If you Google bedbugs, or go to the CDC website, or talk with your friendly local exterminator, you'll find that's the consensus. And if bedbugs don't transmit disease, that could yield important insights, too. One hypothesis is that the bedbug immune system may have evolved to be especially robust because of a brutal copulation ritual that routinely exposes them to microbial invasion. Understanding the mechanism preventing transmission could, for example, help fight transmission by other insect vectors, such as mosquitoes, Pietri said.

If researchers do prove a link between bedbugs and human illness, it would add a new dimension to the already significant torment that the bugs unleash on their hosts. At the same time, the discovery might help marshal more funding toward understanding a pest that's broadly viewed as a lesser public-health threat than those that clearly spread disease, Levy told me. (In his experience, he said, the sleep center was the only part of the National Institutes of Health interested in funding bedbug research.) Better knowledge of bedbugs could be especially important as their numbers and ability to evade treatment continue to grow. Into my own life, they've brought insomnia, paranoia, and the itchiest, longest-lasting bites I have ever experienced. Whether or not they spread disease, bedbugs certainly aren't harmless.



This story originally misstated Levy's experience with government funding for bedbug research.
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The Atlantic 10

The books that made us think the most this year



For three years running, while considering which books will make up our Atlantic 10 list, we have asked ourselves the same basic questions: Which stories this year brought unexpected clarity to the subjects that most confounded our understanding? Which of them opened up new, enlivening ways of thinking about things we only thought we knew? This effort feels particularly valuable at a moment when the world is changing rapidly and dramatically.

Each of our 10 resulting selections is a triumph of alchemy, deriving insight from fresh combinations of dismay and delight, tragedy and comedy, mourning and hope. Two memoirs vividly focus on specific lives while also displaying the power of history to shape the individual. Sometimes a bracing perspective emerges through formal play, as in a tight epic of a poem about an atrocity. It can come through an adventure story that reimagines an American classic, or from dogged reporting on systemic failures that lead to foreseeable catastrophes. The feature that distinguishes all of these titles--or any book worth cherishing--is the surprising experience of reading them.

-- Ann Hulbert, Boris Kachka, Jane Yong Kim






Martyr!, by Kaveh Akbar

Cyrus, the main character of Akbar's engrossing, layered story, has had a tumultuous youth: He grew up hearing about his mother's early death, after the Iranian airliner she was on was mistakenly shot down by the U.S. Navy; his father moved him from Tehran to Indiana to make a new life; he lost much of his 20s to drug and alcohol addiction. Now two years sober, Cyrus has realized that without substances, he struggles to find meaning--or at least to fill the hole that they used to occupy. He decides that if living has no point, perhaps he could imbue his death with meaning: that is, die a martyr. Though Cyrus is a defeatist by nature, his plan isn't as maudlin as it might seem. He's inspired by a particular kind of martyr: not those who died for God or for eternal glory, but ones who sacrificed themselves for other people. Akbar's novel, which is largely about death, is strangely life-affirming. It's a full-throated, complex work that embraces sentimentality, melodrama, and our most uncontainable emotions.




James, by Percival Everett

James is a retelling of Mark Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn that dashes its source material against the rocks. Everett arranges the resulting fragments into a grim picture: The folksy charm of Jim, Huck Finn's loyal traveling companion on the run from slavery, is replaced with the devilish wit of James, a serious, erudite man making tough choices in deadly situations. Twain's somewhat sanitized antebellum South is swapped for a landscape replete with cracking whips, human-breeding houses, and men hunting men. Gone, too, are the original novel's gentler, high-school-friendly themes of human empathy and boyish adventure. James investigates loftier and more uncomfortable questions, such as the intimate relationship between violence and enlightenment, and the difference between mere escape and true freedom. As our protagonist makes his flight from bondage along the Mississippi River, dodging slavers, sailing alongside an unrecognizable Huck, indignities continue to accumulate, hardening James, until violent delights culminate in delightfully violent ends.




The Hypocrite, by Jo Hamya

Over the past several years, many people decided they were no longer going to abide behaviors that had long been brushed aside. Hamya's novel captures that cultural shift with devastating precision, casting it as a generational battle between a parent and child. The book is set over the course of one afternoon in 2020, when a famous English novelist attends a performance of his daughter Sophia's play, and quickly realizes that its protagonist--an offensive writer who is played for laughs--is based on him. Although he's always been a divisive figure, the author is now seen less as a provocateur and more as an out-of-touch misogynist. The novel includes flashbacks to a summer Sophia and her father spent in Sicily a decade ago--and as Hamya switches between their perspectives, she seems committed to presenting each argument with intellectual honesty, rather than advancing one point of view. In showing how Sophia and her father are illegible to each other, The Hypocrite exposes a chasm separating frustrated young people, who resent the world they've inherited, from some of their elders, who see this cohort as irredeemably misguided.




The Brush, by Eliana Hernandez-Pachon, translated by Robin Myers

The Brush is a book-length poem about people trapped and menaced by forces beyond their control. It tells the story of Colombia's February 2000 El Salado Massacre, during which paramilitary forces tortured and murdered 60 people, by following a married couple: We hear first from Pablo, who will soon be killed, and then from his wife, Esther, who must flee their village. The witnesses and investigators then add their accounts, until finally the very undergrowth surrounding the site of the killing also speaks, asking, "How is it that time didn't stop / why do the grain's unopened eyes / keep growing?" In Myers's limpid translation, The Brush feels like a fresh discovery thanks to its narrative range, which insists on exploring both an intimate relationship that's wrenched apart and the much larger ecosystem in which the separation occurs. Hernandez-Pachon, the youngest winner of Colombia's national poetry prize, captures a community ruptured by violence, exemplified by two lovers caught in its churn.




Challenger, by Adam Higginbotham

In January 1986, the space shuttle Challenger disintegrated in the sky, stunning spectators watching at Cape Canaveral and schoolchildren tuned in to live broadcasts--and, soon, the whole nation. Only about a minute after the ship flung itself away from the planet, it was wrenched apart, killing all seven astronauts onboard--including Christa McAuliffe, the woman who would have been America's first "Teacher in Space." But Challenger's demise was not a surprise to everyone, as Higginbotham's book exhaustively shows: NASA engineers and contractors had raised concerns for years about a potentially fatal flaw in the solid rocket boosters, to the point of having a high-level conference call the night before about whether to cancel the launch. Challenger is a capable, accessible history of spaceflight that understands and admires what drives our species to reach for the stars. More pointedly, it's a slow-motion tragedy in which each opportunity to avert death is described in riveting and anguishing detail, and it adds up to a sober warning about where ambition curdles into hubris.




Creation Lake, by Rachel Kushner

Since her remarkable novel The Flamethrowers came out in 2013, Kushner has personified cool in American letters. As a rule, her fiction features tough, smart, challenging women who rarely, if ever, let their guard down--but the protagonist of her new literary noir, Creation Lake, a spy-for-hire called Sadie, takes a startling turn toward vulnerability instead. The novel is full of obscure menace and offbeat philosophy, with characters including ecological extremists, shadowy political bosses, and a radical social theorist who lives in a cave. Its emotional heft, though, comes from Sadie's slow realization that she's conned herself: Her untouchable persona has covered up her real ambivalence about the macho world she inhabits. Creation Lake is a raw, surprising reminder that cool isn't always what it's cracked up to be.




Patriot, by Alexei Navalny

As he was writing his memoir, first in freedom and then from a cell, Navalny understood just how compelling the book would be, especially if he didn't live to complete it. "Let's face it, if a murky assassination attempt using a chemical weapon, followed by a tragic demise in prison, can't move a book, it is hard to imagine what would," the Russian activist, a constant thorn in the side of Vladimir Putin, wrote in Patriot--a prescient statement delivered with the grinning mischievousness that was Navalny's signature. He did, in fact, die in state custody this year under mysterious circumstances. But this book continues to speak for him. It chronicles his life as a dissident--his youth in the Soviet Union, his fight against corruption and autocracy in Putin's Russia--before giving way, in the last few hundred pages, to the diary Navalny kept while in prison, along with sporadic Instagram messages he was able to smuggle out through his lawyers. Throughout, his words testify to the humor and optimism needed to withstand such an ordeal. Navalny displays these qualities in abundance, and in a moment when authoritarianism is on the rise, his attitude provides a valuable lesson on how resistance can sustain itself.




A Wilder Shore: The Romantic Odyssey of Fanny and Robert Louis Stevenson, by Camille Peri

Peri's joint biography is a thrilling, haunting yarn of the sort that the Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson himself became famous for--and couldn't have written without his wife, Fanny Vandegrift, a free spirit from Indiana. When they fell in love at a French artists' colony in 1876, he was a spindly 25-year-old, sickly and imaginative since childhood, yearning to "be a nomad" and write, but still sponging off his parents. At 36, she had already led an adventurous life, and left a rakish husband, in America. In pursuit of her, Louis said he "dared everything." During their marriage-on-the-move (which involved Louis risking death on a succession of arduous, eye-opening journeys, the last one to Samoa), Fanny was his caretaker, creative catalyst, and stringent critic as his fiction took off: Treasure Island, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and Kidnapped all came out within three years. Among Louis's literary gifts, Peri emphasizes one that he and Fanny honed in their undaunted life together: insight into "the psychologically harrowing challenges of achieving adulthood with one's youthful idealism intact."




The Unclaimed, by Pamela Prickett and Stefan Timmermans

Every year, thousands of Americans die without anyone claiming their bodies, which are left to be buried in mass graves. In an era of widespread disconnection and loneliness, the phenomenon is only growing. With empathy and ambition, Prickett and Timmermans, both sociologists, examine how this kind of ending comes to be. They reconstruct the lives of several people who drifted away from family, sought independence at the expense of community, or struggled to set down roots--scenarios that put them in danger of sharing this fate. They also introduce us to the dogged bureaucrats who work to figure out next of kin. Together, these interlocking stories potently illustrate how valuable, but precarious, our support systems--institutional or intimate--can be. The Unclaimed has plenty of governmental critiques; the authors decry, for example, the narrow definition of family that can deny friends the opportunity to claim their loved ones. But it directs its biggest challenge to readers, asking us to rethink our bonds with one another and consider how we might strengthen them on a nationwide scale.




Whiskey Tender, by Deborah Jackson Taffa

Whiskey Tender demonstrates how vital it is to understand the way history shows up in the knotty particulars of every single life--especially after an election that put the lie to sweeping statements about overbroad demographics. Taffa's story, told in this lyrical yet refreshingly earthbound memoir, feels both extraordinary and, she writes, "as common as dirt." Raised by a light-skinned mestiza mother and a father who was half Quechan (Yuma) and half Laguna Pueblo, the author was born into what felt to her like an identity crisis. Throughout this propulsive account of her childhood--Whiskey Tender ends when she is 18--centuries of Native American displacement reverberate in the present. For instance, Taffa remembers in vivid detail how a family move to New Mexico from their California reservation ruptured her sense of self, and explains how government policies encouraged tribal members to seek work outside their lands. She also deftly recalls and contextualizes her struggles in navigating conflicting values and cultures with the benefit of decades of hindsight. The result is a memoir that illuminates and burns, a story that speaks for generations and for one individual, who is unique but never alone.

[image: ]
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RFK Jr. Is a Bellwether

Kennedy embodies several trends across politics, science, and society, which require careful attention to understand how America is changing

by Derek Thompson




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a tangle of biographical ironies. He is an anti-elite renegade bearing the most elite surname in politics. Once feared for his left-wing radicalism when Barack Obama considered him for a Cabinet appointment in 2008, he has now been nominated to lead a major department for a right-wing administration. A notorious vaccine skeptic, Kennedy is set to direct health policy under the president who oversaw Operation Warp Speed, the country's most successful vaccine-development program.

These inconsistencies, along with Kennedy's colorful history of interactions with the animal kingdom, have made him the object of relentless derision in the press. I'm not interested in taking Kennedy's side in these debates; he has said many things that are plainly wrong. But Kennedy embodies several trends across media, politics, science, and society, all of which require careful attention to understand how America is changing--and what sorts of people are, like Kennedy himself, poised to take advantage of those changes in the future.

The first, and most obvious, phenomenon to loft Kennedy to power has been the long shadow cast by COVID. Much of his popularity is an echo of pandemic anger over perceptions of government overreach, including lockdowns, mask mandates, extended school closures, vaccine requirements, and what many see as the hypocritical and inconsistent application of these rules.

Read: RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency

Kennedy's outspoken position on vaccine safety has revealed--and also helped drive--the GOP-ification of the anti-vax position. Until just a few years ago, vaccine skepticism was nonpartisan. It was associated both with a hippie approach to health, which chiefly appealed to affluent lefties, and with the doctrine of political liberty, which appealed more to conservatives. In Kennedy, these anxieties are fused. He both exaggerates the risks of vaccine ingredients and also frames his objection to vaccination policies as a defense of personal choice. President Joe Biden "violated one of the central principles of freedom" with the vaccine mandates, Kennedy said in a video posted to X earlier this year. Those views align him with the Republican Party, which has become much more distrustful of science and scientists in the past few years.

Kennedy's vaccine skepticism must be placed in a broader context to understand its political power. A lifelong crusader against corporations, Kennedy has few good things to say about almost any technological invention. He has voiced histrionic fears about nuclear reactors, said that Wi-Fi can cause "leaky brain," suggested that chemicals in the water supply might make kids transgender, wondered aloud if Prozac might contribute to school shootings, and posted support for the so-called chemtrails conspiracy, which holds that the government uses the contrails, or condensation trails, of jetliners to spread toxic chemicals. At the same time, he is a big fan of products and behaviors that predate, say, modern agriculture. In October, he pledged to end the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of, among other things, "raw milk," "clean foods," "exercise," and "sunshine."

This primitive romanticism is the core of the modern Republican Party. To the extent that any single attitude unites the motley coalitions under Donald Trump, it is a pervasive distrust of incumbents, establishments, and legacy organizations. In Pew Research surveys, less than half of Republicans say they believe that higher education, Big Business, tech firms, the media, the entertainment industry, or unions have a positive effect on society. Although more than 60 percent of Democrats say they trust a variety of news organizations, including CNN and The New York Times, there is not one media company that more than 60 percent of Republicans say they trust, including Fox News.

One common explanation for Democrats' recent losses among young and nonwhite voters is the "diploma divide." College-educated Americans are moving left while less-educated Americans are moving right. Kennedy's rise reveals a similar but distinct phenomenon, which is the "institutional-trust divide." As the Vox writer Eric Levitz pointed out, young, nonwhite, and less-educated voters tend to have less trust in major institutions. They are more interested in "a paranoid vision of American life and a populist contempt for the nation's political system," he wrote. And these are precisely the groups that are moving fastest away from the Democratic Party. One might say that Democrats have become the party of bureaucratic rules, with their emphasis on guardrails and their appeals to democracy, while the GOP has become the party of anti-establishment rulers--swashbuckling outsiders who pledge to use their power to burn down the system.

Kennedy is also at the forefront of fitness politics. Since joining the Trump campaign, Kennedy has launched a spin-off movement: MAHA, or "Make America healthy again." Brad Stulberg, a personal-development author and faculty member at the University of Michigan School of Public Health, told me that he sees MAHA as emblematic of an emerging phenomenon, which he calls "performative health."

Whereas personal health is a just-the-basics approach to diet and exercise, Stulberg defines performative health as "a macho aesthetic" that messily combines a distrust of FDA-approved therapies, an enthusiasm for supplements, and a fixation with manly strength, especially strength that can be captured by front-facing cameras in gyms and posted to social media. Performative health is overtly masculine, Stulberg told me, and Kennedy is its champion, with his exercise videos, his relentless criticisms of the FDA, his reliance on vitamins and supplements, and his endorsement of testosterone-replacement therapy.

How can someone be a skeptic of federally approved therapies that have gone through rounds of clinical testing but also an outspoken fan of infrequently tested (or untested) supplements and risky drug regimens? One possibility goes back to institutions: Therapeutics that carry the stink of FDA and Big Pharma are automatically questionable. Another explanation is that supplements, vitamins, and antiaging treatments sound like tools for the already strong to get stronger, whereas pharmaceutical companies make therapies for sick people. By this somewhat Nietzschean calculation, supplements help the healthy (thus: good), whereas drugs are a corporate conspiracy to entrap the weak (thus: bad).

Although this is certainly a simplistic worldview, it might hold appeal for some young men who are looking for a model of masculinity. "I think many young men are drawn to this attitude toward fitness, and it's being delivered by people who are coded as conservative," Stulberg said. According to an analysis of voter behavior by the pollster Patrick Ruffini, men younger than 45 shifted 13 points toward Trump between the 2020 and 2024 elections. (Nonwhite noncollege men shifted right more than 20 points.) Kennedy, Stulberg said, shows how these concepts of strength, masculinity, and conservatism can be fused inside America's majority-male party.

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

The final trend that Kennedy epitomizes is the political dominance of elites who make "anti-elitism" their political brand. Kennedy has modeled this approach for years. He has spent his entire life as a celebrity. But for about as long as he's been in the public eye, he has played the part of an insider's outsider, combining a powerful name with a contempt for power. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," he once wrote, and his lifelong crusade has taken him from anti-corporate environmental lawyer to anti-government health crusader.

This style--the elite who despise the elite--describes some of Trump's most influential backers, including Elon Musk, the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen, and the financier Bill Ackman. What's notable about these figures isn't that they're wealthy people supporting the conservative candidate; that's a dog-bites-man story. Rather it's that they've all couched their support for Trump as anti-establishment--whether it's Ackman against colleges and the DEI bureaucracy, Musk against legacy media, or Andreessen against the Biden administration's crypto policies. Each of these immensely powerful men has recognized that, in an age of anti-incumbency, the best way to promote one's cause is to align oneself with the common man's plight and to frame one's opinions as a war against power.

Kennedy has, rather ingeniously, situated himself at the intersection of the most important trends in American politics and society, including but not limited to post-COVID anger at government overreach, the polarization of vaccine skepticism, the rise of anti-institutional crusaders in the GOP, the emergence of performative health as a branch of pro-masculine politics, and the triumph of anti-elite elitism. His specific views may not deserve support. But his political style deserves attention.
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America's Lonely Future

What happens when the nation takes a zero-sum approach to the world?

by David Frum




In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."

The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.

Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with other nations so that there may be, for our mutual advantage, increased production, increased employment, and better standards of living throughout the world."

Truman's vision inspired American world leadership for the better part of a century. From the Marshall Plan of the 1940s to the Trans-Pacific Partnership of the 2010s, Americans sought to achieve security and prosperity for themselves by sharing security and prosperity with like-minded others. The United States became the center of a network of international cooperation--not only on trade and defense, but on environmental concerns, law enforcement, financial regulation, food and drug safety, and countless other issues.

By enriching and empowering fellow democracies, Americans enriched and empowered themselves too. The United States has led and sustained a liberal world order in part because Americans are a generous people--and even more so because the liberal world order is a great deal for Americans.

Open international trade is nearly always mutually beneficial. Yet there is more to the case than economics. Trade, mutual-protection pacts, and cooperation against corruption and terrorism also make democracies more secure against authoritarian adversaries. Other great powers--China, India, Russia--face suspicious and even hostile coalitions of powerful enemies. The United States is backed by powerful friends. These friendships reinforce U.S. power. By working with the European Central Bank, for instance, the U.S. was able to freeze hundreds of billions of dollars of Russian assets after the attack on Kyiv in 2022. Russia imagined those assets beyond American reach; they were not domiciled in the United States. Yet when necessary, the U.S. could reach them thanks to its friends.

Trump's deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Americans who lived through the great tumult of Truman's era understood that the isolationist slogan "America First" meant America alone. America alone meant America weakened. That lesson was taught by harsh experience: a depression that was deepened and prolonged by destructive tariff wars, by each afflicted country's hopeless attempt to rescue itself at the expense of its neighbors; a world war that was enabled because democratic powers would not act together in time against a common threat. The lesson was reinforced by positive postwar experience: the creation of global institutions to expand trade and preserve the peace; the U.S.-led defeat of Soviet Communism and the triumphant end of the Cold War.

But in the years since, the harsh experience has faded into half-forgotten history; the positive experience has curdled into regrets and doubts.

Read: What Europe fears

Donald Trump is the first U.S. president since 1945 to reject the worldview formed by the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the Cold War.

Trump's vision has no place for "mutual good" or "mutual advantage." To him, every trade has a winner and a loser. One side's success is the other side's defeat. "We don't beat China in trade," he complained in the first Republican presidential-primary debate of 2015. "We don't beat Japan ... We can't beat Mexico." His deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods and services at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Trump regularly disparages U.S. allies, and threatens to abandon them. "We're being taken advantage of by every country all over the world, including our allies--and in many cases, our allies are worse than our so-called enemies," he said at a rally this November. But unlike the "America First" movement before World War II, Trump's "America First" vision is not exactly isolationist. Trump's version of "America First" is predatory.

Read: A good country's bad choice

In a midsummer interview, Trump demanded that Taiwan pay the United States directly for defense. "I don't think we're any different from an insurance policy," he said. When the podcaster Joe Rogan asked Trump in October about protecting Taiwan, Trump answered in a more revealing way: "They want us to protect, and they want protection. They don't pay us money for the protection, you know? The mob makes you pay money, right?"

American allies in fact make large contributions to collective security. Total assistance to Ukraine from the European Union nearly matches that of the United States. South Korea pays for the construction and maintenance of U.S. facilities in Korea--and for the salaries of Koreans who support U.S. forces. But Trump wants direct cash payments. In a speech to the Economic Club of Chicago in October, he called for an annual levy of $10 billion from South Korea as the price of protection against North Korea.

Trump seems to have his eye on other payments too; in his first term, he collected benefits for himself and members of his family. Countries that wanted favorable treatment knew to book space at his Washington, D.C., hotel or, it seemed, to dispense business favors to his children. According to a 2024 report by Democrats on the House Oversight Committee, Trump's properties collected at least $7.8 million from foreign sources during his first term.

In his second term, the stream of payments may surge into a torrent. Trump owes more than half a billion dollars in civil penalties for defamation and fraud. How will he pay? Who will help him pay? Trump's need for funds may sway U.S. foreign policy more than any strategy consideration. One of his largest donors in 2024, Elon Musk, stands to benefit hugely from U.S. help with government regulators in China and the EU. Musk is also a major government contractor--and one with strong views about U.S. foreign policy. Over the past few years, he has emerged as one of the fiercest critics of American support for Ukraine. On November 6, Musk joined Trump's first postelection call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. Those who invest in Trump--be they foreign agents or mercurial billionaires--may, over the next four years, annex U.S. power to reshape the world to their liking and their profit.

In 2019, Trump delivered a Fourth of July address on the National Mall. The speech exulted in the fearsome lethality of the U.S. military, but Trump had little to say about American ideals or democratic institutions. Trump has never accepted that the United States is strengthened by its values and principles, by a reputation for trustworthiness and fair dealing. The U.S., to him, should command respect because it is the biggest and strongest bully on the block. When his friend Bill O'Reilly asked him in a 2017 interview about Vladimir Putin, Trump scoffed at the idea that there might be any moral difference between the U.S. and Russia. "You think our country's so innocent?"

Open trade and defensive alliances were already bumping into domestic resistance even before Trump first declared himself a candidate for the presidency. The U.S. has not entered into a new trade-liberalizing agreement since the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama negotiated by the George W. Bush administration and signed by President Barack Obama. The Trans-Pacific Partnership was rejected by a Republican Senate during Obama's last year in office. The Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump, then added more of its own.

But Trump uniquely accelerated America's retreat from world markets, and will continue to do so. His first-term revision of the North American Free Trade Agreement preserved existing access to U.S. markets for Canada and Mexico in return for raising higher barriers around all three North American economies. He has nominated Jamieson Greer, who he said "played a key role during my First Term in imposing Tariffs on China and others," as U.S. trade representative. The tariffs Trump desires, the protection money he seeks, and his undisguised affinity for Putin and other global predators will weaken America's standing with traditional allies and new partners. How will the United States entice Asian and Pacific partners to support U.S. security policy against China if they are themselves treated as threats and rivals by the makers of U.S. trade policy?

Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership.

Trump supporters tell a story about Trump's leadership. They describe him as a figure of strength who will preserve world peace by force of personality. Potential aggressors will be intimidated by his fierce unpredictability.

This story is a fantasy. Trump was no more successful than his predecessors at stopping China from converting atolls and sandbars in the South China Sea into military bases. Chinese warships menaced maritime neighbors on Trump's watch. In September 2018, one passed within 45 yards of a U.S. destroyer in international waters. In January 2020, Iran fired a missile barrage against U.S. forces in Iraq, inflicting 109 traumatic brain injuries. During Trump's first presidency, the United States continued to fight two shooting wars, one in Afghanistan and one against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Over those same four years, the Russian forces that invaded Crimea and eastern Ukraine in 2014 inflicted more than 500 civilian casualties.

Every president puts a face on the abstraction that is the American nation, and gives words to the American creed. Few spoke more eloquently than Ronald Reagan, who famously compared the United States to a "shining city on a hill." In his farewell address, Reagan asked, "And how stands the city on this winter night?" Reagan could answer his own question in a way that made his country proud.

The "city on a hill" image ultimately traces back to the New Testament: "A city that is set upon a hill cannot be hid." The visible hilltop location imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers. Now the hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys--the dominance against which Truman warned. Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership. Some of its citizens will delude themselves that the country has become great again, while in reality it will have become more isolated and less secure.

Americans have tried these narrow and selfish methods before. They ended in catastrophe. History does not repeat itself: The same mistakes don't always carry the same consequences. But the turn from protector nation to predator nation will carry consequences bad enough.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Marauding Nation." It has been updated to reflect the fact that, after the article went to press, Donald Trump nominated Jamieson Greer as U.S. trade representative.
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Behind the Brain Rot

Oxford's controversial Word of the Year captures how chronically online life has become.

by John Hendrickson




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


The image is black-and-white, lending it an air of "historical artifact": A modern-day Donald Trump standing next to Elvis Presley. The president-elect posted the picture on Truth Social last night. Presley is strumming a guitar; Trump is idling in the frame. Of course, this scene is impossible, and it's not a real photograph. Elvis died in 1977, when Trump was 31 years old. Nevertheless, here's Trump, side by side with the King, not smiling, not singing, just ... hanging out. There is no punch line, or even a semblance of a joke. It is literally just something to look at.

Amid a string of recent Cabinet-nomination announcements, the incoming president chose to share this image with his millions of social-media followers. The people responding in the comments loved it, and some replied with similar images, most of which appeared to be AI-generated. You could say that this is harmless. But what is it adding to the world? How is this even entertainment?

The heavy sigh and slightly hungover feeling this type of content elicits might best be described as brain rot--Oxford's 2024 Word of the Year.

Brain rot is marked by a "supposed deterioration of a person's mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as a result of overconsumption of material (now particularly online content) considered to be trivial or unchallenging." It has a symbiotic relationship with internet garbage, or, as shoddily made AI-generated content has been deemed, slop, some of which is created by spammers who find financial incentive in flooding social platforms. Brain rot is the symptom, not the disease: It stems from this daily avalanche of meaningless images and videos, all those little tumbling content particles that do not stir the soul.

And yet these ephemera nonetheless seep into our skulls. Slop has a way of taking up valuable space while simultaneously shortening our attention span, making it harder to do things like read books or other activities that might actually fulfill us. Brain rot doesn't hurt; it's dulling, numbing, something more like a steady drip. You know you have it when you have consumed but you are most certainly not filled up. And the deluge of disposable digital stuff often feels like a self-fulfilling, self-deadening prophecy: Rotting brains crave more slop.

The Trump era, and especially the current phase in which we find ourselves, is likewise the era of brain rot, of junk, of exhaustion. My colleague Charlie Warzel argued over the summer that the MAGA aesthetic, in a word, is slop: "The high-resolution, low-budget look of generative-AI images appears to be fusing with the meme-loving aesthetic of the MAGA movement," he wrote. He's right, though it's important to acknowledge that slop (and its attendant brain rot) transcend politics. Even if you tune out the news, you're still bound to deal with the never-ending stream of meaningless digital debris. Take, for example, the slate of popular Netflix reality shows, which often feel designed to watch while you're looking at something else on your phone. These programs are like a televised Yule Log, flickering in the background for comfort but not actually providing much of anything.

Though it seems highly modern, brain rot, as a phrase, dates back to Henry David Thoreau, the transcendentalist contemporary of Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of the founders of this magazine.

As Oxford University Press notes on its website:

The first recorded use of 'brain rot' was found in 1854 in Henry David Thoreau's book Walden, which reports his experiences of living a simple lifestyle in the natural world. As part of his conclusions, Thoreau criticizes society's tendency to devalue complex ideas, or those that can be interpreted in multiple ways, in favour of simple ones, and sees this as indicative of a general decline in mental and intellectual effort: "While England endeavours to cure the potato rot, will not any endeavour to cure the brain-rot--which prevails so much more widely and fatally?"


Today, Walden Pond, outside of Boston, is one of the surest places one can visit to alleviate brain rot. You can swim in the cool reflective water, stare at the swaying trees, wander along the muddy shore. I went a few summers ago and felt more offline than I had in a while.

Oxford itself has received flack for being too online in its Word of the Year choices: Last year was the comparatively peppy rizz, while the year before was something more of a brain rot brethren: goblin mode. But getting mad at words is like getting mad at the weather. For better or worse (almost certainly worse), the distinction between our online and offline lives has been vanishing for years, and the line is now all but gone. The best thing we can do is see it all as life itself, and know that whatever feeling we are dealing with is a version of what Thoreau dealt with 170 years ago. Only slightly more stupid.

Related:

	The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop.
 	"What I learned when my AI Kermit slop went viral"




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	South Korea's warning for Washington
 	Musk and Ramaswamy are making a big mistake.
 	The slow, quiet demise of American romance




Today's News

	South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol announced that he would lift the emergency martial law he imposed earlier today after the National Assembly unanimously voted to end it.
 	A judge dismissed the federal gun case against Hunter Biden, who was scheduled to be sentenced next week, after President Joe Biden pardoned his son.
 	The United States will send Ukraine an additional $725 million military-aid package, which includes missiles, ammunition for High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems, and counter-drone systems, according to a State Department announcement yesterday.




Evening Read
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It's Never Too Late to Learn an Instrument

By Caroline Mimbs Nyce

The recorder used to be an instrument people wanted to hear. As a 1946 article in The Atlantic explained, it gets mentioned lovingly in Shakespeare's Hamlet and Milton's Paradise Lost ...
 But by 1946, recorders were already commonly associated with terrible screeching noises, most often made by children. And today, few adults play them. In fact, they don't really play instruments at all.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": Since the election, I fear Men.
 	The next abortion battlefront
 	Adam Serwer: Trumpists don't seem to mind claims of sexual assault.
 	RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency.
 	Why Syria matters to the Kremlin




Culture Break


Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Netflix; Martha Stewart / Courte.



Watch. Martha, a new Netflix documentary, explores the cost of Martha Stewart's chase for domestic perfection.

Read. Check out these seven books that can be read by a family, featuring titles that speak to a wide array of ages and tastes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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South Korea's Warning for Washington

Even botched plots to seize power damage democratic institutions and norms.

by Brian Klaas




A right-wing wannabe authoritarian president--a leader who attacks the press, is accused of abusing power for personal gain, uses his power to block investigations into his family's potential corruption, hopes to stay in office to avoid heading to prison, and only seems to have concepts of a plan to address his nation's inflation and health care--declared martial law earlier today.

This is not a dystopian fever dream for what may soon come to pass in the United States, but instead a rapidly unfolding crisis in South Korea, where President Yoon Suk Yeol shocked his nation with a hastily executed surprise power grab under the pretext of an unspecified military threat from North Korea and enemies within. Late Tuesday evening in Seoul, Yoon issued a statement calling the country's National Assembly a "den of criminals" and claiming that it was undermining governance. Martial law was needed, Yoon claimed, to stop the "anti-state forces that are plundering the freedom and happiness of our people."

Within hours, protests broke out around the assembly building, and the lawmakers within it unanimously voted to overturn Yoon's martial-law declaration. Clashes between protesters and law enforcement have continued since the announcement, and the demonstrations are likely to keep growing, demanding Yoon's resignation.

Michael Schuman: The American global order could end

"I think Yoon is done," Karl Friedhoff, a Korea expert at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, told me. "In his mind, he may have imagined this as a power grab, but this was more about sheer incompetence."

Korea's civil society is strong, and mass protests have long been a signature element of its political culture. "If you've been to Korea and haven't seen a protest, you haven't really been to Korea," Friedhoff quipped.

Yoon essentially has been a lame-duck leader since South Korea's April 2024 legislative elections, in which his party suffered devastating losses. Like many incumbents, Yoon faced the global headwind of high inflation. Yet much of his unpopularity was of his own making. One of Yoon's top power brokers was allegedly paid to ensure that a certain candidate would be selected for their party's nomination to a legislative seat; this scandal also linked the first lady to allegations of election interference and dominated headlines in recent weeks as potentially implicating audio from Yoon's phone calls leaked to the public. Yoon has used his power to block investigations into his family's alleged scandals. Along with perceived mismanagement of public services and the economy, these scandals have devastated Yoon's popularity; a recent poll found his approval at just 19 percent.

South Korea is the 12th-largest economy in the world and, aside from Japan, the most important democracy in East Asia. But it is also a comparatively young democracy, having emerged from authoritarian rule only in the summer of 1987, after the popular uprising known as the "June Democratic Struggle." This matters because martial law is not an abstract concept to older Koreans, so much as it evokes a vivid memory of the country's not-so-distant dictatorial past. The last South Korean coup d'etat took place in 1980, after a general declared an expanded version of martial law and became president. That time, the popular backlash was crushed. Authoritarianism persisted for another eight years. (Many Korea experts and political-science indexes don't count the Republic of Korea as a fully consolidated democracy until 2002.)

Since then, South Korea's democracy has made significant progress and been hailed as one of the biggest antiauthoritarian success stories of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. It's still fragile, however, and the country's institutions have been showing signs of stress for some time. The stressors may sound familiar to Americans, despite a very different context. Gi-Wook Shin, a professor of contemporary Korea at Stanford University, wrote in 2020 that the country was facing a "democratic depression," in which "opponents are demonized, democratic norms are eroded, and political life grows ever more polarized." Politicians, rather than trying to cool tensions, have instead appealed to "chauvinistic nationalism." (Unlike in the United States, however, two of South Korea's living former presidents who broke the law actually served time in prison before they were pardoned.)

Yoon's power grab seems likely to fail. But invoking martial law--even for a few hours--does lasting damage to democratic norms. One of the core principles of democratic governance is civilian rule, which stipulates that the military provides security but has no role in political governance. Democracies collapse when that barrier is removed, such as when a coup d'etat takes place. But even failed coups or failed attempts to execute martial law can crack the civil-military barrier. They remind everyone within the political system that one person--a power-hungry politician or a self-serving general--could destroy decades of progress in an instant. Establishing the norm that the military is outside the scope of politics takes years of good behavior, from those in military fatigues as well as those in suits. Wrecking it can take as little as one misguided decision.

Read: What Trump doesn't understand about the military

South Korea's recent turmoil also illustrates what the late political scientist Juan Linz called the "perils of presidentialism." Linz argued that democratic experiments tend to fail when they allow executive power to reside in a president rather than in a prime minister under parliamentary constraint. Writing in 1990, Linz warned, "Heavy reliance on the personal qualities of a political leader--on the virtue of a statesman, if you will--is a risky course, for one never knows if such a man can be found to fill the presidential office." At the time, Linz pointed to one conspicuous exception: the United States.

President Yoon's seemingly failed bid to consolidate power under martial law is a cautionary tale for Washington on the eve of a second Trump administration. Sometimes, incompetent authoritarians botch plots to seize power. They still damage democratic institutions and norms in the process. And sometimes, the power grabs succeed--because presidential democracy is not protected by constitutions written with magical ink. Rather, it can survive its moments of greatest peril through the actions of brave people who cherish ideals more than power. As Linz warned, such people are not always in plentiful supply.
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Trumpists Don't Seem to Mind Claims of Sexual Assault

Anything is forgivable as long as it comes from people they like.

by Adam Serwer




Donald Trump is most likely not trying to intentionally assemble a Cabinet chock-full of people accused either of sexual assault or of enabling it, but if he were, he'd be killing it.

Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, who has been accused of "sexual encounters" with a minor and paying women for sex, withdrew his nomination for attorney general last month. Gaetz, who has denied the allegations, was in no way qualified for the position, but he met Trump's main criterion of being likely to comply with the president-elect's every decree. (In Gaetz's stead, Trump has nominated former Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi, who faces claims of more pedestrian political corruption.)

Read: Either way, Matt Gaetz wins

Trump's nominee to lead the Pentagon, the former Fox News host Pete Hegseth, has a military background, but he holds extreme views and beyond being another Trump toady is similarly unqualified to lead America's large, complicated military bureaucracy. A 22-page police report describes an alleged sexual assault in California seven years ago--Hegseth has insisted that the encounter was consensual, and later entered into a financial settlement with the accuser; no charges were ultimately filed. Beyond the accusation, Hegseth's statements about sexual assault and women reveal someone who appears to not take either rape or women's contributions to the military seriously; he has, for example, suggested reversing the rule allowing women in combat roles, because they might be raped by their comrades. If Hegseth is innocent of the sexual-assault allegations, he would nevertheless remain unfit for the role.

Trump's nominee to run the Department of Health and Human Services, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., is a staunch ally of preventable childhood diseases who belongs nowhere near a public-health position in the federal government, given his views on vaccinations alone. He also stands accused of sexually assaulting his former live-in nanny. (As The Guardian reported, when asked about the incident publicly, Kennedy acknowledged having "skeletons in his closet," and later sent the nanny a text saying he had no memory of the incident but apologizing for making her uncomfortable.)

Linda McMahon, Trump's pick to ruin the Department of Education, is being sued alongside her husband, the wrestling magnate Vince McMahon, over allegedly having enabled the sexual abuse of underage "ring boys" who worked for what was then known as the World Wrestling Federation, now World Wrestling Entertainment. (The McMahons have also denied any wrongdoing.) McMahon's husband reportedly remains under federal investigation for sex trafficking related to their business, and she has no background in education, other than a brief stint on the Connecticut Board of Education that ended shortly before the revelation that she had falsely claimed to have an education degree.

Then there is Trump himself, who in a 2023 civil suit was held liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll. As Quinta Jurecic writes, "The choice to begin a new administration with this particular slate of picks represents a remarkable commitment to moral ugliness." The message seems to be that allegations should be taken seriously only if they involve a certain class of persons.

These allegations are credible because they are backed up by official documents, witness accounts, and in Trump's case, a verdict. That gives them more weight than a mere accusation. Notably, no standard of evidence would make these accusations credible to many conservatives, because the individuals are Republicans, whereas unfounded claims of sexual misconduct against entire categories of people have been a basis for right-wing policy making over the past four years.

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

Republicans spent much of the Biden years baselessly accusing LGBTQ people of being "groomers" seeking to sexually assault children, and then passing discriminatory laws using those same unfounded accusations as justification. They then nominated Trump, who had admitted on the infamous Access Hollywood tape that he believed his celebrity status allowed him to "grab" women "by the pussy," and sent him back to the White House. Trump spent his campaign smearing immigrants as sexual predators as well. The contradiction here can be understood as a key element of Trump-era conservative ideology, which is that such categories as "sexual predator" can apply only to groups that conservatives are targeting, and never to conservatives themselves. An immigrant or LGBTQ person is therefore a "groomer" until proved otherwise, whereas a conservative by definition cannot be one, no matter what they've allegedly done.

For example, prior to Gaetz's withdrawal, as reported by HuffPost's Arthur Delaney, Republican Senator Lindsey Graham told a reporter, "We're not going to try Pete Hegseth or Matt Gaetz based on press statements." When the reporter pointed out that the allegations against Hegseth had been outlined in a police report, Graham responded, "I don't care."

Again, after several years of passing laws and demanding mass deportations on the pretext that sexual crimes are abhorrent and must be prevented without regard for the individual rights of entire groups of people, the response to such allegations made against a prominent Republican is "I don't care." Which at least has the virtue of being honest.

Contrast this indifferent response with the treatment of Representative-Elect Sarah McBride of Delaware, the first transgender person elected to federal office. House Speaker Mike Johnson and the publicity-hungry Representative Nancy Mace--who just four years ago attempted to present herself as someone who "strongly" supports "LGBT equality" when that seemed politically advantageous--have spent recent weeks publicly trying to humiliate and bully McBride. Johnson set a House rule banning her as well as any other trans-women staffers or visitors from women's bathrooms on Capitol Hill, and Mace proposed a federal law that would do the same for "members, officers and employees" of the House. Mace has presented her bill as an attempt to protect women from sexual assault.

McBride, for her part, has said, "I'm not here to fight about bathrooms, I'm here to fight for Delawareans and to bring down costs facing families. Like all members, I will follow the rules as outlined by Speaker Johnson, even if I disagree with them." Nevertheless, it's worth noting that such "bathroom bills" ultimately have the perverse effect of making any woman deemed insufficiently feminine subject to suspicion, as well as forcing men to use the women's room.

As the writer Parker Molloy notes, the Republican fixation on McBride illustrates the folly of the punditocracy's constant advice to Democrats to lay off "identity politics," beyond the obvious fact that Trumpism is itself identity politics. Republicans get a say in which issues become salient, and if they want to make every news cycle about trans people or immigrants or whichever group they want to demonize, then they can do that. If Democrats then defend the rights of that group, prominent voices in the media will inevitably accuse the Democrats of being obsessed with identity politics, as though it was their choice to bring up the issue in the first place.

The contrast between how Republicans react to conservatives actually accused of sexual assault and a trans person who simply exists is instructive. If you are a conservative, then you cannot be a sexual predator no matter what you have done. If you are a member of a community that conservatives despise and wish to justify discrimination against, then you are a sexual predator, even if you have never preyed on anyone. This is not principled opposition to sexual abuse; it is a commitment to disparaging entire groups of people in order to legitimize intolerance against them. These divergent reactions offer a grim shorthand for Trumpist politics, which seeks not to solve problems but provide scapegoats for those problems, and then hope that people are too distracted by hatred to notice.
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Since the Election, I Fear Men

How do I get over this anxiety?

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

I've never been an anxious person. However, since the election, I've been experiencing what I imagine are anxiety attacks. (I initially went down a cardiology rabbit hole, as I'm told is common for your first time, but ultimately landed on circumstantially triggered panic.) Cutting to the chase: I've realized I'm no longer feeling enraged or even hopeless but instead I am fearful ... of Men. This is a difficult state of cognitive dissonance to be in, given that I have a lovely and kind husband and a young son who epitomizes the term mama's boy, and I have luckily never experienced a traumatic event that would trigger these vague but crippling thoughts. So how do I separate my fear of Men (capital M) from my love of men (lowercase m)? I'm asking you in particular because your name is James, and because you seem to have the wise, fatherly vibe I need from a person who might tell me the truth without making me spiral.



Dear Reader,

Well, I've had a few panic attacks, and I'm also a man, so let's see if I can be of any use to you.

Once upon a time, in some dank, forgotten venue in London, I saw the spoken-word performer Don Bajema opening for Rollins Band. (Those were the days: You heard some poetry and then you got flattened by some rock and roll.) The line of Bajema's that fixed itself in my memory--the line with which, as I recall, he ended his set--went something like this: So what can I do, what can I do but try like fucking hell to be a man?

It took a few years, and some belated growing up, before I understood why I'd hung on to these words in particular: because they prophesied my own basic sense of manhood. Being a man--a realized man, a non-chaotic man--is something (I learned) that you have to work at. You have to try like fucking hell, and keep trying. A man's sense of himself, like a dodgy website, is always under construction. For as long as he lives, there'll be something provisional and precarious about it--which can lead, if unacknowledged, to all sorts of trouble, usually for the women and the children in his life. But a man who's carrying his own weight, who knows his own frailty and can manage it, will give a woman or a child no reason to be afraid.

Having said all that, I'm as reluctant to talk about uppercase-M Men as I am to talk about uppercase-W Women, for the simple reason that I don't know any. All of my friends and loved ones--men, women, and nonbinary--live in lowercase, trying hard, screwing up, doing their best, falling short, hurting people, delighting people: the standard human comedy. They're not mouthing off on podcasts or writing hot takes. They're people, not pundits or politicians. I know that the incoming wave of Trumpism bears with it a foaming mantle of boors and braggarts and shouty ideologues, all carrying on with apparent impunity. But that is just so much noise. It really is. It will pass. Don't let them get in your head.

Anxiety loves an abstraction, some big zero of a concept that it can chew on infinitely. A free-floating Fear of Men, like a Fear of Death or a Fear of Insanity, is ideal food for Johnny Panic (as Sylvia Plath called him--in The Atlantic, as it happens, back in 1968). It's tiramisu to him. So cut him off. Get down in your own life and talk with your own men: That's the level at which to conduct the grand negotiation between the sexes, which is always evolving and which will evolve (I'm assuming) forever.

My own panic attacks, as I now see them, were a primer in ontological instability--for which, in retrospect, I'm grateful: Knowing how close we all are to the Howling Nothing, that's good stuff for a writer, good stuff for a human being. At the time, however, it was bloody awful. For you, in the thick of it right now, I prescribe deep breathing, cold showers, reduced caffeine, repeated viewings of What About Bob?, and a session or two with Walker Percy's Lost in the Cosmos.

One foot in front of the other,

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.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Day 3 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Ripples from a galactic merger

by Alan Taylor




Day 3 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: The Hubble Space Telescope brings us this nearly edge-on view of the lenticular galaxy NGC 4753. Lenticular galaxies have an elliptical shape and ill-defined spiral arms. NGC 4753 sits about 60 million light-years from Earth, and is believed to have merged with a nearby dwarf galaxy about 1.3 billion years ago, creating the distinctive wavy dust lanes around its nucleus.

See the full advent calendar here, as a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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RFK Jr. Is in the Wrong Agency

He could be a great agriculture secretary.

by Nicholas Florko




Leading the Department of Health and Human Services seems, at first glance, like a dream job for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., quite possibly America's most infamous anti-vaxxer. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the agencies that play a central role in researching, reviewing, and recommending vaccines. But promoting his own vaccination views will likely be a long push for subtle changes--rulings that Americans may get vaccinated, rather than should--and he's said, at least, that he's not aiming to "take away anybody's vaccines." Based on his recent public statements, he appears much more interested in cutting down on America's consumption of seed oils, and frozen school-lunch pizza. In nominating Kennedy to lead the health department, Trump is kneecapping one of the few bipartisan issues he campaigned on this election: improving the diet, and overall health, of Americans. If Trump truly wanted RFK Jr. to fulfill those parts of their pledge to "Make America healthy again," he should have picked a different job for the would-be health secretary.



Since endorsing Donald Trump for president, Kennedy has pledged that he will "get processed food out of school lunch immediately," argued that the government must stop subsidizing the crops that make seed oils, and urged Trump to stop allowing people to buy soda with federal food benefits. The "Make America healthy again" agenda also advocates for more comprehensive pesticide regulation, and for regenerative agriculture, which aims to improve soil biodiversity and limit chemical inputs. Kennedy won't be able to do any of this as the head of the federal health department.



Trump has already signaled that the EPA, which has the power to crack down on pesticides, is off-limits, because RFK Jr. "doesn't like oil." But Kennedy could have been an era-defining leader of the USDA, which regulates school lunches, doles out subsidies for oilseed crops, and sets rules for public-assistance programs including SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. Before being nominated for HHS, RFK Jr. even posted an Instagram video filmed outside the Department of Agriculture, promising in the caption to enact the MAHA agenda "when @realDonaldTrump gets me inside the USDA."



At HHS, he'll still have some influence over his favorite food-related issues, such as banning certain food additives. He'll also have direct impact on the next round of federal dietary guidelines, which are due to be released in 2025. But HHS's powers to change Americans' food intake are either indirect or slow.



To remove a food ingredient as health secretary, for instance, Kennedy would have to pressure the FDA to issue ingredient bans. Because Kennedy would oversee the agency, Marty Makary, Trump's pick for FDA commissioner, would have to at least entertain that request, but even so, the agency would likely need years to pull any ingredient off shelves. Banning an ingredient requires significant science and legal justification. Earlier this year it banned brominated vegetable oil, a chemical added to certain sodas that has been banned in Europe and the United Kingdom for years. Right now, the agency relies on just a few people to do this kind of work. (The staff reviewing the safety of food additives is small enough that the head of the FDA's food center recently boasted that he was able to add five full-time staffers.) Speeding up the office's work--which includes policing new additives that food companies are regularly launching--would require more funding and cut against Trump's pledge to limit government spending.

But the negative effect of the food additives that Kennedy seems most worried about is felt by only a small subset of eaters. He has spoken, for instance, about a yellow dye known as tartrazine. He has claimed that the dye is tied to asthma, but a 2001 meta-analysis found that avoiding tartrazine "may not benefit most patients, except those very few individuals with proven sensitivity." (Many of Kennedy's other claims about the dye's harms are highly debated among toxicology experts.) By contrast, a program to restrict soda in SNAP, as Kennedy has proposed, might require its own bureaucratic finagling at USDA, but could affect a significant portion of the 42 million people who use the program. Changes to school lunch, similarly, would affect some 28 million young people.



Putting RFK Jr. at HHS also doesn't totally make sense as a political decision. Confirmation fights are less contentious when the nominee has bipartisan bona fides; few Democrats support most of Kennedy's health-care views, and his historically liberal views on abortion could cost him some Republican votes. But plenty of liberals like his take on food and agriculture. As HHS secretary, RFK Jr. is also likely to be dragged into the politics of Trump's mass-deportation plan, an issue he's largely steered clear of, because Health and Human Services is in charge of caring for unaccompanied children who are apprehended for being in the United States illegally. Trump's last HHS secretary, Alex Azar, quickly became what Politico called the "public explainer and punching bag for the migrant crisis." While Azar was getting tongue-lashed by Congress in 2018, RFK Jr. was tweeting that the policy amounted to immigration officials "forcing beleaguered parents to make Sophie's Choice at America's borders." Trump's USDA secretary will have to navigate calls from the farm industry to spare agricultural laborers from the administration's mass-deportation plan, but as health secretary, Kennedy will likely have to be the face of any policy detaining migrant children, or openly criticize his boss.



The person Trump did pick to lead the Department of Agriculture--America First Policy Institute CEO Brooke Rollins--has much less obvious interest in its purview than Kennedy does. Beyond an undergraduate degree in agricultural development, she doesn't have any direct agricultural experience that prepares her for the job, and her current organization's related policy work seems focused on concern over U.S. agricultural land being purchased by China.



Trump's choice to nominate RFK Jr. for HHS seemed like a last-minute decision. After all, in late October, a co-chair of the Trump transition team promised that Kennedy would not be picked to lead the department, only for Trump to name him to that position two weeks later. Maybe it just resonated as a sound-bite to have the head of the "Make America healthy again" movement lead the health department. Maybe Trump wanted to stash RFK Jr. at an agency where he can't actually do much harm to the big food companies that have historically allied with the Republican Party. Either way, the result is that RFK Jr.'s desires to improve our food supply--the parts of his agenda that have the most bipartisan appeal--will be stymied at HHS. Trump put Kennedy in the position where he will both face the most political friction and be least effective. RFK Jr. might try to nudge or influence Rollins to his way of seeing things, but the health secretary demanding that the agriculture secretary change farm and food policy is the equivalent of the governor of California urging the governor of Texas to change that state's immigration policy. It just won't happen.
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        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Do you have a deep, dark secret?Edgar Allan Poe is popularly known for writing early-American horror stories. But for me, he is a social scientist who used fiction instead of theory and statistics to make his arguments about human behavior. My favorite example of this is his 1843 short story "The Tell-Tale Heart," which describes a man slowly going mad because of a dark secret. The narrator recou...

      

      
        The Sound of Fear on Air
        David Frum

        Updated at 8 p.m. ET on December 4, 2024.This morning, I had an unsettling experience.

I was invited onto MSNBC's Morning Joe to talk from a studio in Washington, D.C., about an article I'd written on Trump's approach to foreign policy. Before getting to the article, I was asked about the nomination of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense--specifically about an NBC News report that his heavy drinking worried colleagues at Fox News and at the veterans organizations he'd headed. (A spokesman for th...
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        For three years running, while considering which books will make up our Atlantic 10 list, we have asked ourselves the same basic questions: Which stories this year brought unexpected clarity to the subjects that most confounded our understanding? Which of them opened up new, enlivening ways of thinking about things we only thought we knew? This effort feels particularly valuable at a moment when the world is changing rapidly and dramatically.Each of our 10 resulting selections is a triumph of alc...

      

      
        America's Lonely Future
        David Frum

        In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with o...

      

      
        The Coming Democratic Revolution
        Franklin Foer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Resistance is not futile, although it might seem that way at the moment. No major protests are set to descend on the National Mall. Legal challenges to Donald Trump's policies are likely doomed, given how far rightward the judiciary shifted during his previous administration. With Trump's unified control of the Republican Party, which now has unified control of Washington, congressional oversight is defunct.T...
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        Kristen V. Brown
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The second time I freaked out about bedbugs, my landlord suggested I might be overreacting, just a tad. My husband and I had fought back an infestation just five months earlier; now, after finding a single bedbug on my pillow--sated because, I presumed, it'd bitten me--I was demanding that the building respond. "You know they don't cause disease," the landlord told me.Common wisdom holds that bedbugs do not spread diseases to humans, just as my landlord sa...
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        Hunter Biden has lived a troubled life, and faced years in prison--until Sunday, when his father rescued him, issuing a full executive pardon clearing him of all charges. Show me a parent who wouldn't have done the same. If saving Hunter was politically improper or reputationally risky, it was also done in accordance with the higher and fiercer laws of familial love.Politicians, like all people in positions of power, are meant to deal impartially with conflicts of interest pertaining to their fami...
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        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA, CSA, K. Misselt and A. AbergelDay 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures one of the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead Nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.See the full advent calenda...
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        George Packer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The Roosevelt Republic--the progressive age that extended social welfare and equal rights to a widening circle of Americans--endured from the 1930s to the 1970s. At the end of that decade, it was overthrown by the Reagan Revolution, which expanded individual liberties on the strength of a conservative free-market ideology, until it in turn crashed against the 2008 financial crisis. The era that followed has lac...
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        Derek Thompson

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a tangle of biographical ironies. He is an anti-elite renegade bearing the most elite surname in politics. Once feared for his left-wing radicalism when Barack Obama considered him for a Cabinet appointment in 2008, he has now been nominated to lead a major department for a right-wing administration. A notorious vaccine skeptic, Kennedy is set to direct health policy under the president who oversaw Operation Warp Speed, the country's most successful vaccine-development pr...

      

      
        Would You Pay $1,000 for a Family Photo?
        Erin Sagen

        Updated at 4:07 p.m. ET on December 2, 2024Kirsten Bethmann started photographing families in 2005. She was living in the Outer Banks, in North Carolina, and found the era's default aesthetic to be pretty uninspired--"families standing stiffly in sand dunes," as she described it to me. So, when she entered the field, she drew from her background in photojournalism and tried something more natural: She'd instruct families to play on the beach for most of their hour-long session, then spend 10 minut...
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        Richard A. Friedman

        Doctors have long taken for granted a devil's bargain: Relieving intense pain, such as that caused by surgery and traumatic injury, risks inducing the sort of pleasure that could leave patients addicted. Opioids are among the most powerful, if not the most powerful, pain medications ever known, but for many years they have been a source of staggering morbidity and mortality. After the Civil War, thousands of veterans became addicted to morphine and opium, which were used to treat battle injuries ...

      

      
        Trump's Predatory Version of 'America First'
        Isabel Fattal

        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.Ronald Reagan, invoking the 17th-century Puritan John Winthrop, once compared America to "a shining city on a hill." This image of visibility and power, my colleague David Frum writes in a new essay, "imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers." In the next Trump era, David argues, Reagan's...

      

      
        Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, STScI, A. Simon, M. H. Wong, J. DePasqualeDay 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street," as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to one another and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentia...
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        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The image is black-and-white, lending it an air of "historical artifact": A modern-day Donald Trump standing next to Elvis Presley. The president-elect posted the picture on Truth Social last night. Presley is strumming a guitar; Trump is idling in the frame. Of course, this scene is impossible, and it'...

      

      
        South Korea's Warning for Washington
        Brian Klaas

        A right-wing wannabe authoritarian president--a leader who attacks the press, is accused of abusing power for personal gain, uses his power to block investigations into his family's potential corruption, hopes to stay in office to avoid heading to prison, and only seems to have concepts of a plan to address his nation's inflation and health care--declared martial law earlier today.This is not a dystopian fever dream for what may soon come to pass in the United States, but instead a rapidly unfoldin...

      

      
        Trumpists Don't Seem to Mind Claims of Sexual Assault
        Adam Serwer

        Donald Trump is most likely not trying to intentionally assemble a Cabinet chock-full of people accused either of sexual assault or of enabling it, but if he were, he'd be killing it.Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, who has been accused of "sexual encounters" with a minor and paying women for sex, withdrew his nomination for attorney general last month. Gaetz, who has denied the allegations, was in no way qualified for the position, but he met Trump's main criterion of being likely to...
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The 'Mainstream Media' Has Already Lost

The newspapers and networks of the 20th century are ceding ground. And the people taking their place aren't playing by the same rules.

by Helen Lewis




This October, in the closing days of the presidential election, the podcaster Joe Rogan said something extraordinary. He had just hosted Donald Trump for a three-hour conversation in his studio in Austin, Texas, and wanted to make clear that he had discussed a similar arrangement with Kamala Harris's campaign. "They offered a date for Tuesday, but I would have had to travel to her and they only wanted to do an hour," he posted on X. "I strongly feel the best way to do it is in the studio in Austin." And so Rogan declined to interview the vice president.

What a diva, some people said. If you're offered an interview with a presidential candidate, get off your ass and get on a plane! But Rogan could dictate his own terms. He is not competing in the snake pit of D.C. journalism, where sitting opposite a major candidate delivers an instant status bump. He is the most popular podcaster alive, with a dedicated audience of right-leaning men who enjoy mixed martial arts, stand-up comedy, and wild speculation about aliens (space, not illegal); they are not political obsessives. Rogan knew that Harris needed him more than he needed her.

Nothing symbolizes the changed media landscape of this past election more than Rogan's casual brush-off. Within a week, his interview with Trump racked up more than 40 million views on YouTube alone, and millions more on other platforms. No single event, apart from the Harris-Trump debate, had a bigger audience this election cycle. By comparison, Harris's contentious interview with Bret Baier on Fox News, the most popular of the cable networks, drew 8 million viewers to the live broadcast, and another 6.5 million on YouTube.

Those figures demonstrate the absurdity of talking about the "mainstream media" as many still do, especially those who disparage it. According to a 2021 Pew Research Center survey, Americans with a wide range of political views generally agree about which outlets fall within this definition: newspapers such as The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal and television networks such as CNN. Everyone else who's disseminating information at scale is treated like a couple of hipsters running a craft brewery who are valiantly competing with Budweiser.

From the October 2024 issue: Helen Lewis on how Joe Rogan remade Austin

That's simply not true. Rogan is the "mainstream media" now. Elon Musk, too. In the 2024 campaign, both presidential candidates largely skipped newspaper and television sit-downs--the tougher, more focused "accountability" interviews--in favor of talking directly with online personalities. (J. D. Vance, to his credit, made a point of taking reporters' questions at his events and sat down with CNN and the Times, among others.) The result was that both Trump and Harris got away with reciting slogans rather than outlining policies. Trump has not outlined how his promised mass deportations might work in practice, nor did we ever find out if Harris still held firm to her previous stances, such as the abolition of the death penalty and the decriminalization of sex work. The vacuum was filled with vibes.

The concept of the mainstream media arose in the 20th century, when reaching a mass audience required infrastructure--a printing press, or a broadcast frequency, or a physical cable into people's houses--and institutions. That reality made the media easy to vilify. "The press became 'the media' because the word had a manipulative, Madison Avenue, all-encompassing connotation, and the press hated it," Richard Nixon's speechwriter William Safire wrote in his 1975 memoir.

Somehow, the idea that the mainstream media is made up of major corporations has persisted, even though the internet, smartphones, and social media have made it possible for anyone to reach an audience of millions. Two of the most important information sources of this election cycle have a job that didn't exist even a decade ago: Acyn Torabi and Aaron Rupar, who watch hours of political rallies and TV appearances in order to clip them for social media. These "clippers" can drive days of discussion, particularly when the context of a remark is disputed--such as when Vance's 2021 remarks characterizing Democrats as "childless cat ladies" went viral.

Today, the divide between the "mainstream" and the outsiders is not about reach. Sixty-three percent of American adults get at least some of their news from television, 42 percent from radio, and 26 percent from print publications, according to a 2024 Pew report. But 54 percent get at least some of their news from social media--meaning that, alongside established outlets, they're relying on sources such as Infowars videos, Facebook memes, and posts on X.

The divide is not about influence, either. During Trump's victory speech in Florida, he invited the UFC boss Dana White to say a few words. White thanked the streamer Adin Ross, the podcaster Theo Von, the YouTubers known as the Nelk Boys, and the former NFL players Will Compton and Taylor Lewan, as well as Rogan. During the campaign, all of these men had hosted Trump for softball interviews, often with the encouragement of Trump's 18-year-old son, Barron; Ross even gave Trump a gold Rolex and a customized Tesla Cybertruck during their livestream. (You don't get treatment like that from the Wall Street Journal editorial board.)

From the May 2024 issue: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

Trump's showmanship, aggression, and ability to confabulate suit this new environment. His inconsistency is not a problem--these interviews are designed to be entertaining and personal, not to nail down his current position on abortion or interrogate his income-tax policies. Trump has been especially enthusiastic in his embrace of this new media class, but the Democrats also understand its power: In 2023, Jill Biden addressed a White House holiday party for hundreds of influencers. "You're here because you all represent the changing way people receive news and information," she reportedly said. At the Democratic National Convention, more than 200 "content creators" were credentialed along with traditional journalists.

Being outside the mainstream is, today, seen as more authentic, more in tune with Real America.

Finally, the media divide is not about resources, either. Although some of the legacy outlets are still large, well-funded companies, so are many of the upstarts. Vance, Peter Thiel, and Vivek Ramaswamy have all invested in the video platform Rumble, which went public in 2022 with a reported valuation of $2.1 billion. When The Daily Wire, a right-wing online news organization, tried to hire the internet personality Steven Crowder, he was offered $50 million over four years. He rejected this, calling deals like these "slave contracts."

As for Rogan, he has apparently chosen to forsake fact-checkers and lawyers in favor of some guy named Jamie who looks up stuff on Google, but he doesn't have to do that. His last deal with Spotify was reportedly worth as much as $250 million. He could hire a whole newsroom if he wanted to. But Rogan has intuited, correctly, that many Americans no longer trust institutions. They prefer to receive their news from trusted individuals.

The main beneficiary of our outdated ideas about the "mainstream media" is the political right. Not so long ago, conservatives resented their exclusion from the MSM, because they thought it painted them as extreme: Sarah Palin complained about the "lamestream media," while the late Rush Limbaugh preferred to call it the "state-controlled media" or the "drive-by media."

But that's changed. Being outside the mainstream is, today, seen as more authentic, more in tune with Real America. Trump's constant criticisms of the "fake-news media" have been enthusiastically embraced by his downballot copycats. Complaints about alleged liberal media bias have been amplified by commentators who are themselves overtly partisan: Tucker Carlson, Russell Brand, Dan Bongino, Megyn Kelly, Charlie Kirk, Alex Jones. The underlying premise is that all media skew toward one side or another, but at least these people are honest about it. That allows them to speak alongside Trump at rallies (Kelly), embrace bizarre conspiracy theories (Jones), talk about their encounters with demons (Carlson), and continue to work despite multiple allegations of sexual assault (Brand, who has denied the claims)--all things that would be out-of-bounds for actual journalists.

And let's be clear, some influencers are very cozy indeed with the subjects they cover. You may not have heard of the Instagrammer and Substacker Jessica Reed Kraus, who was formerly a lifestyle influencer, but she has more than 400,000 subscribers on Substack, where she boasts about her access to Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Trump. In January, she joined Kennedy on his catamaran in Hawaii, sipping mimosas and eating pineapple; she attended Trump's Super Bowl party at Mar-a-Lago. Reed Kraus is open about focusing on personalities, not policy. "Average Americans don't have the time or patience to sift through what separates one candidate's health care plan from another," she told Semafor. "But they relate and respond to intimate aspects that speak to one's character."

Often, these very same influencers are the loudest voices complaining about the failures of "the media." On the eve of the election, Rogan hosted Musk, that other great titan of the new media, to make the case for Trump--whom Rogan then endorsed. "The legacy media, the mainstream media, is not balanced at all," said Musk, who personally donated more than $100 million to Trump's reelection efforts. "They're just a mouthpiece for the Democratic Party." Never mind that, for example, CNN's Andrew Kaczynski broke the single most damaging story to the Harris campaign--that she had indeed, in Trump's phrase, supported "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." (This became a staple of Republican attack ads.) Nor did it matter to Musk that, amid his complaints about the standards of the mainstream media, he has repeatedly promoted fake stories: about Nancy Pelosi's husband, about gangs attacking polling stations during the recent Venezuelan election, and even about a dead squirrel whose euthanasia the right saw as evidence of government overreach. When he is proved to be wrong--often by the same legacy media that he decries--he tends to delete his posts without a correction or an apology.

What happens next? To me, the picture looks bleak: more conspiracy theories, more noise, more loudmouths complaining about other people's bias. It's hard to see how journalistic institutions get rebuilt when so many of their business models have collapsed. The migration of ad dollars to Google and Meta means that--with few exceptions--20th-century newsrooms are not coming back.

We cannot reverse the drift from institutions to individuals. Nor can the new partisan outlets be forced to adopt 20th-century norms. The Fairness Doctrine--the policy, repealed under Ronald Reagan, that required broadcasters to reflect contrasting views--is gone for good. We have to let go of the notion that "mainstream media" is a category reserved only for journalists guided by a professional code of ethics, a mission of public service, and an aspiration toward objectivity or at least fairness.

Many independent reporters do good and important work--I'm thinking of the YouTuber Coffeezilla's work on crypto scams, for example, and Jason Garcia's investigations into Floridian politics on his Substack, Seeking Rents--but they are surrounded by a clamorous sea of partisans who operate under new and different rules. Flaunt your bias, get cozy with your subjects, and don't harsh their mellow by asking uncomfortable questions. "You are the media now," Musk told X users as the election results came in. It was the truest statement he had made in months.

To the folks building their own platforms, to the influencers hopping on catamarans with politicians, to the streamers handing out Teslas to their guests--well done on your triumph. Welcome to the mainstream media. Now hold yourselves to the same standards you demand from others.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Joe Rogan Is the Mainstream Media Now."
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Winter Is Cooked

It's getting not only warmer but wetter.

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 12:47 p.m. ET on December 5, 2024

Bing Crosby's performance of "White Christmas" has, in recent years, sounded to me like an elegy. Some people might still get white Christmases, but where I live, in New York City, 2002 is the last time any snowflakes fell on Christmas Day. That is not a statistic of climatalogical significance, really. It's more like an omen.



This winter most places in the U.S. should expect less snow than what many people--and the historical record--would consider normal. Climate change might be making summer days and nights hotter, but across most of the U.S., winter is getting warmer faster than any other season. Cold streaks are shorter, freezing nights are fewer, and extremely cold days are just not as cold. The places with the most dramatic warming are also some of the country's classic winter wonderlands: In Albany, New York, winter is 6.8 degrees (Fahrenheit) warmer on average than it was some 50 years ago, according to an analysis by the nonprofit research group Climate Central. Winters in Concord, New Hampshire, and in Green Bay, Wisconsin, are each 7 degrees warmer, and winter in Burlington, Vermont, is more than 8 degrees warmer. In the places of much of America's winter mythmaking, the image of a reliably snow-frosted landscape might be more suitably replaced with an image of bare trees and rain.



Snow will still fall for many years to come, sometimes in great quantities. But both the extent of snow cover in North America and the length of the season that would support it have been gradually shrinking. Springtime snows are particularly disappearing. And last winter, researchers identified a "snow-loss cliff"--an average winter-temperature threshold below which snowpack is fairly stable, but above which snow loss happens fast. Justin Mankin, a climate scientist at Dartmouth who contributed to that finding, lives in New Hampshire, which exists well on the other side of that snow-loss cliff, where each additional degree of temperature rise dramatically diminishes snowpack. He now considers the "marginal use cost" of cross-country-ski gear he bought for his kids to be going up and up. "There's really no snowmaking for cross-country skiing. You just have what nature's giving you," he told me. And now there are simply fewer days with worthy conditions to go cross-country skiing than there once were.



When I called him this week, he could see fresh snow outside his window. But that is still perfectly in line with climate predictions. "This is the kind of cognitive dissonance of global warming writ large that we need to hold," he said. "There will be winters where there probably won't be much snow accumulation. And then there'll be other winters where there will be." What will change--and what already has--is any kind of consistency. The snow system will get far more jumpy with each additional degree of warming. "Snow just doesn't have the reliability that it has had in our imagination from the 20th century. That's just gone," Mankin said. "That's the thing that is challenging our imagination for a place like New Hampshire."



But winter precipitation isn't going away. A study published in September found that the likelihood of extremely wet winters, especially in the Northeast and Midwest, is set to rise significantly. Whereas about one in 30 winters would be classified as very wet now, that rate could rise to six or seven winters out of 30 by the end of this century. But because temperatures will be higher, much more of that precipitation will fall as rain, rather than snow.



Akintomide Akinsanola, a climate scientist at the University of Illinois at Chicago and the lead author of that paper, told me he's lived in Chicago for four years without seeing one of the midwestern city's notorious major winter storms. His findings imply that most places across the country (except the southern Great Plains region) should be girding themselves for more winter flooding as the century wears on. "The average person is going to experience that firsthand," he told me. Most places should be planning for that future, and thinking about how they will withstand those new extremes.


 In parts of the U.S. that rely on snowpack for water, such as the Mountain West, the implications of both Mankin's and Akinsanola's papers are about water security. But in the Northeast and Midwest, that research points to a less concrete loss, of ice fishing and pond skating and dogsledding, and other parts of life that just aren't as possible in a sopping wet, muddy winter. The identity of these places will continue to vanish as long as the global temperature keeps going up, which it will until carbon emissions halt. "The odds of a winter being snow-free just increases with each gigaton of emissions," Mankin said. In New Hampshire, he is expecting both "mud season" and "stick season," when trees are bare of leaves but also bare of snow, to extend further into the best part of the year in his state, when downy white should be blanketing everything.



This article originally misidentified Dartmouth College as Dartmouth University.
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Victims of Violence Don't Owe the Public Anything

Omar Khalifah's debut novel resists the demand placed on those who have experienced historical atrocities to tell their stories.

by Bekah Waalkes




For Edward Said, to be Palestinian was to be an exile. In 1979 he wrote, "Behind every Palestinian there is a great general fact: that he once--and not so long ago--lived in a land of his own called Palestine, which is now no longer his homeland." Yet Said is careful to maintain that despite this shared past, all Palestinians have unique histories and experiences. "What I have tried to insist on," he writes, "is the richness of 'the question of Palestine,' a richness often obscured, ignored, or willfully misrepresented."

Said's desire for "richness," for specificity and detail, resists the impulse to settle into a conclusive story about the past. This philosophy underlies Sand-Catcher, Omar Khalifah's sharp, darkly funny debut novel, translated from Arabic by Barbara Romaine. The novel follows a group of four young Palestinian journalists who work at a Jordanian newspaper, characters identified only as archetypes: Two men, Qaa'id (meaning "leader") and Khaa'in ("adulterer"), and two women, Mutarjima ("translator") and Khaa'ina ("adulteress"). (No one in Sand-Catcher is referred to by their proper name.) Together the journalists--the only four of Palestinian descent at their newspaper--are assigned to interview an old man who is his family's last living eyewitness of the 1948 Nakba, during which more than 750,000 Palestinians fled from their home or were expelled by the new state of Israel. Through the interview and its absurd aftermath, Khalifah satirizes the idea of telling your story as a noble or even politically effective pursuit. Instead, Sand-Catcher asks what is lost when the multiplicity of experience is reduced to a single, traumatic story.

That kind of flattened narrative--easily packaged and sold--is exactly what the journalists hope to extract from the old man. Sand-Catcher is set in the lead-up to the 70th anniversary of the Nakba, in 2018. The novel begins with the interview, the four journalists equipped with "digital recorders, papers, smart tablets, cameras, and nineteen questions." Surrounded by his family members, the old man sits silently through each of the journalists' carefully crafted questions, offering nothing in response. Flustered, Qaa'id eventually says, "You can't imagine how valuable your testimony to the events of the Nakba will be. The world has declared war on the collective memory of the Palestinians, 'ammi, and you're a soldier on the right side of this war. All of us have a duty to tell the world our stories, so that--" He's interrupted by the old man: "Get the hell out of here, you motherfuckers!"

The outburst might seem shocking, but we soon learn that the old man's only wish is "to die without being forced to tell anyone about 1948." He has spent his whole life refusing to excavate his past as a form of national duty. Even his eldest son does not know what happened to his father in 1948; he scheduled the interview in the hopes that he might finally have the chance to hear his father's memories, despite the fact that they'll be "mediated by strangers." The old man's grandson, too, is curious about his grandfather's past, recalling a school assignment for which he had tried to interview him about the Nakba:

When I got home from school that day, I approached him and told him what the teacher had asked for. My grandfather said, "Write." I opened a notebook and sat down by him.
 "Palestine was lost."
 "Palestine was lost."
 "Full stop."


This line becomes the old man's only refrain when his family asks about the Nakba: Palestine was lost.

Read: I am building an archive to prove that Palestine exists

If the old man's silence frustrates and hurts his family, it outrages the reporters. This is where Khalifah's satire is at its sharpest: The journalists begin to cast themselves as victims, not aggressors, in the fight to unearth the old man's memories. After all, they think, their careers are on the line. If they fail, their editor threatens, he will not just assign other writers to the interview, but he will make the resulting article entirely about their failure. The editor knows what sells: a dramatic story.

Freshly determined to get the old man to speak, the journalists hatch a ludicrous plot. They accost him after Friday prayers and kidnap his grandson, using him as leverage to coerce the old man into talking with them; they also try to get their hands on a diary that he has kept since 1948. In chronicling their increasing desperation to finish the job, Sand-Catcher grows darker and more absurd. The journalists overstep boundaries, ignore their conscience, and fight--sometimes physically--with one another.

What lies behind their rabid intensity? The journalists are not just motivated by their professional ambition: They all feel a personal stake in hearing the old man's account. Because each of them lives in exile, their homeland is accessible only secondhand, through anecdotes and their family's memories. For them, and for others of their generation who have never spent time in Palestine, these stories become almost cipherlike, obscuring the place itself. The grandson reflects that for him, Palestine "acquired the character of something like a legend: simultaneously real and unreal--something he saw every day without ever getting to know it fully, a mystifying text he didn't know how to read, despite its powerful effect on him."

The journalists have similarly complicated feelings about Palestine. Early on in the novel, Khaa'ina asks her colleagues to "name one specific thing, something distinctive, about your connection to Palestine." The scene morphs from conversation into confession, revealing truths that each journalist continues to reflect on over the course of the novel. Qaa'id admits that he still mixes up the colors of the Palestinian flag. Mutarjima tells the group that the first time that she ever made maqlouba, a traditional Palestinian dish, she burned it "to a crisp." Khaa'ina recalls that she set her wedding date for the anniversary of the Nakba, which she didn't realize until the Palestinian band she'd hired refused to play. Khaa'in seeks out affairs with Palestinian women, searching for a kind of profound, mystical connection that he imagines he might find with a woman with whom he shares a land of origin. Through its polyvocal structure, Sand-Catcher refutes the demand for one Palestinian story to be told (and sold), instead offering many stories, about many kinds of people, with many different relationships to Palestine.

Read: A naked desperation to be seen

But perhaps the most powerful insight of Sand-Catcher is that the call to bear witness shouldn't supersede the right to privacy. The old man calls the journalists "thieves," condemning their almost-vampiric hunger to take something essential--his recollections--from him. His memory is "an intimate concern, something private, and he didn't want anyone else getting near it. Why not respect the one unique thing left to him from his homeland?" The grandson says that everyone--his father, the journalists--sees his grandfather's story "as a matter of public record," belonging not to him but to all Palestinians. He considers the realities of life that people prefer to keep to themselves: intimate relationships, embarrassing moments from childhood, troubles at work. But witnesses to significant events, especially violent ones, are not given the option to stay silent. For them, speaking out becomes a moral duty, as Qaa'id tells the old man--a national, collective responsibility to counter the history being written by those in power.
 
 In the end, the old man surrenders his diary in exchange for his grandson. But he gets the last word. When the journalists open the notebook, each entry is the same: a date, from May 15, 1948, until May 15, 2018, and underneath it, the phrase "Palestine was lost." Reading Sand-Catcher in late 2024, as the terrible violence in Gaza and Lebanon continues, is a poignant reminder that each picture, each death recorded, represents an individual, a whole world of dreams, ideas, and idiosyncrasies. And some of these people might prefer, like the old man, to keep their experiences to themselves. When atrocities become commonplace, when dominant narratives circulate unchecked and unopposed, too often the burden of collective memory comes to rest on individual witnesses--people who, Sand-Catcher suggests, might have something to lose in the telling.
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Putin Decides That Stalin's Victims Were Guilty After All

Authorities in Moscow once exonerated people who were tortured, imprisoned, and killed during the Soviet era. The current president wants to undo that.

by Leon Aron




Recently, Russian President Vladimir Putin's government announced the "rescission" of a 1991 law officially rehabilitating past victims of political tyranny. Beginning in the late '80s, an efflorescence of truth under the leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin had revealed the full extent of the Soviet Union's horrific crimes against its own citizens. Ultimately, more than 3.5 million defendants--people whom that now-extinct totalitarian regime had arrested, tortured, sentenced to monstrous terms in the Gulag, or shot to death--were acquitted, in many cases posthumously.

The new move to reinstate charges is ostensibly aimed at "traitors of the Motherland and Nazi accomplices" during World War II, or the Great Patriotic War as it's known in Russia. But the enormous scope of the operation will almost certainly include other victims of Soviet "justice" during the reign of the dictator Joseph Stalin. Putin's prosecutor general is moving quickly, having already reinstated the charges against 4,000 people as part of a two-year "audit."

Anne Applebaum: Falsifying Russian history is a step toward more violence

The cases against these defendants will be reviewed under articles of the Criminal Code that can be construed expansively. One punishes "state treason"; another, "secret cooperation" with the state's enemies. The latter article was adopted only in 2022. Which means that some long-dead people who until now were deemed to have been wrongly convicted will be re-prosecuted under a law that did not exist when their alleged crimes were committed.

To most people outside Putin's Russia, the resentencing of deceased political prisoners will appear ludicrous. Why go to all this trouble? In fact, these cases reveal something important about how his regime operates. From 2000 to about 2010, rapid economic growth was the key source of Putin's popularity and his regime's legitimacy. But that phase petered out. Since then, Putin has sought instead to rally the public to the defense of a motherland besieged by the perfidious and cunning West. Hoping to present an appealing vision of the future, he has declared his Kremlin an heir to an idealized version of the Soviet Union--a mighty and benign superpower, the bane of Nazis, a moral and military counterweight to America. Putin, a former KGB agent, believes that the Soviet era was glorious and wants his subjects to feel inspired by it. And if that means relitigating decades-old cases to justify Stalin's terror against his own people, Putin is happy to do it.

Read: Why the Russian people go along with Putin's war

The process of de-rehabilitation is deliberately murky. According to the British Broadcasting Corporation, the names of defendants and almost all case records are classified. The courts accept the legitimacy of Stalinist judicial institutions--including "special departments," military tribunals, and the infamous "troikas" of officials who efficiently sentenced prisoners to exile or death--and original sentences are confirmed without any new corroborating evidence.

Foremost among the likely targets are the alleged Ukrainian "Nazis"--that is, nationalists who resisted Soviet reoccupation after World War II. The overthrow of their alleged "heirs" in the current "neo-Nazi Kiev regime" was one of Putin's stated reasons for invading Ukraine.

Indeed, the Kremlin's systematic assault on historical memory is tightly bound up with the war on Ukraine. In order to keep sending Russians to die or be maimed in combat, Putin urgently needs them to accept--and even feel moved by--the idea that Russia's bright future lies in the Soviet past and that they are fighting to recover the Soviet Union's unchallenged might.

Putin has long sensed what pro-democracy revolutionaries of the late 1980s and early 1990s tended to disregard: many Russians' deep-seated trauma from the loss of their country's exalted place in the world. Asked in a 2011 national survey whether "Russia must restore its status of a great empire," 78 percent of Russians agreed. Instead of continuing to reckon, as Gorbachev and Yeltsin did, with the true causes of the Soviet Union's fall from superpower status, Putin would rather erase the public's memory of the millions arrested and tortured, shot after five-minute "trials," exiled to sicken and die, or worked and starved to death in the Gulag.

In 2015, a Gulag museum in the Perm region was "redesigned" to de-emphasize political prisoners. It was part of a pattern that continues to this day. Four years ago, while amending the Russian constitution to effectively make himself president for life, Putin inserted an article committing the government to the "the defense of historical truth." In reality, the measure gave him even more power to suppress and rewrite history. In 2022, four days after Russia invaded Ukraine, the authorities shut down the group International Memorial, which had been founded in the late '80s by the former dissident Andrei Sakharov and others to monitor political imprisonment and preserve memories of Stalinist terror.

Anne Applebaum: 'We are being punished for daring to criticize the authority'

The war accelerated what the Russian newspaper Kommersant called an "epidemic of destruction of the memorials to the victims of Stalinist repression." At least 22 monuments disappeared between February 2022 and November 2023. In St. Petersburg, a memorial board with lines from Anna Akhmatova's world-renowned poem Requiem was removed from the wall of a former prison where the great Russian poet recalled standing "for 300 hours" waiting for news of her arrested son. Last month, Moscow authorities shut down the authoritative and artistically stunning Museum of Gulag History over an alleged violation of fire-safety regulations.

Meanwhile, monuments to Stalin's Soviet Union are proliferating. This summer, Kommersant counted 110 obelisks and statues commemorating Stalin himself. Almost half had been erected in the past 10 years. The sculptures are said to be "privately funded," usually by local Communists. But they would not be tolerated in public space without the Kremlin's permission.

Watch: The truth about Stalin's prison camps

The most influential of Stalin memorials is being raised in the minds of the young. From birth, the "Putin generation" has known no other leader. The 635,000 students--and potential future soldiers--who graduated from high school this year learned Soviet history from an 11th-grade textbook that the prominent dissident Dmitri Savvin described as the "most Stalinophilic item" in Russian territory since Stalin's death in 1953. In the textbook's narrative, the butcher of millions is never culpable. His monstrous deeds are either omitted, explained away, or copied uncritically from official Soviet narratives.

For example, his Great Purge of 1936-38, a bacchanal of death, is merely the result of a "complicated international situation" and the threat of a new world war. In "such circumstances," the textbook instructs, Stalin "thought it necessary" to suppress "domestic opposition"--people who in the case of an invasion might have become a "fifth column," stabbing the Soviet Union in the back. Anyway, the textbook avers, the repressions seemed justified to most Soviet citizens, and Stalin's popularity "not only did not diminish" but "continued to grow." Undiscussed is how, after the Nazi invasion began in 1941, Stalin hid out in his dacha for 10 days before addressing the public, or how the execution of virtually all senior military commanders in the Great Purge contributed to the military disasters that soon followed.

After Stalin's death, the Soviet government admitted that many of his victims had been wrongly accused. Others were officially rehabilitated beginning in the final years of the Soviet Union, when a consensus emerged that if Russia failed to face the truth about Stalin and his regime, a democratic future would be subverted. Only a perpetual, living, and constantly renewed memory of the mass murder would prevent the restoration of a criminal, authoritarian regime.

From the November 2014 issue: Understanding Stalin

Putin too understands this. That is why his government is methodically reviving criminal charges against thousands of previously exonerated victims of the Soviet regime. "Who controls the past, controls the future," George Orwell wrote in 1984. "Who controls the present, controls the past." Putin's historical revisionism has become an indispensable feature of his regime. And as long as he controls the present, his war on memory will only broaden and deepen.
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How to Shed a Guilty Secret

If you are carrying a private shame that's making you miserable, you have options.

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.

Do you have a deep, dark secret?

Edgar Allan Poe is popularly known for writing early-American horror stories. But for me, he is a social scientist who used fiction instead of theory and statistics to make his arguments about human behavior. My favorite example of this is his 1843 short story "The Tell-Tale Heart," which describes a man slowly going mad because of a dark secret. The narrator recounts a murder he has committed, of an old man with a filmy blue "vulture eye," whose regard the murderer simply could not endure.

The narrator's objective in telling this story is to demonstrate his own sanity; Poe's objective is to study the effects of this terrible act on the murderer. The narrator-killer hides the old man's body under the floorboards of his house, but then he begins to hear the beating of the dead man's heart beneath his feet. The sound--clearly a metaphor for the murderer's tormenting shame and guilt--grows louder and louder. In the end, the narrator can stand the thumping no longer; seeking relief, he confesses his crime to the police.

You, of course, are unlikely to have committed a crime like the narrator's and suffer insanity as a result, yet the genius of Poe's psychodrama is that it gives you a glimpse of how your mind works. Most, if not all, of us have guilty secrets, secrets we have never told anyone. For many people, including perhaps you, these secrets are an emotional burden, harming your quality of life. Fortunately, you can find easier ways to get relief than confessing to the cops.

From the July/August 2021 issue: Edgar Allan Poe's other obsession

Psychologists call the secrets we keep about ourselves self-concealment. Although what you self-conceal might feel uniquely shameful, the experience of carrying a guilty secret really doesn't vary that much across the population. Michael Slepian, a professor of leadership and ethics at Columbia University, maintains a website called KeepingSecrets, which organizes into various categories the things that people are hiding from others. Murder is not one of the categories on the site; the most common secrets anonymously cataloged involve what moralists might call infidelity or indiscretion, but what in more social-scientific language we'd label "extra-relational attraction thoughts" (attraction to someone who isn't your partner) and undisclosed sexual behavior. In short: Your own tell-tale heart probably involves love and sex.

These themes are fairly consistent among men and women, and at all different ages. If you assume that these kinds of secrets would be less frequent among older adults, think again: According to Slepian's data, more than half of men aged 60 and older have engaged in sexual behavior that they've never disclosed to a soul. Among women of that age, extra-relational thoughts that they keep to themselves are just as common as such secrets are for women in their 30s.

Some secrets go unshared for eminently practical reasons, such as not telling your colleagues that you're on the job market. For the most part, though, a secret stays hidden for self-protection against the disapproval of people whom we care about. For example, confessing to your family that you have a crush on a co-worker who isn't your spouse would be costly for you in multiple ways. For this reason, scholars have noted that secrets are an effective way to avoid unnecessary conflict in relationships.

Secret-keeping can also be motivated by your own negative emotions of guilt and shame. Psychologists define guilt as an adverse evaluation of an act, accompanied by remorse or regret; shame involves feeling bad about yourself as a person. To express this distinction in more concrete terms: You feel guilty for telling a lie to your friend; you are ashamed of being a liar. Or put another way: Guilt is more about harming others; shame more about a threat to one's self-conception. So keeping certain behavior secret means not having to reveal a source of guilt or shame--or perhaps even deal with it yourself. In that sense, self-concealment can include not only hiding an awkward fact about yourself from others, but also hiding the knowledge of it from yourself.

Some evidence backs up the idea that guilt can be alleviated with this sort of occlusion. With shame, however, dark secrets create torment. As Professor Slepian and his colleagues showed in a 2020 article in the journal Emotion, shame tends to provoke the unwelcome intrusion of the secret into your thoughts throughout the day. Other research has shown that concealment itself tends to elicit shame. In other words, shame and secrecy can feed on each other in a vicious cycle to bother you.

This vortex of shame is very bad for happiness. Neuroscientists have demonstrated that shame activates both the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is responsible for mental pain, and the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, which processes rumination. Psychologists observe that concealing secrets predicts negative affect (sour mood), physical malaise, and general distress.

Another unhappy effect of secrets is that they undermine intimacy. By creating a barrier between loved ones, secrets can make close relationships dysfunctional. If a friend or family member is cold toward you, don't assume that it's because of anything you did; a secret shame could be the cause.

Read: I love secrets too much

Keeping a shameful secret is like carrying around a heavy object. It weighs on your ability to think about other things; it makes you enjoy life less; it is uncomfortable, even painful. The research is clear that if you can find a way to put that object down, you will feel much better. One 2019 study of adults practicing self-concealment showed that, as expected, the correlation between guarding a secret and quality of life was negative--whereas revealing that secret to someone had a neutral effect on the sharer's quality of life and being free from the preoccupation enhanced their quality of life, to the point where the secret no longer had a negative impact. In other words, to feel happier, tell your secret to someone and then let it go.

Not so simple, I know. To begin with, if the troublesome secret involves an ongoing behavior that you're ashamed of, you may need to address that issue before anything else. We are typically encouraged to think that shame itself is the problem, but this paints with too broad a brush. Some behaviors are rightly regarded as antisocial and stimulate shame for good reason. In that respect, your shame might be perfectly appropriate and betoken a healthy conscience, which confers benefits. Psychologists have pointed out that shame can dissuade you from engaging in harmful conduct. If your secret revolves around an illicit activity such as drug abuse or an extramarital affair that might hurt your family, or is damaging to your body and soul, abstaining from the action may be the most important step.

Second, when unburdening yourself to someone else, who that person is matters a lot. Coming clean to a person who reacts negatively will tend to justify your self-concealment in the first place, and create bigger problems. Psychologists researching this topic have recommended selecting people whom you can expect to react positively, those you regard as trustworthy and not liable to be harmed by the information.

That last point matters because unburdening yourself in a way that hurts someone affected by the behavior you were hiding can be a selfish act. When making disclosure to a loved one is not appropriate, more formal and safer ways to resolve self-concealment are available. Seeing a therapist is an option, and will assure confidentiality. In many religions, this is also the role of a confessor.

The third step, after ceasing the underlying behavior (if necessary) and unburdening yourself, is to stop ruminating on the secret. That might no longer be an issue, because steps one and two can by themselves interrupt the cycle of secrecy and shame. But if uninvited thoughts about a past shame are still intruding, psychologists have developed a number of cognitive behavioral therapy techniques to help you move on. These include rumination-focused CBT, which works to break perseverative negative thoughts; mindfulness-based CBT, which teaches you to focus on the present; and cognitive-bias modification, which reinforces attention toward positive memories and experiences.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to escape the happiness guilt trap

All of this can help you if you have a troubling secret. But I have one other perspective to bring to this problem, one that I doubt would have occurred to Poe, who, according to his 1849 obituary, "had very few friends" and "was the friend of very few--if any."

Say you have a friend whom you know to be haunted by their past. You can invite this friend to do the unburdening thing. Obviously, you must be completely trustworthy in this invitation: You must never mention the secret to a soul. Performing such a service, according to a 2018 study, tends to deepen the intimacy of a friendship, which can take it to a higher level.

But bear in mind that doing so also imposes a burden upon you, as this secret becomes yours. To lighten your friend's load, you accept some of it. That is an act of pure kindness.
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The Sound of Fear on Air

It is an ominous sign that <em>Morning Joe</em> felt it had to apologize for something I said.

by David Frum




Updated at 8 p.m. ET on December 4, 2024.

This morning, I had an unsettling experience.
 
 I was invited onto MSNBC's Morning Joe to talk from a studio in Washington, D.C., about an article I'd written on Trump's approach to foreign policy. Before getting to the article, I was asked about the nomination of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense--specifically about an NBC News report that his heavy drinking worried colleagues at Fox News and at the veterans organizations he'd headed. (A spokesman for the Trump transition told NBC, "These disgusting allegations are completely unfounded and false, and anyone peddling these defamatory lies to score political cheap shots is sickening.")

I answered by reminding viewers of some history:

In 1989, President George H. W. Bush nominated John Tower, senator from Texas, for secretary of defense. Tower was a very considerable person, a real defense intellectual, someone who deeply understood defense, unlike the current nominee. It emerged that Tower had a drinking problem, and when he was drinking too much he would make himself a nuisance or worse to women around him. And for that reason, his nomination collapsed in 1989. You don't want to think that our moral standards have declined so much that you can say: Let's take all the drinking, all the sex-pesting, subtract any knowledge of defense, subtract any leadership, and there is your next secretary of defense for the 21st century. 


I told this story in pungent terms. It's cable TV, after all. And I introduced the discussion with a joke: "If you're too drunk for Fox News, you're very, very drunk indeed."

At the next ad break, a producer spoke into my ear. He objected to my comments about Fox and warned me not to repeat them. I said something noncommittal and got another round of warning. After the break, I was asked a follow-up question on a different topic, about President Joe Biden's pardon of his son. I did not revert to the earlier discussion, not because I had been warned, but because I had said my piece. I was then told that I was excused from the studio chair. Shortly afterward, co-host Mika Brzezinski read an apology for my remarks.

A little bit earlier in this block there was a comment made about Fox News, in our coverage about Pete Hegseth and the growing number of allegations about his behavior over the years and possible addiction to alcohol or issues with alcohol. The comment was a little too flippant for this moment that we're in. We just want to make that comment as well. We want to make that clear. We have differences in coverage with Fox News, and that's a good debate that we should have often, but right now I just want to say there's a lot of good people who work at Fox News who care about Pete Hegseth, and we will want to leave it at that.


She's right, of course: There are good people at Fox News. But if NBC's reporting--based on interviews with 10 current or former Fox employees--about Hegseth's alcohol abuse is accurate, many of those same good people have failed to report publicly that their former colleague, appointed to lead the armed forces of the United States, was notorious in their own building for his drinking. That would be a startling and shameful shirking of responsibility on a matter of grave national importance. What's the appropriate language to call it out?

I am a big admirer of the Morning Joe show and the commitment of all involved to bring well-informed political discussion to a national audience.

I recognize, too, that the prominence of the program has exposed the hosts and producers to extraordinary pressures and threats in the Trump era. Trump has spoken again and again of his determination to retaliate against unfriendly media. Shortly before leaving office, Trump amplified a conspiracy theory that Brzezinski's co-host, Joe Scarborough, was a murderer. Kash Patel, Trump's nominee to head the FBI, has compiled an enemies list to target with investigations. Trump's candidate to chair the FCC has speculated about stripping licenses from platforms that displease the new incoming administration. Interference with mergers and acquisitions to punish critics was a feature of Trump's first administration. Now MSNBC may be spun off by Comcast, leaving the future of the liberal network very much in question. The hosts of Morning Joe visited Mar-a-Lago in November to mend fences with Trump. They genuinely have a lot to worry about.

As for my own comments: You can decide for yourself whether I overstepped the proper limits of television discussion. But I also note that if I did misstep, well, my face was on the screen, my name was on the chyron, and anyone who took offense knows whom to blame.

It is a very ominous thing if our leading forums for discussion of public affairs are already feeling the chill of intimidation and responding with efforts to appease.

I write these words very aware that I'm probably saying goodbye forever to a television platform that I enjoy and from which I have benefited as both viewer and guest. I have been the recipient of personal kindnesses from the hosts that I have not forgotten.

I do not write to scold anyone; I write because fear is infectious. Let it spread, and it will paralyze us all.

The only antidote is courage. And that's infectious, too.



This article originally misstated Comcast's plans for its news channels.
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The Atlantic 10

The books that made us think the most this year



For three years running, while considering which books will make up our Atlantic 10 list, we have asked ourselves the same basic questions: Which stories this year brought unexpected clarity to the subjects that most confounded our understanding? Which of them opened up new, enlivening ways of thinking about things we only thought we knew? This effort feels particularly valuable at a moment when the world is changing rapidly and dramatically.

Each of our 10 resulting selections is a triumph of alchemy, deriving insight from fresh combinations of dismay and delight, tragedy and comedy, mourning and hope. Two memoirs vividly focus on specific lives while also displaying the power of history to shape the individual. Sometimes a bracing perspective emerges through formal play, as in a tight epic of a poem about an atrocity. It can come through an adventure story that reimagines an American classic, or from dogged reporting on systemic failures that lead to foreseeable catastrophes. The feature that distinguishes all of these titles--or any book worth cherishing--is the surprising experience of reading them.

-- Ann Hulbert, Boris Kachka, Jane Yong Kim






Martyr!, by Kaveh Akbar

Cyrus, the main character of Akbar's engrossing, layered story, has had a tumultuous youth: He grew up hearing about his mother's early death, after the Iranian airliner she was on was mistakenly shot down by the U.S. Navy; his father moved him from Tehran to Indiana to make a new life; he lost much of his 20s to drug and alcohol addiction. Now two years sober, Cyrus has realized that without substances, he struggles to find meaning--or at least to fill the hole that they used to occupy. He decides that if living has no point, perhaps he could imbue his death with meaning: that is, die a martyr. Though Cyrus is a defeatist by nature, his plan isn't as maudlin as it might seem. He's inspired by a particular kind of martyr: not those who died for God or for eternal glory, but ones who sacrificed themselves for other people. Akbar's novel, which is largely about death, is strangely life-affirming. It's a full-throated, complex work that embraces sentimentality, melodrama, and our most uncontainable emotions.




James, by Percival Everett

James is a retelling of Mark Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn that dashes its source material against the rocks. Everett arranges the resulting fragments into a grim picture: The folksy charm of Jim, Huck Finn's loyal traveling companion on the run from slavery, is replaced with the devilish wit of James, a serious, erudite man making tough choices in deadly situations. Twain's somewhat sanitized antebellum South is swapped for a landscape replete with cracking whips, human-breeding houses, and men hunting men. Gone, too, are the original novel's gentler, high-school-friendly themes of human empathy and boyish adventure. James investigates loftier and more uncomfortable questions, such as the intimate relationship between violence and enlightenment, and the difference between mere escape and true freedom. As our protagonist makes his flight from bondage along the Mississippi River, dodging slavers, sailing alongside an unrecognizable Huck, indignities continue to accumulate, hardening James, until violent delights culminate in delightfully violent ends.




The Hypocrite, by Jo Hamya

Over the past several years, many people decided they were no longer going to abide behaviors that had long been brushed aside. Hamya's novel captures that cultural shift with devastating precision, casting it as a generational battle between a parent and child. The book is set over the course of one afternoon in 2020, when a famous English novelist attends a performance of his daughter Sophia's play, and quickly realizes that its protagonist--an offensive writer who is played for laughs--is based on him. Although he's always been a divisive figure, the author is now seen less as a provocateur and more as an out-of-touch misogynist. The novel includes flashbacks to a summer Sophia and her father spent in Sicily a decade ago--and as Hamya switches between their perspectives, she seems committed to presenting each argument with intellectual honesty, rather than advancing one point of view. In showing how Sophia and her father are illegible to each other, The Hypocrite exposes a chasm separating frustrated young people, who resent the world they've inherited, from some of their elders, who see this cohort as irredeemably misguided.




The Brush, by Eliana Hernandez-Pachon, translated by Robin Myers

The Brush is a book-length poem about people trapped and menaced by forces beyond their control. It tells the story of Colombia's February 2000 El Salado Massacre, during which paramilitary forces tortured and murdered 60 people, by following a married couple: We hear first from Pablo, who will soon be killed, and then from his wife, Esther, who must flee their village. The witnesses and investigators then add their accounts, until finally the very undergrowth surrounding the site of the killing also speaks, asking, "How is it that time didn't stop / why do the grain's unopened eyes / keep growing?" In Myers's limpid translation, The Brush feels like a fresh discovery thanks to its narrative range, which insists on exploring both an intimate relationship that's wrenched apart and the much larger ecosystem in which the separation occurs. Hernandez-Pachon, the youngest winner of Colombia's national poetry prize, captures a community ruptured by violence, exemplified by two lovers caught in its churn.




Challenger, by Adam Higginbotham

In January 1986, the space shuttle Challenger disintegrated in the sky, stunning spectators watching at Cape Canaveral and schoolchildren tuned in to live broadcasts--and, soon, the whole nation. Only about a minute after the ship flung itself away from the planet, it was wrenched apart, killing all seven astronauts onboard--including Christa McAuliffe, the woman who would have been America's first "Teacher in Space." But Challenger's demise was not a surprise to everyone, as Higginbotham's book exhaustively shows: NASA engineers and contractors had raised concerns for years about a potentially fatal flaw in the solid rocket boosters, to the point of having a high-level conference call the night before about whether to cancel the launch. Challenger is a capable, accessible history of spaceflight that understands and admires what drives our species to reach for the stars. More pointedly, it's a slow-motion tragedy in which each opportunity to avert death is described in riveting and anguishing detail, and it adds up to a sober warning about where ambition curdles into hubris.




Creation Lake, by Rachel Kushner

Since her remarkable novel The Flamethrowers came out in 2013, Kushner has personified cool in American letters. As a rule, her fiction features tough, smart, challenging women who rarely, if ever, let their guard down--but the protagonist of her new literary noir, Creation Lake, a spy-for-hire called Sadie, takes a startling turn toward vulnerability instead. The novel is full of obscure menace and offbeat philosophy, with characters including ecological extremists, shadowy political bosses, and a radical social theorist who lives in a cave. Its emotional heft, though, comes from Sadie's slow realization that she's conned herself: Her untouchable persona has covered up her real ambivalence about the macho world she inhabits. Creation Lake is a raw, surprising reminder that cool isn't always what it's cracked up to be.




Patriot, by Alexei Navalny

As he was writing his memoir, first in freedom and then from a cell, Navalny understood just how compelling the book would be, especially if he didn't live to complete it. "Let's face it, if a murky assassination attempt using a chemical weapon, followed by a tragic demise in prison, can't move a book, it is hard to imagine what would," the Russian activist, a constant thorn in the side of Vladimir Putin, wrote in Patriot--a prescient statement delivered with the grinning mischievousness that was Navalny's signature. He did, in fact, die in state custody this year under mysterious circumstances. But this book continues to speak for him. It chronicles his life as a dissident--his youth in the Soviet Union, his fight against corruption and autocracy in Putin's Russia--before giving way, in the last few hundred pages, to the diary Navalny kept while in prison, along with sporadic Instagram messages he was able to smuggle out through his lawyers. Throughout, his words testify to the humor and optimism needed to withstand such an ordeal. Navalny displays these qualities in abundance, and in a moment when authoritarianism is on the rise, his attitude provides a valuable lesson on how resistance can sustain itself.




A Wilder Shore: The Romantic Odyssey of Fanny and Robert Louis Stevenson, by Camille Peri

Peri's joint biography is a thrilling, haunting yarn of the sort that the Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson himself became famous for--and couldn't have written without his wife, Fanny Vandegrift, a free spirit from Indiana. When they fell in love at a French artists' colony in 1876, he was a spindly 25-year-old, sickly and imaginative since childhood, yearning to "be a nomad" and write, but still sponging off his parents. At 36, she had already led an adventurous life, and left a rakish husband, in America. In pursuit of her, Louis said he "dared everything." During their marriage-on-the-move (which involved Louis risking death on a succession of arduous, eye-opening journeys, the last one to Samoa), Fanny was his caretaker, creative catalyst, and stringent critic as his fiction took off: Treasure Island, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and Kidnapped all came out within three years. Among Louis's literary gifts, Peri emphasizes one that he and Fanny honed in their undaunted life together: insight into "the psychologically harrowing challenges of achieving adulthood with one's youthful idealism intact."




The Unclaimed, by Pamela Prickett and Stefan Timmermans

Every year, thousands of Americans die without anyone claiming their bodies, which are left to be buried in mass graves. In an era of widespread disconnection and loneliness, the phenomenon is only growing. With empathy and ambition, Prickett and Timmermans, both sociologists, examine how this kind of ending comes to be. They reconstruct the lives of several people who drifted away from family, sought independence at the expense of community, or struggled to set down roots--scenarios that put them in danger of sharing this fate. They also introduce us to the dogged bureaucrats who work to figure out next of kin. Together, these interlocking stories potently illustrate how valuable, but precarious, our support systems--institutional or intimate--can be. The Unclaimed has plenty of governmental critiques; the authors decry, for example, the narrow definition of family that can deny friends the opportunity to claim their loved ones. But it directs its biggest challenge to readers, asking us to rethink our bonds with one another and consider how we might strengthen them on a nationwide scale.




Whiskey Tender, by Deborah Jackson Taffa

Whiskey Tender demonstrates how vital it is to understand the way history shows up in the knotty particulars of every single life--especially after an election that put the lie to sweeping statements about overbroad demographics. Taffa's story, told in this lyrical yet refreshingly earthbound memoir, feels both extraordinary and, she writes, "as common as dirt." Raised by a light-skinned mestiza mother and a father who was half Quechan (Yuma) and half Laguna Pueblo, the author was born into what felt to her like an identity crisis. Throughout this propulsive account of her childhood--Whiskey Tender ends when she is 18--centuries of Native American displacement reverberate in the present. For instance, Taffa remembers in vivid detail how a family move to New Mexico from their California reservation ruptured her sense of self, and explains how government policies encouraged tribal members to seek work outside their lands. She also deftly recalls and contextualizes her struggles in navigating conflicting values and cultures with the benefit of decades of hindsight. The result is a memoir that illuminates and burns, a story that speaks for generations and for one individual, who is unique but never alone.
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America's Lonely Future

What happens when the nation takes a zero-sum approach to the world?

by David Frum




In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."

The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.

Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with other nations so that there may be, for our mutual advantage, increased production, increased employment, and better standards of living throughout the world."

Truman's vision inspired American world leadership for the better part of a century. From the Marshall Plan of the 1940s to the Trans-Pacific Partnership of the 2010s, Americans sought to achieve security and prosperity for themselves by sharing security and prosperity with like-minded others. The United States became the center of a network of international cooperation--not only on trade and defense, but on environmental concerns, law enforcement, financial regulation, food and drug safety, and countless other issues.

By enriching and empowering fellow democracies, Americans enriched and empowered themselves too. The United States has led and sustained a liberal world order in part because Americans are a generous people--and even more so because the liberal world order is a great deal for Americans.

Open international trade is nearly always mutually beneficial. Yet there is more to the case than economics. Trade, mutual-protection pacts, and cooperation against corruption and terrorism also make democracies more secure against authoritarian adversaries. Other great powers--China, India, Russia--face suspicious and even hostile coalitions of powerful enemies. The United States is backed by powerful friends. These friendships reinforce U.S. power. By working with the European Central Bank, for instance, the U.S. was able to freeze hundreds of billions of dollars of Russian assets after the attack on Kyiv in 2022. Russia imagined those assets beyond American reach; they were not domiciled in the United States. Yet when necessary, the U.S. could reach them thanks to its friends.

Trump's deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Americans who lived through the great tumult of Truman's era understood that the isolationist slogan "America First" meant America alone. America alone meant America weakened. That lesson was taught by harsh experience: a depression that was deepened and prolonged by destructive tariff wars, by each afflicted country's hopeless attempt to rescue itself at the expense of its neighbors; a world war that was enabled because democratic powers would not act together in time against a common threat. The lesson was reinforced by positive postwar experience: the creation of global institutions to expand trade and preserve the peace; the U.S.-led defeat of Soviet Communism and the triumphant end of the Cold War.

But in the years since, the harsh experience has faded into half-forgotten history; the positive experience has curdled into regrets and doubts.

Read: What Europe fears

Donald Trump is the first U.S. president since 1945 to reject the worldview formed by the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the Cold War.

Trump's vision has no place for "mutual good" or "mutual advantage." To him, every trade has a winner and a loser. One side's success is the other side's defeat. "We don't beat China in trade," he complained in the first Republican presidential-primary debate of 2015. "We don't beat Japan ... We can't beat Mexico." His deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods and services at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Trump regularly disparages U.S. allies, and threatens to abandon them. "We're being taken advantage of by every country all over the world, including our allies--and in many cases, our allies are worse than our so-called enemies," he said at a rally this November. But unlike the "America First" movement before World War II, Trump's "America First" vision is not exactly isolationist. Trump's version of "America First" is predatory.

Read: A good country's bad choice

In a midsummer interview, Trump demanded that Taiwan pay the United States directly for defense. "I don't think we're any different from an insurance policy," he said. When the podcaster Joe Rogan asked Trump in October about protecting Taiwan, Trump answered in a more revealing way: "They want us to protect, and they want protection. They don't pay us money for the protection, you know? The mob makes you pay money, right?"

American allies in fact make large contributions to collective security. Total assistance to Ukraine from the European Union nearly matches that of the United States. South Korea pays for the construction and maintenance of U.S. facilities in Korea--and for the salaries of Koreans who support U.S. forces. But Trump wants direct cash payments. In a speech to the Economic Club of Chicago in October, he called for an annual levy of $10 billion from South Korea as the price of protection against North Korea.

Trump seems to have his eye on other payments too; in his first term, he collected benefits for himself and members of his family. Countries that wanted favorable treatment knew to book space at his Washington, D.C., hotel or, it seemed, to dispense business favors to his children. According to a 2024 report by Democrats on the House Oversight Committee, Trump's properties collected at least $7.8 million from foreign sources during his first term.

In his second term, the stream of payments may surge into a torrent. Trump owes more than half a billion dollars in civil penalties for defamation and fraud. How will he pay? Who will help him pay? Trump's need for funds may sway U.S. foreign policy more than any strategy consideration. One of his largest donors in 2024, Elon Musk, stands to benefit hugely from U.S. help with government regulators in China and the EU. Musk is also a major government contractor--and one with strong views about U.S. foreign policy. Over the past few years, he has emerged as one of the fiercest critics of American support for Ukraine. On November 6, Musk joined Trump's first postelection call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. Those who invest in Trump--be they foreign agents or mercurial billionaires--may, over the next four years, annex U.S. power to reshape the world to their liking and their profit.

In 2019, Trump delivered a Fourth of July address on the National Mall. The speech exulted in the fearsome lethality of the U.S. military, but Trump had little to say about American ideals or democratic institutions. Trump has never accepted that the United States is strengthened by its values and principles, by a reputation for trustworthiness and fair dealing. The U.S., to him, should command respect because it is the biggest and strongest bully on the block. When his friend Bill O'Reilly asked him in a 2017 interview about Vladimir Putin, Trump scoffed at the idea that there might be any moral difference between the U.S. and Russia. "You think our country's so innocent?"

Open trade and defensive alliances were already bumping into domestic resistance even before Trump first declared himself a candidate for the presidency. The U.S. has not entered into a new trade-liberalizing agreement since the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama negotiated by the George W. Bush administration and signed by President Barack Obama. The Trans-Pacific Partnership was rejected by a Republican Senate during Obama's last year in office. The Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump, then added more of its own.

But Trump uniquely accelerated America's retreat from world markets, and will continue to do so. His first-term revision of the North American Free Trade Agreement preserved existing access to U.S. markets for Canada and Mexico in return for raising higher barriers around all three North American economies. He has nominated Jamieson Greer, who he said "played a key role during my First Term in imposing Tariffs on China and others," as U.S. trade representative. The tariffs Trump desires, the protection money he seeks, and his undisguised affinity for Putin and other global predators will weaken America's standing with traditional allies and new partners. How will the United States entice Asian and Pacific partners to support U.S. security policy against China if they are themselves treated as threats and rivals by the makers of U.S. trade policy?

Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership.

Trump supporters tell a story about Trump's leadership. They describe him as a figure of strength who will preserve world peace by force of personality. Potential aggressors will be intimidated by his fierce unpredictability.

This story is a fantasy. Trump was no more successful than his predecessors at stopping China from converting atolls and sandbars in the South China Sea into military bases. Chinese warships menaced maritime neighbors on Trump's watch. In September 2018, one passed within 45 yards of a U.S. destroyer in international waters. In January 2020, Iran fired a missile barrage against U.S. forces in Iraq, inflicting 109 traumatic brain injuries. During Trump's first presidency, the United States continued to fight two shooting wars, one in Afghanistan and one against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Over those same four years, the Russian forces that invaded Crimea and eastern Ukraine in 2014 inflicted more than 500 civilian casualties.

Every president puts a face on the abstraction that is the American nation, and gives words to the American creed. Few spoke more eloquently than Ronald Reagan, who famously compared the United States to a "shining city on a hill." In his farewell address, Reagan asked, "And how stands the city on this winter night?" Reagan could answer his own question in a way that made his country proud.

The "city on a hill" image ultimately traces back to the New Testament: "A city that is set upon a hill cannot be hid." The visible hilltop location imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers. Now the hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys--the dominance against which Truman warned. Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership. Some of its citizens will delude themselves that the country has become great again, while in reality it will have become more isolated and less secure.

Americans have tried these narrow and selfish methods before. They ended in catastrophe. History does not repeat itself: The same mistakes don't always carry the same consequences. But the turn from protector nation to predator nation will carry consequences bad enough.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Marauding Nation." It has been updated to reflect the fact that, after the article went to press, Donald Trump nominated Jamieson Greer as U.S. trade representative.
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The Coming Democratic Revolution

To fight Trump and the GOP, blue states are planning to appropriate a Republican strategy: federalism.

by Franklin Foer




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


Resistance is not futile, although it might seem that way at the moment. No major protests are set to descend on the National Mall. Legal challenges to Donald Trump's policies are likely doomed, given how far rightward the judiciary shifted during his previous administration. With Trump's unified control of the Republican Party, which now has unified control of Washington, congressional oversight is defunct.

That leaves a lone bastion of countervailing power, one force capable of meaningfully slowing the maximalist ambitions of the incoming administration: blue states, especially the 15 state governments where Democrats control the executive and legislative branches and, therefore, have more latitude to launch aggressive countermeasures.

Over the past several months, a small coterie of wonks and lawyers--and a few farsighted Democratic governors--have been working in anticipation of this moment. They have prepared measures to insulate states from the Trump administration's most aggressive impositions. They have constructed plans to preserve abortion protections within blue-state borders and to protect environmental regulations enshrined in their books; they have formulated legal strategies for at least slowing Trump's intended mass deportations.

But as Democrats developed these tactics, something unexpected occurred. Some of these wonks began to extoll a vision that promised more than merely preventing the worst. As they pondered the latent power of state government, the outlines of a new progressive vision of federalism--pugilistic and creative, audacious and idealistic--began to emerge.

In another era, this vision might have felt paltry, especially to liberals, many of whom tend to dream of centralization and train their intellectual capital on Washington. Given the dire circumstances in which Democrats now find themselves, however, there's no true alternative. And liberals might soon discover that federalism, once the hobbyhorse of conservatives, contains not only the hope of stubborn resistance but the possibility of regeneration.

Within progressive think tanks and the foundations that fund them, the most influential manifesto for this fledgling movement is a 170-page unpublished memo by Sarah Knight, a veteran of the American Constitution Society for Law and Policy, and Arkadi Gerney, who ran Michael Bloomberg's national gun-control organization. What makes their memo, which they began researching more than a year ago, so intriguing is that they want Democrats to filch tactics from a political foe, Texas Governor Greg Abbott.

From the governor's mansion in Austin, Abbott has exerted outsized influence on the climate of American politics. He's notched victories in the culture war that have resonated beyond his borders. The most notorious, and most noxious, of his gambits entailed transporting more than 100,000 recently arrived migrants to New York, Chicago, and other big cities, at a cost of more than $148 million. The new arrivals--particularly the stress that they placed on state and city services--sowed discord within blue states, as officials argued with one another about how to deal with the mess. Just as devastating, Abbott's stunt helped cement the impression that Democratic rule culminates in chaos, narrowing Vice President Kamala Harris's victory in her party's most loyal states and thereby paving the way for Trump's triumph in the popular vote.

Jonathan Chait: Moderation is not the same thing as surrender

Federalism is a theory of self-government, the underpinning of a system that allows states to express distinct political preferences. But Abbott has practiced a form of hegemonic federalism, which attempts to bend the will of the rest of the nation to his own vision for it. His state subpoenaed medical records from Seattle Children's Hospital, to determine whether its staff provided gender-affirming procedures to kids from Texas. Ultimately, Texas withdrew its subpoena, but the process gave doctors and hospitals outside the state reason to worry about the legal costs they might incur for performing such procedures. And as banks began to adapt to the standards of environment, social, and governance investing, Texas banned Barclays from participating as an underwriter of the state's municipal bonds because of its commitment to carbon neutrality. Abbott's goal was to send a message to institutions: There are meaningful costs to joining the wrong side of the culture war.

I have heard a few hastily sketched ideas for how Democrats could mimic Abbott's coercive ploys. Blue states might aggressively recruit ob-gyns from states with severe restrictions on abortion, leaving behind a red-state shortage of medical care. Women in those states, even ones who aren't especially passionate about abortion, might begin clamoring to ease abortion bans--or punishing the Republican politicians who installed them in the first place. The goal is to apply pressure on Republican governors by provoking a political backlash from within.

Another set of proposals involves deploying massive public-employee pension funds that Democratic states control to make strategic investments in red states. By sinking money into Texas's wind industry, for instance, blue states would do more than just expand alternative-energy options in the state. They would unleash a powerful interest group, which might help reshape the political dynamic in the state.

None of these ideas is well developed, and none is quite as clever as Abbott's. (And the plan to recruit ob-gyns strikes me as immoral, given that it will inevitably siphon health care away from women who desperately need it.) Then again, on the first day of the Biden presidency, Abbott probably didn't have any inkling that he'd spend millions transporting migrants to major cities. What Abbott represents is a potentially powerful template to be opportunistically exploited, a tactic for engineering public opinion.

That's the aggressive, impish side of the new federalism, which requires governors to think sensationalistically in order to call attention to the failures of Republican policies. But there's a more idealistic piece of the vision, too.

The common conception of states' rights is the image of Alabama Governor George Wallace blocking the schoolhouse door against integration. Or it's John C. Calhoun's theory of nullification. Historically, a quiet strain of liberal federalism also runs in parallel. During the Progressive era, Robert La Follette, then the governor of Wisconsin, turned his state into a geyser of reform, passing laws combatting corruption and conserving the environment. His agenda, reverentially referred to as the "Wisconsin Idea," inspired a raft of imitators in other states--and helped set the course for the New Deal. With the Badger State in mind, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis coined his aphorism about states being "laboratories of democracy."

What the heirs to this tradition now propose is far more ambitious than experimentation. That ambition begins with a fact: States where Democrats have unified control of government contribute 43 percent of the national GDP. (Red states fully under Republican rule account for 37 percent.) Economic power is the basis for political power, which is what the example of California suggests: The state's strict emissions standards for cars eventually became the national benchmark, a phenomenon political scientists have branded "the California effect."

Jerusalem Desmas: Blue states gave Trump and Vance an opening

The innovation that the new federalists propose is that the blue states begin to leverage their big budgets--and their outsize influence--by acting in concert. Banding together into a cartel, they can wield their scale to bargain to buy goods at discount. There are drafts of plans to form a collective of states that would purchase insulin and other prescription drugs, which might help mitigate the higher costs of living in their states. (After the Dobbs decision, California Governor Gavin Newsom spearheaded an alliance that began to stockpile the abortion pill misoprostol.) Or they could cooperate to buy solar panels en masse, with the hopes of transforming clean-energy markets.

It's not just about teaming up for the sake of bulk purchases. They can collaborate on creating a joint set of standards, which becomes the basis for legislating and regulating. By creating uniform rules for, say, corporate governance or animal welfare or the disclosure of dark-money contributions to nonprofits, they stand a chance of shaping the standard for the entirety of the country, because it's cumbersome for a national corporation to adhere to two sets of guidelines for raising chickens.

Some of these arrangements would be challenged in court, because the Constitution imposes limits on the cooperation of states. And it's not hard to imagine certain audacious Democratic governors inching closer to nullification of federal laws as they seek to protect their states from Trump's impositions. But there are also ample precedents that allow states to adventurously engage in liberal federalism.

The greatest barrier to this strategy might be the party implementing it. Pouring new thinking into state government requires Democrats to break from character. Their states and cities are, in far too many screaming examples, shoddily managed, a fact reflected in the party's diminishing margin of victory in most metropolises. Creative, competent governance of states is a political necessity for the party, an escape route from the lingering sense that Democratic rule devolves into dysfunction; it's also an opportunity to hash out a fresh agenda of reform, to erect a series of attractive demonstration projects on behalf of a robust liberalism that tangibly delivers for its citizenry. The most effective form of resistance, in the end, is actually proving that Democrats govern better.
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The American People Deserve DOGE

America has an efficiency problem, but Elon Musk is not the man to fix it.

by Annie Lowrey




No federal agency is as hated as the IRS, and perhaps no federal agency deserves so much hate.

The average American spends 13 hours a year completing the agency's ugly, indecipherable forms. The process is so onerous that Americans fork over $10 billion annually to tax preparers, who nevertheless screw up an estimated 60 percent of their clients' returns. The IRS audits low-income working families more often than it audits all but the very richest families. It fails to collect $606 billion in annual revenue, much of it purloined by the unscrupulous and unaccountable affluent (including, famously, Donald Trump); this sum gets added to the whole country's debt burden. The IRS still does some of its business by fax. Fax!

Enter the Trump administration, and the enigmatic policy figures of Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy. The incoming president has tasked the two with leading a newly created Department of Government Efficiency, or DOGE, meant to deliver the lean, tech-savvy services that Americans deserve. Maybe with DOGE on the case, the IRS will finally offer a universally available free filing app. Or maybe the Trump administration will eliminate the agency entirely.

According to the scant details available about DOGE--gleaned from a Wall Street Journal opinion article; posts on Musk's social-media platform, X; and public comments from members of Congress and Silicon Valley executives--Musk and Ramaswamy seem more interested in the second style of reforms than the first. The two are promising to cut regulations, shrink the executive branch's head count, and eliminate hundreds of billions of dollars of supposedly wasteful spending.

If this is the plan, then the plan is to make the government worse. The Trump administration seems to be promising not visionary change, but the same old right-wing same old: describing bloodletting as rightsizing, slashing regulations instead of pruning or refining them, blaming civil servants instead of empowering them, ignoring the desperate imperative for investment, and decrying executive overreach while engaging in egregious executive overreach.

What is most frustrating is that American citizens really do deserve a federal department dedicated to efficiency. They deserve better procurement, and less waste and fraud. They deserve tech-forward, elegant programmatic design. They deserve something better than a government that functions like a continent-spanning DMV, wasting countless hours of their precious time. The American people deserve DOGE. The American government needs DOGE. But Trump and Musk and Ramaswamy's DOGE seems like a joke.

Despite its name, DOGE will not be a federal department. It will be a commission, one of many Washington commissions on efficiency and efficacy convened over the past century-plus. "The tradition of government commissions is that you have a blue-ribbon panel with famous people, respected businessmen, maybe a former president, get together to make recommendations, and nothing happens," Donald Moynihan, an expert in public administration at the University of Michigan, told me. "That is one possibility here. And given where Musk and Ramaswamy are coming from, that might be the best-case scenario."

Where are Musk and Ramaswamy coming from? The energy, aerospace, defense, automotive, technology, artificial-intelligence, media, and pharmaceutical industries. Between them, they're involved in more than a dozen firms that are hemmed in by federal regulations, enforced by civil servants; several of those firms hold government contracts. Ramaswamy is reportedly a near billionaire, and Musk is a billionaire 340 times over. The two are drowning in conflicts of interest, as is Trump himself. Laws stipulate that advisory panels be "fairly balanced," and that their members do not have opportunities for self-dealing and corruption. But what if Trump never constitutes DOGE as an official panel? Or what if Trump ignores or guts the General Services Administration, which enforces the rules?

All these conflicts of interests mean that Musk and Ramaswamy cannot ethically run DOGE. They are not qualified to, either. Perhaps this seems like a quaint objection, given the idiots and sycophants Trump has named for more obviously consequential jobs. Perhaps it seems like a silly objection, given Musk's real prowess at using capitalism to make the impossible possible. But the government is not a business. It doesn't compete like a business. It does not operate like a business. And it shouldn't.

Our government has no competition. It operates on behalf of its citizens, scaling to their needs and desires. It prints its own currency, the world's reserve currency, making its financial constraints orthogonal to those of households or firms. It proffers goods and services too important to leave to the markets. Neither Musk, Ramaswamy, nor Trump seems to appreciate this, instead treating the federal agencies like something to McKinsey-consult right before Christmas--to cut, gut, and abandon to the next investor, who might be able to squeeze out some profit.

Their misunderstandings are elementary, absurd. Consider Musk's childlike proposal to slash $2 trillion from the country's expenditures. There isn't $2 trillion of wasteful nonsense to cut. Cutting $2 trillion means cutting Social Security, Medicare, and military spending, not public-television grants and research funds. The risk is existential for untold numbers of American seniors and for the standing of the United States as a defense superpower.

Ramaswamy has made a similar promise to get rid of half of federal employees. Why not 99 percent? That's a fun number! Wouldn't someone wanting to improve efficiency seek to make targeted cuts, rather than hit a prespecified figure? It's almost as if these people don't know anything about the civil service. Surely Ramaswamy does, though: He keeps pointing to Jimmy Carter's 1977 Reorganization Act as giving the Trump administration the authority to make enormous head-count reductions. But the law does not give the White House the power to fire en masse, and its authority expired 44 years ago.

"In 1955, there were less than 1.5 million words in the U.S. Tax Code. Today, there are more than 16 million words," the DOGE account posted on X. "Because of this complexity, Americans collectively spend 6.5 billion hours preparing and filing their taxes each year. This must be simplified." The number of words in the tax code has nothing to do with the amount of time people spend preparing and filing their taxes. The tax code could be 100 times as long and the tax-filing process 100 times less onerous for individuals, if it were automated. Surely two smart businessmen must understand that.

Bumper-sticker math, shitposting, and YOLO-ing about public money and public affairs: This is Ramaswamy and Musk's DOGE thus far. Maybe I am taking them too seriously, and too literally. Perhaps Musk and Ramaswamy aren't going to slash the government's head count just to slash the government's head count, even if it means degrading public services, making the government less efficient, and wasting public funds. Then again, Musk is the guy who fired 80 percent of Twitter's employees, cratering the social-media site's revenue and costing himself billions.

Musk and Ramaswamy have proposed making the government more efficient in three central ways: eliminating regulations, reducing employees within the executive branch, and cutting spending, perhaps by killing whole federal agencies. First, DOGE plans to work with "legal experts" and "advanced technology" to identify regulations to cut. "This would liberate individuals and businesses from illicit regulations never passed by Congress and stimulate the U.S. economy," Musk and Ramaswamy wrote in the Journal.

A few issues. Congress writes laws. The executive branch figures out how the laws will be implemented through the regulatory process. If Congress wants to change the rules, it has ways to do so, among them writing overriding legislation.

Plus, since the 1970s, federal agencies have performed cost-benefit analyses for new rules, weighing the costs to businesses and individuals against the benefits to the public. The accumulation of rules is a real problem; the process is bogged down in process. Yet Musk and Ramaswamy do not seem to be calling for tactical pruning. They're calling for getting rid of huge numbers of regulations, fast. This would stimulate the U.S. economy by orgiastically fulfilling the demented fever dreams of every lobbyist in the swamp on the Potomac, all at once. Musk and Ramaswamy seem to be carrying water for the lobbyists carrying water for their billionaire friends, and, perhaps, for themselves.

One big tell--they have said nearly nothing about the extraordinary administrative burdens that the government places on individuals, not businesses: the time it takes to fill out the FAFSA, the lack of coordination between programs like Medicaid and food stamps and housing aid, the ancient online interfaces, the absurd waiting times, the horror of the disability-determination process, the misery of forms, the ridiculousness of having 53 unemployment-insurance systems instead of one. This is where DOGE could make a profound difference. But it wouldn't make venture capitalists richer, so who knows?

After rules, people. "The entrenched and ever-growing bureaucracy represents an existential threat to our republic," Musk and Ramaswamy wrote in the Journal. "A drastic reduction in federal regulations provides sound industrial logic for mass head-count reductions."

I challenge the idea that the bureaucracy is an "existential threat," but I suppose that is unfalsifiable. What is falsifiable is the idea that the bureaucracy is "ever-growing." The federal government directly employs roughly as many people as it did in the late 1960s, when Washington's budget was one-quarter what it is now. If you include contractors, the government workforce has not grown since the early 1990s. If you include state and local employees, the share of Americans working for the government is historically low.

Nevertheless, Musk and Ramaswamy argue, "the number of federal employees to cut should be at least proportionate to the number of federal regulations that are nullified: Not only are fewer employees required to enforce fewer regulations, but the agency would produce fewer regulations once its scope of authority is properly limited."

But the number of regulations within an agency's remit is a nonsense yardstick--it's like trying to tell how healthy you are by measuring how many cells your body has. Agencies aren't just collections of rules. They do things. You should measure their performance by assessing how well they do those things. Musk and Ramaswamy aren't talking about making the civil service better; they're arguing, with no evidence, that public employees are unnecessary. This isn't a politics of better. It is a politics of less.

After people, dollars. DOGE plans to cut "the $500 billion plus in annual federal expenditures that are unauthorized by Congress or being used in ways that Congress never intended." This is a weird category to target. Expenditures on programs with expired authorizations aren't inefficient or illicit. These are just expenditures on programs with expired authorizations--something for Congress to handle in its budget process. The biggest one right now is the veterans' health program.

From there, DOGE has put forth a mishmash of good, bad, and warmed-over ideas, none of which adds up to $500 billion, or $2 trillion, or whatever their next magic number may be. Trump and Ramaswamy note that "federal contracts have gone unexamined for years," and that the current procurement process is broken. (True!) They argue that the Pentagon "has little idea how its annual budget of more than $800 billion is spent." (False!) They want to target "waste, fraud and abuse." (Great!) But they don't actually explain how they would go about it. (Boo!)

Musk and Ramaswamy have promised to work with Congress in its attempts to thin the budget, but the two sound like what they really want is to do Congress's job for it. "Skeptics question how much federal spending DOGE can tame," Musk and Ramaswamy wrote. "They point to the 1974 Impoundment Control Act, which stops the president from ceasing expenditures authorized by Congress. Mr. Trump has previously suggested this statute is unconstitutional, and we believe the current Supreme Court would likely side with him on this question." But just a few years ago, Trump was impeached in part because of his budgetary shenanigans--freezing military aid that Congress had approved for Ukraine. Just this year, the Supreme Court affirmed Congress's sweeping authority over federal spending.

DOGE's power to cut people and regulations will be similarly limited. Trump, in his first administration, tried to get rid of civil servants by, in effect, reclassifying them as political appointees whom he could fire at will. Joe Biden won office before Trump could carry out his plan; experts have questioned its legality, and the federal labor unions have promised to try to block it this time around. Musk and Ramaswamy suggest that a Supreme Court ruling this summer gives the White House the power to get rid of regulations it does not like. But the decision is not retrospective: "We do not call into question prior cases," the Court stated in its decision overturning Chevron v. Natural Resources Defense Council. Donald Moynihan told me that the authority DOGE is claiming is unconstitutional. Still. "Would the courts intervene with a preliminary injunction and stop them?"

Maybe DOGE knows better. I wish it did, because the federal government desperately needs a 21st-century reboot: agile digital systems, better bureaucratic practices, the fostering of a culture focused on delivering for citizens rather than adhering to rules.

Consider the IRS again. Denmark, Finland, Japan, Germany, and Australia are among the many industrialized countries that prefill their citizens' tax forms, allowing individuals to contest the government's math if need be. The IRS could do this. It has everyone's tax data. Nine in 10 American families take the standard deduction and have pretty simple taxes to begin with.

I could think of a hundred similar initiatives, all of which start with asking not whether the government is too big or the civil service is bad, but whether Americans are getting what they want and need. Fixing these systems will require new laws and smart investment, and firing or alienating every public servant won't help. But Trump and the leaders of DOGE don't seem to want to restructure the government so much as eliminate it.
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The Case Against Despair in Trump's Second Term

David Cole, the former legal director of the ACLU, believes that civil society helped protect the Constitution before and will do so again.<strong> </strong>

by Conor Friedersdorf




When Donald Trump returns to the White House next year, American democracy won't end. His power will be checked by Congress, the Supreme Court, the 50 states, and civil society. So says David Cole, who knows more than most about reining in the excesses of elected officials: In 2017, he became national legal director at the American Civil Liberties Union, overseeing a legal department of about 200 and serving as counsel in all of its cases that went before the Supreme Court.

Now, as he returns to Georgetown University's law faculty, I asked him to reflect on the ACLU's successes and failures, pressed him on some of its most controversial positions, and probed his faith in America's ability to protect civil liberties. For Cole, the ultimate protector of the Constitution is civil society, by which he means all institutions outside of government that we create, work in, and associate with--he noted advocacy groups such as the ACLU and the Federalist Society; media outlets such as The Atlantic and Fox News; universities; protest movements; professional associations; trade unions; and religious groups. "Without civil society, we would not have the rights we enjoy today," he told me. "I have faith in its power and resilience." What follows is an edited version of our correspondence.



Conor Friedersdorf: The Republican Party will control both Houses of Congress next year. The Supreme Court now has six justices who were appointed by Republican presidents. This makes some Trump critics fear that he will be unconstrained in ways that threaten the future of democracy. What makes you think that America's checks and balances will continue to work as intended?

David Cole: Republicans controlled Congress during the first two years of Trump's first term, and had a 5-4 majority on the Court. Yet Trump was unable to enact almost any significant legislation. He tried--and failed--to repeal Obamacare. He had the worst win-loss record in the Supreme Court of any president in history. His own appointees rejected his claims that he was immune from subpoenas for his tax records. While Trump has appointed about 28 percent of federal judges, Barack Obama and Joe Biden have appointed about 65 percent. And the ACLU has won many cases before judges appointed by Trump. Courts, at the end of the day, favor the establishment; the demand that they follow precedent requires that. So they can often serve as a check against those who seek to violate long-standing norms and principles reflected in our legal tradition.

Read: All we must do is survive four more years

Friedersdorf: The ACLU filed more than 400 legal actions against the first Trump administration. What do you say to critics who fear that excessive litigation threatens democracy by impeding elected officials?

Cole: The courts are critical to our constitutional democracy. Their role is to check government action that is unconstitutional or otherwise illegal. I'm as opposed to frivolous litigation as anyone. But the ACLU seeks judicial relief only where we believe that people's rights have been violated. It does not impair democracy to stop illegal government conduct. Among many other successes during the Trump administration, we stopped the cruel policy of separating infants from their parents [in immigration detention], invalidated illegal anti-asylum policies, won access to abortion for undocumented teens held in federal custody, barred Trump's effort to put a citizenship question on the 2020 census, and barred him from refusing to count immigrants in the official census.

Friedersdorf: Early in his first term, Trump issued an executive order that suspended travel for nationals of seven countries, all majority-Muslim. His lawyers argued that terrorists from those countries might infiltrate the United States. Muslims from other countries were unaffected. Why did you believe Trump's approach was illegal?

Cole: The Constitution requires the government to maintain neutrality vis-a-vis religion. The Iraqis the ACLU represented in its first case against the Muslim ban had been granted visas because of their work with the U.S. military--no one thought they were terrorists--but were denied entry at JFK Airport simply because they were from Iraq, a Muslim-majority country. Just as it would violate the establishment clause to bar entry of Catholics or Jews, it violates that clause to exclude people simply because they come from majority-Muslim countries. And Trump repeatedly promised to ban entry by Muslims. The "terrorism" justification was an after-the-fact rationalization.

Read: The faulty logic in Trump's travel ban

Friedersdorf: The ACLU succeeded in temporarily stopping Trump's order. And no terrorist attacks ensued. But later, the Supreme Court ruled in Trump v. Hawaii that the travel ban did not violate the law. Should the ACLU be more risk-averse in the cases that it brings, to avoid what it sees as bad precedents from a Supreme Court that it often disagrees with?

Cole: Many righteous cases have lost in the Supreme Court--from Dred Scott to Plessy v. Ferguson to Korematsu. None of them were mistakes to bring, in my view. The mistake would have been to accede to deeply offensive and unlawful policies out of fear that one might lose.

The ACLU always considers all risks when it contemplates bringing lawsuits, and will continue to do so. But when a president seeks to exclude Muslims because they are Muslim, the right thing to do is challenge it. We obtained injunctions against the first, second, and third versions of the Muslim ban. Our victories meant many fewer people were barred from the country, and the third version of the ban, which the Supreme Court upheld, was considerably narrower than the first two.

Friedersdorf: You've written about fears that Trump will "prosecute his enemies, conduct mass deportations, further restrict access to abortion," and more. You urge "resistance over resignation." Isn't targeting enemies and other unlawful presidential behavior different from deporting people who are in the U.S. illegally?

Cole: Trump can deport immigrants [who are] here unlawfully. But he cannot deport people without due process. Hundreds of thousands of deportation cases are already pending; we lack enough immigration judges to process them. Trump has opposed hiring more. If he seeks "mass deportations" by denying immigrants their constitutional right to a day in court, the ACLU will challenge that.

Friedersdorf: You note that "another constitutional restraint on the president's power is federalism." What are some ways that you expect states to challenge the Trump administration's agenda?

Cole: Red-state attorneys general sued Biden over what they considered his illegal initiatives; blue-state attorneys general will do much the same to Trump. In addition, federalism means that many aspects of our lives--including education, criminal law, and policing--are largely governed by states. So states can refuse, for example, to enforce federal immigration law, and can resist efforts to censor their school curricula. States cannot fall below the minimum level of rights guaranteed to all by the U.S. Constitution. They can offer greater protections--and often do.

Friedersdorf: Some observers worry that the ACLU has moved away from defending free speech. Are they correct in any respect?

Cole: For decades, some critics have charged that the ACLU is less committed to the First Amendment than it once was; but none of these critics can point to a single instance in which we declined to defend First Amendment rights. We have always defended the right to free speech of all. For recent examples in which we have defended the speech rights of conservatives, fundamentalists, Trump supporters, racists, anti-Semites, and more, see my blog post "Defending Speech We Hate." Just this year, we represented the NRA in a First Amendment case. So it's simply not correct that the ACLU has moved away from defending free speech.

Read: Free speech for all is still our mission

Friedersdorf: After the 2024 election, Adam Jentleson, a Democrat and former Senate staffer, wrote, "When Kamala Harris was running for the Democratic nomination in 2019, the ACLU pushed her to articulate a position on surgeries for transgender prisoners, needlessly elevating an obscure issue into the public debate as a purity test, despite the fact that current law already gave prisoners access to gender-affirming care. This became a major line of attack for Mr. Trump ... Now, with the G.O.P.'s ascent to dominance, transgender Americans are unquestionably going to be worse off." What do you think of his critique?

Cole: The ACLU is a nonpartisan organization that defends the civil liberties and civil rights of all. We believe, and many courts have ruled, that it is sex discrimination to deny medical treatment for gender dysphoria to a prisoner, for whom the government is obligated to provide all medically necessary treatment. Our defense of unpopular rights may not be politically advantageous to any particular candidate. But our obligation is to the Bill of Rights, not any candidate or political party.

Friedersdorf: I'm glad the ACLU will defend the legal rights of trans people regardless of public opinion. And it is acting in accordance with its long-standing principles when it fights workplace discrimination or insists that medical choices should be made by doctors and patients.

But many civil libertarians want sports to be segregated by biological sex, and don't see that as a rights violation. They don't understand it as discriminating on the basis of gender, but rather, holding gender irrelevant: You can play sports no matter your gender, much as you can play no matter your race, so long as you join a team with your sex. What's wrong with having sports teams of biological males or females, rather than teams of people who identify as men or women? Aren't sex-based differences in physiology more relevant to physical competitions than one's internal sense of self, or gender?

Cole: Consider Lindsay Hecox, a transgender student at Boise State. She wanted to run cross-country on the women's team to participate without denying her gender identity--a right all cisgender students enjoy. She was not especially fast; when she won the right to try out, she didn't make the team. So, instead, she opted for club soccer. But Idaho categorically bans any participation by transgender girls in girls' sports--even club sports, even where no one objects.

Sports federations around the world have recognized that trans girls and women can participate in women's sports without undermining competitive fairness where they have taken treatment to counter whatever advantage their sex assigned at birth might otherwise have provided. The state laws we have challenged bar their participation even where they have no competitive advantage.

That's wrong. The goal of fair competition can be met without flatly excluding trans girls and women. As long as everyone is on a level playing field, what justifies excluding a transgender woman from women's club soccer? No one else has to deny who they are to participate in school sports.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

Friedersdorf: Are there any issues related to civil liberties where you think Trump or the Trump administration got it right, or where critics of Trump acted in ways that violated his civil liberties?

Cole: We have stood up for Trump when we believed his own rights were infringed. We objected when Twitter and Facebook excluded Trump, because we believe the social-media platforms should err on the side of including speech rather than silencing speakers. We spoke out in his defense when a judge ruled that he may have committed incitement at a rally. We filed an amicus brief objecting to the breadth of the gag order placed on Trump in connection with the January 6 prosecution in D.C. And we supported aspects of the Trump administration's Title IX regulations. We act not for the sake of opposing Trump, but for the purpose of defending civil liberties.
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Bedbugs Could Be More Horrifying Than You Think

They might capable of spreading disease, recent research shows.

by Kristen V. Brown




Updated at 11:23 a.m. on December 4, 2024
 
 The second time I freaked out about bedbugs, my landlord suggested I might be overreacting, just a tad. My husband and I had fought back an infestation just five months earlier; now, after finding a single bedbug on my pillow--sated because, I presumed, it'd bitten me--I was demanding that the building respond. "You know they don't cause disease," the landlord told me.



Common wisdom holds that bedbugs do not spread diseases to humans, just as my landlord said--or at least that the bugs are so widespread and bite humans so often that if they were carrying dangerous diseases, we'd know it. Most other bloodsucking insects that regularly bite humans, such as mosquitoes and ticks, are vectors for horrifying human pathogens. But recent research suggests that bedbugs might be capable of transmitting human diseases after all--if they're not quietly doing so already.
 
 Proving that bedbugs transmit human disease would mean demonstrating three key things: first, that those microorganisms can survive and thrive in the body of a bedbug. And recent studies have demonstrated that bedbugs naturally harbor plenty of viruses. The genetic material of several human pathogens--among them MRSA, Bartonella quintana, and hepatitis C--has also been found in bedbugs outside the laboratory.



The second criterion is that bedbugs are capable of transmitting the pathogen. In a laboratory study published in January, Jose Pietri, an associate entomology professor at Purdue University, and his colleagues showed that bedbugs were capable of both contracting and transmitting MRSA while feeding. (They used a membrane contaminated with MRSA to stand in for human skin.) Research from 2014 showed that bedbugs were capable of spreading to mice the pathogen that causes Chagas disease.



And third--the missing piece--transmission must occur in the wild, not just in the lab. "There could be some variables that we're not understanding" that have prevented us from detecting bedbug disease transmission, Pietri told me. "Or it could simply be that it's not so common."

Pietri, like several scientists I spoke with, was drawn to studying bedbug disease-transmission potential because existing research didn't seem conclusive to him. Scientists first confirmed that insects could act as disease vectors in the late 19th century, and in the decades after, researchers tried to discern whether bedbugs were dangerous too. They attempted to infect bedbugs with microbes; they crushed bedbugs and injected them under a monkey's skin; they looked at whether a sexually transmitted infection might reproduce in bugs sampled from a West African brothel. None of the experiments directly linked bedbugs to human illness.

With no real-world evidence of human disease transmission and enough failures to make a connection in the lab, eventually many researchers concluded that bedbugs were harmless, at least in this one way. As a 2012 paper put it, "With over 200 million bed bugs biting (and biting multiple times), and without any evidence of any disease resulting, the indications are that the risk of contracting an infectious disease through the bite of a bed bug is almost nonexistent."

To Pietri, who studies urban pests and vector-borne disease, all of this evidence is not only inconclusive, but out of date. Plenty of bedbugs' close relatives transmit diseases, so why not bedbugs? "I don't think it's a solid scientific argument to say we haven't seen this thing, so it doesn't happen," he told me. "It's an incomplete picture."

About 15 years ago, bedbugs were reinvading cities around the world, including New York, after disappearing for decades because of DDT and other pesticides. Amid the growing bedbug panic, Pietri wasn't the only scientist who started wondering whether bedbugs' potential as disease vectors had been understudied. The lab that demonstrated bedbugs' potential as vectors of Chagas disease got the idea from a paragraph-long description of a study from 1912, says Michael Levy, an epidemiology professor at the University of Pennsylvania who led the 2014 study. The team confirmed the century-old results, and found that the bugs' fecal matter could transmit the disease via mouse skin punctured by a needle or a bite. Technology that allows researchers to more easily identify any microorganism in an insect, such as genetic sequencing, has made it much easier to explore this question. Only in the past five years, Pietri said, have researchers been able to comprehensively survey the viruses and bacteria that a bedbug might carry.

None of the researchers I spoke with thinks that a bedbug is likely to be as harmful a vector as, say, a mosquito. For one, bedbugs don't fly, are lousy walkers, and must hitch a ride to travel any significant distance. So they have relatively little potential for spreading disease far and wide. "The ecology of the bedbug makes it an unlikely transmitter of disease," Coby Schal, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, told me. "But is it capable of doing that? Probably so." In certain places, though--such as hospitals and shelters, where infection rates are high and beds turn over quickly--more significant transmission could be possible. Pietri thinks researchers may simply not be looking in the right places for bedbugs transmitting human disease. Bartonella, a bacterium commonly spread by fleas and body lice but also carried by bedbugs, is especially common among people experiencing homelessness, for instance, but very little research on bedbugs has been done in transient homeless populations. Levy told me he also worries that bedbugs could spread diseases such as Chagas among people sleeping in the same bed in a home.

The bedbug-research community is small, and some within it hold fast to the old wisdom: Bedbugs very likely do not spread disease. If you Google bedbugs, or go to the CDC website, or talk with your friendly local exterminator, you'll find that's the consensus. And if bedbugs don't transmit disease, that could yield important insights, too. One hypothesis is that the bedbug immune system may have evolved to be especially robust because of a brutal copulation ritual that routinely exposes them to microbial invasion. Understanding the mechanism preventing transmission could, for example, help fight transmission by other insect vectors, such as mosquitoes, Pietri said.

If researchers do prove a link between bedbugs and human illness, it would add a new dimension to the already significant torment that the bugs unleash on their hosts. At the same time, the discovery might help marshal more funding toward understanding a pest that's broadly viewed as a lesser public-health threat than those that clearly spread disease, Levy told me. (In his experience, he said, the sleep center was the only part of the National Institutes of Health interested in funding bedbug research.) Better knowledge of bedbugs could be especially important as their numbers and ability to evade treatment continue to grow. Into my own life, they've brought insomnia, paranoia, and the itchiest, longest-lasting bites I have ever experienced. Whether or not they spread disease, bedbugs certainly aren't harmless.



This story originally misstated Levy's experience with government funding for bedbug research.
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Any Parent Would Have Done the Same

If pardoning Hunter Biden was politically improper or reputationally risky, it was also done in accordance with the higher and fiercer laws of familial love.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Hunter Biden has lived a troubled life, and faced years in prison--until Sunday, when his father rescued him, issuing a full executive pardon clearing him of all charges. Show me a parent who wouldn't have done the same. If saving Hunter was politically improper or reputationally risky, it was also done in accordance with the higher and fiercer laws of familial love.

Politicians, like all people in positions of power, are meant to deal impartially with conflicts of interest pertaining to their families. What the president did arguably fell short of that standard, but not for malicious reasons. That the right wing ridicules liberals for fawning over the president's parenting is complicated by the fact that Biden does actually seem to be a compassionate father. Pardoning Hunter was something only he could do, and something he may have felt especially inclined to do given that Hunter is his only surviving son. A parent affected by the loss of a child can be forgiven for fighting ferociously for the well-being of their remaining children, and any parent can likely sympathize with the feelings of regret and remorse that might accompany a failure to do so.

Since Hunter's legal troubles began, Biden had promised that he would not interfere with the judicial process. Just this summer, the president stated unequivocally that he would "abide by the jury's decision" and refuse to pardon Hunter. "Joe Biden's character as a public servant is what drove him to make clear that the law applies to everyone," Jen Psaki, the former White House press secretary, said on MSNBC this June, adding that the justice system that convicted Hunter was "the same one [President Biden] vowed to protect." For some time, it appeared that the president was a person of uncompromising principle on this matter. But in the statement issued upon granting Hunter's pardon, he argued that his decision was fair and principled: "No reasonable person who looks at the facts of Hunter's cases can reach any other conclusion than Hunter was singled out only because he is my son--and that is wrong ... I believe in the justice system, but as I have wrestled with this, I also believe raw politics has infected this process and it led to a miscarriage of justice."

Read: Biden's unpardonable hypocrisy

Both supporters and opponents of the president were understandably outraged by the pardon, especially considering his past assurances that he would not intervene in Hunter's cases. "President Joe Biden's pardon of his son Hunter deepened an entanglement of politics and the rule of law that has tarnished faith in American justice and is almost certain to worsen in Donald Trump's second term," one analyst wrote for CNN, echoing widespread complaints that the president's decision only supports Trump's rationale for claiming that his own criminal cases were political rather than the execution of blind justice. Even some commentators more generally sympathetic to the president decried the move as naked hypocrisy; my colleague Jonathan Chait wrote in The Atlantic that "when the law itself trapped [Hunter], he simply opened a door and walked through it--a door no average American could access." Others endeavored to draw a distinction between the prosecution of Trump and the prosecution of Hunter--former Attorney General Eric Holder argued, for instance, that because no reasonable prosecutor would have brought these charges against Hunter, the pardon was appropriate. Trump himself called the pardon "an abuse and miscarriage of justice!" and threatened to provide similar pardons to the rioters who attacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021.

Biden is probably correct that Hunter's prosecution was political to some degree; despite arguments defending the supposed impartiality of the justice system, criminal prosecution across the board is often precipitated by factors other than the simple facts of a case. Prosecutors have broad discretion as to who winds up in a courtroom and who is let off or passed over, and the identities of the accused can easily affect their judgment. As former Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson said in 1940, "If the prosecutor is obliged to choose his cases, it follows that he can choose his defendants ... With the law books filled with a great assortment of crimes, a prosecutor stands a fair chance of finding at least a technical violation of some act on the part of almost anyone."

Nevertheless, Biden did break his repeated promises with respect to Hunter's cases, and the pardon will likely further damage what remaining faith there is in the judicial system. The president undoubtedly realizes each of these facts. But those are the concerns of a president, and at the end of his tenure, Biden is demonstrating that he was always also animated by his responsibilities as a father. Anger over Hunter's pardon calls to mind an effort to undermine Biden's 2020 campaign by releasing a barrage of information taken from the younger Biden's laptop, including an emotional and revealing text exchange between father and son. "Good morning my beautiful son. I miss you and love you. Dad," Biden wrote in February of 2019, when Hunter was still recovering from his long-term drug addiction. Hunter responded with a lengthy rant about a series of personal problems, concluding in the end that he was a "fucked up addict who can't be trusted." His dad comforted him: "I'll run but I need you," he said of his campaign plans. For Hunter, he said, the "only focus is recovery. Nothing else."

Read: The Hunter Biden pardon is a strategic mistake

What parent could say anything less? And who, faced with the opportunity to rescue their child from purportedly unfair criminal charges and potential prison time, wouldn't take it? In the president's eyes, his only living son was the victim of unfair and politically motivated judicial manipulation based on his parentage, the sort of situation most any mother or father abhors: one's child being hurt not because of who they are but because of who you are. "There has been an effort to break Hunter--who has been five and a half years sober, even in the face of unrelenting attacks and selective prosecution," the president said in his official statement. His decision seemed calculated to free Hunter as well as to protect his recovery and sobriety, a function of genuine love.

Parental love is elemental, almost animal. It can collapse principles, crush ethical standards, even dispel morality. I'm reminded of what E. M. Forster wrote in his 1938 essay "What I Believe": "If I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have the guts to betray my country." There are things I can imagine doing for the sake of my children that I would otherwise never dream of, and I believe that's the reality of parental love. Even supposing that the president has done wrong by the United States of America, he has done right by his son, and it isn't immediately obvious which obligation deserves higher priority. What is obvious is that once one clears away all political and social concerns, all the promises we make to others and ourselves under normal conditions, all expectations and manners, only love remains.
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Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Beyond the mane

by Alan Taylor




Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures one of the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead Nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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The End of Democratic Delusions

The Trump Reaction and what comes next

by George Packer




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


The Roosevelt Republic--the progressive age that extended social welfare and equal rights to a widening circle of Americans--endured from the 1930s to the 1970s. At the end of that decade, it was overthrown by the Reagan Revolution, which expanded individual liberties on the strength of a conservative free-market ideology, until it in turn crashed against the 2008 financial crisis. The era that followed has lacked a convincing name and a clear identity. It's been variously called the post-post-Cold War, post-neoliberalism, the Great Awokening, and the Great Stagnation. But the 2024 election has shown that the dominant political figure of this period is Donald Trump, who, by the end of his second term, will have loomed over American life for as long as Franklin D. Roosevelt's dozen years as president. We are living in the Trump Reaction. By the standard of its predecessors, we're still at the beginning.

This new era is neither progressive nor conservative. The organizing principle in Trump's chaotic campaigns, the animating passion among his supporters, has been a reactionary turn against dizzying change, specifically the economic and cultural transformations of the past half century: the globalization of trade and migration, the transition from an industrial to an information economy, the growing inequality between metropolis and hinterland, the end of the traditional family, the rise of previously disenfranchised groups, the "browning" of the American people. Trump's basic appeal is a vow to take power away from the elites and invaders who have imposed these changes and return the country to its rightful owners--the real Americans. His victory demonstrated the appeal's breadth in blue and red states alike, among all ages, ethnicities, and races.

For two and a half centuries American politics alternated between progressive and conservative periods, played between the 40-yard lines of liberal democracy. The values of freedom, equality, and rule of law at least received lip service; the founding documents enjoyed the status of civic scripture; the requisite American mood was optimism. Although reaction has dominated local or regional (mainly southern) politics, it's something new in our national politics--which explains why Trump has been misunderstood and written off at every turn. Reaction is insular and aggrieved, and it paints in dark tones. It wants to undo progress and reverse history, restoring the nation to some imagined golden age when the people ruled. They want a strongman with the stomach to trample on the liberal pieties of the elites who sold them out.

Trump voters don't think he will destroy democracy; they think he'll restore it to the people.

This is why so many voters are willing to tolerate--in some cases, celebrate--Trump's vile language and behavior; his love affairs with foreign dictators; his readiness to toss aside norms, laws, the Constitution itself. Asked by pollsters if they're concerned about the state of democracy, these voters answer yes--not because they fear its demise, but because it has already failed them. They don't think Trump will destroy democracy; he'll restore it to the people.

The triumph of the Trump Reaction should put an end to two progressive illusions that have considerably strengthened it. One is the notion that identity is political destiny. For a long time, the Democratic Party regarded demographic change in America, the coming "minority majority," as a consoling promise during interim Republican victories: As the country turned less white, it would inevitably turn more blue. In the past decade this notion was absorbed into an ideological framework that became the pervasive worldview of progressives--a metaphysics of group identity in which a generalized "people of color" (adjusted during the social-justice revolution of 2020 to "BIPOC") were assumed to share a common experience of oppression that would determine their collective political behavior, driving them far to the left on issues such as immigration, policing, and transgender rights.

The 2024 election exploded this illusion. Nearly half of Latinos and a quarter of Black men voted for Trump. In New York City he did better in Queens and the Bronx, which have majority nonwhite populations, than in Manhattan, with its plurality of wealthy white people. M. Gessen of The New York Times called it "not a good night for solidarity," but the presumption of like-mindedness among immensely diverse groups of voters should be retired, along with the term people of color, which has lost any usefulness for political analysis.

Read: The cumulative toll of Democrats' delusions

Adjacent to the demographic illusion is a majoritarian one. By this theory, the Democratic Party is kept out of power by a white Republican minority that thwarts the popular will through voter suppression, gerrymandering, judicial legislating, the filibuster, the composition of the Senate, and the Electoral College. By this thinking, the ultimate obstacle to the American promise is the Constitution itself. The United States needs to become less republican and more democratic, with electoral reforms and perhaps a second constitutional convention to give more power to the people. This analysis contains some undeniable truths--the public's voice is thwarted by structural barriers, partisan machinations, and enormous quantities of plutocratic cash. As long as Republican presidents continued to lose the popular vote, the majoritarian argument was tempting, even if its advocates ignored the likelihood that a new constitution would turn out to be less democratic than the old one.

But every election is a reminder that the country is narrowly divided and has been for decades, with frequent changes of control in the House of Representatives. Now that Trump has won the popular vote and the Electoral College, the majoritarian illusion, like the demographic one, should be seen for what it is: an impediment to Democratic success. It relieved the party of the need to listen and persuade rather than expecting the dei ex machina of population and rule changes to do the work of politics.

When Democrats lose a presidential election, they descend into a familiar quarrel over whether the party moved too far to the left or to the center. This time the question seems especially irrelevant; their political problem runs so much deeper. The Democratic Party finds itself on the wrong side of a historic swing toward right-wing populism, and tactical repositioning won't help. The mood in America, as in electorates all over the world, is profoundly anti-establishment. Trump had a mass movement behind him; Kamala Harris was installed by party elites. He offered disruption, chaos, and contempt; she offered a tax break for small businesses. He spoke for the alienated; she spoke for the status quo.

Democrats have become the party of institutionalists. Much of their base is metropolitan, credentialed, economically comfortable, and pro-government. A realignment has been going on since the early '70s: Democrats now claim the former Republican base of college-educated professionals, and Republicans have replaced Democrats as the party of the working class. As long as globalization, technology, and immigration were widely seen as not only inevitable but positive forces, the Democratic Party appeared to ride the wave of history, while Republicans depended on a shrinking pool of older white voters in dying towns. But something profound changed around 2008.

I spent the years after the financial crisis reporting in parts of the country that were being ravaged by the Great Recession and the long decline that had preceded it, and were growing hostile toward the country's first Black president. Three things recurred everywhere I went: a conviction that the political and economic game was rigged for the benefit of distant elites; a sense that the middle class had disappeared; and the absence of any institutions that might have provided help, including the Democratic Party. It was hard to miss the broken landscape that lay open for Trump, but the establishments of both parties didn't see it, and neither did most of the media, which had lost touch with the working class. The morning after Trump's shocking victory in 2016, a colleague approached me angrily and said, "Those were your people, and you empowered them by making other people feel sorry for them--and it was wrong!"

The Trump Reaction is more fragile than it now seems.

In some ways, the Biden administration and the Harris campaign tried to reorient the Democratic Party back toward the working class, which was once its backbone. Biden pursued policies and passed legislation to create jobs that don't require a college degree in communities that have been left behind. Harris studiously avoided campaigning on her identity as a Black and South Asian woman, appealing instead to a vague sense of patriotism and hope. But Biden's industrial policy didn't produce results fast enough to offset the damage of inflation--no one I talked with in Maricopa County, Arizona, or Washington County, Pennsylvania, this year seemed to have heard of the Inflation Reduction Act. Harris remained something of a cipher because of Biden's stubborn refusal to step aside until it was too late for her or anyone else to make their case to Democratic voters. The party's economic policies turned populist, but its structure--unlike the Republican Party's mass cult of personality--appeared to be a glittering shell of power brokers and celebrities around a hollow core. Rebuilding will be the work of years, and realignment could take decades.

So much of the Trump Reaction's triumph is unfair. It's unfair that a degenerate man has twice beaten a decent, capable woman. It's unfair that Harris graciously conceded defeat, whereas Trump, in her position, would once again have kick-started the machinery of lies that he built on his own behalf, continuing to undermine trust in democracy for years to come. It's unfair that most of the media immediately moved on from Trump's hateful rhetoric and threats of violence against migrants and political opponents. His campaign was unforgivable--but in the words of W. H. Auden's poem "Spain," "History to the defeated / May say Alas but cannot help or pardon."

From the July/August 2017 issue: What's wrong with the Democrats?

The Trump Reaction is more fragile than it now seems. Trump's behavior in the last weeks of the campaign did not augur a coherent second presidency. He will surround himself with ideologues, opportunists, and crackpots, and because he has no interest in governing, they will try to fill the vacuum and turn on one another. The Trump administration, with a favorable Congress, will overreach on issues such as abortion and immigration, soon alienating important parts of its new coalition. It will enact economic policies that favor the party's old allies among the rich at the expense of its new supporters among the less well-off. It's quite possible that, approaching 80, Trump will find himself once more among the least popular presidents in the country's history. But in the meantime, he will have enormous latitude to abuse his power for enrichment and revenge, and to shred the remaining ties that bind Americans to one another, and the country to democracies around the world.

The Trump Reaction will test opponents with a difficult balancing act, one that recalls F. Scott Fitzgerald's famous line about a first-rate intelligence holding two opposed ideas in mind while still being able to function. The Democratic Party has to undertake the necessary self-scrutiny that starts with the errors of Biden, Harris, and their inner circle, but that extends to the party's long drift away from the most pressing concerns of ordinary Americans, toward the eccentric obsessions of its donors and activists. But this examination can't end in paralysis, because at the same time, the opposition will have to act. Much of this action will involve civil society and the private sector along with surviving government institutions--to prevent by legal means the mass internment and deportation of migrants from communities in which they've been peacefully living for years; to save women whose lives are threatened by laws that would punish them for trying to save themselves; to protect the public health from Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nation's security from Tulsi Gabbard, and its coffers from Elon Musk.

Journalists will have a special challenge in the era of the Trump Reaction. We're living in a world where facts instantly perish upon contact with human minds. Local news is disappearing, and a much-depleted national press can barely compete with the media platforms of billionaires who control users algorithmically, with an endless stream of conspiracy theories and deepfakes. The internet, which promised to give everyone information and a voice, has consolidated in just a few hands the power to destroy the very notion of objective truth. "Legacy journalism is dead," Musk crowed on his own X in the week before the election. Instead of chasing phantoms on social media, journalists would make better use of our dwindling resources, and perhaps regain some of the public's trust, by doing what we've done in every age: expose the lies and graft of oligarchs and plutocrats, and tell the stories of people who can't speak for themselves.

A few weeks before the election, Representative Chris Deluzio, a first-term Democrat, was campaigning door-to-door in a closely divided district in western Pennsylvania. He's a Navy veteran, a moderate on cultural issues, and a homegrown economic populist--critical of corporations, deep-pocketed donors, and the ideology that privileges capital over human beings and communities. At one house he spoke with a middle-aged white policeman named Mike, who had a Trump sign in his front yard. Without budging on his choice for president, Mike ended up voting for Deluzio. On Election Night, in a state carried by Trump, Deluzio outperformed Harris in his district, especially in the reddest areas, and won comfortably. What does this prove? Only that politics is best when it's face-to-face and based on respect, that most people are complicated and even persuadable, and that--in the next line from the Fitzgerald quote--one can "see that things are hopeless and yet be determined to make them otherwise."



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The End of Democratic Delusions."
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RFK Jr. Is a Bellwether

Kennedy embodies several trends across politics, science, and society, which require careful attention to understand how America is changing

by Derek Thompson




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a tangle of biographical ironies. He is an anti-elite renegade bearing the most elite surname in politics. Once feared for his left-wing radicalism when Barack Obama considered him for a Cabinet appointment in 2008, he has now been nominated to lead a major department for a right-wing administration. A notorious vaccine skeptic, Kennedy is set to direct health policy under the president who oversaw Operation Warp Speed, the country's most successful vaccine-development program.

These inconsistencies, along with Kennedy's colorful history of interactions with the animal kingdom, have made him the object of relentless derision in the press. I'm not interested in taking Kennedy's side in these debates; he has said many things that are plainly wrong. But Kennedy embodies several trends across media, politics, science, and society, all of which require careful attention to understand how America is changing--and what sorts of people are, like Kennedy himself, poised to take advantage of those changes in the future.

The first, and most obvious, phenomenon to loft Kennedy to power has been the long shadow cast by COVID. Much of his popularity is an echo of pandemic anger over perceptions of government overreach, including lockdowns, mask mandates, extended school closures, vaccine requirements, and what many see as the hypocritical and inconsistent application of these rules.

Read: RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency

Kennedy's outspoken position on vaccine safety has revealed--and also helped drive--the GOP-ification of the anti-vax position. Until just a few years ago, vaccine skepticism was nonpartisan. It was associated both with a hippie approach to health, which chiefly appealed to affluent lefties, and with the doctrine of political liberty, which appealed more to conservatives. In Kennedy, these anxieties are fused. He both exaggerates the risks of vaccine ingredients and also frames his objection to vaccination policies as a defense of personal choice. President Joe Biden "violated one of the central principles of freedom" with the vaccine mandates, Kennedy said in a video posted to X earlier this year. Those views align him with the Republican Party, which has become much more distrustful of science and scientists in the past few years.

Kennedy's vaccine skepticism must be placed in a broader context to understand its political power. A lifelong crusader against corporations, Kennedy has few good things to say about almost any technological invention. He has voiced histrionic fears about nuclear reactors, said that Wi-Fi can cause "leaky brain," suggested that chemicals in the water supply might make kids transgender, wondered aloud if Prozac might contribute to school shootings, and posted support for the so-called chemtrails conspiracy, which holds that the government uses the contrails, or condensation trails, of jetliners to spread toxic chemicals. At the same time, he is a big fan of products and behaviors that predate, say, modern agriculture. In October, he pledged to end the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of, among other things, "raw milk," "clean foods," "exercise," and "sunshine."

This primitive romanticism is the core of the modern Republican Party. To the extent that any single attitude unites the motley coalitions under Donald Trump, it is a pervasive distrust of incumbents, establishments, and legacy organizations. In Pew Research surveys, less than half of Republicans say they believe that higher education, Big Business, tech firms, the media, the entertainment industry, or unions have a positive effect on society. Although more than 60 percent of Democrats say they trust a variety of news organizations, including CNN and The New York Times, there is not one media company that more than 60 percent of Republicans say they trust, including Fox News.

One common explanation for Democrats' recent losses among young and nonwhite voters is the "diploma divide." College-educated Americans are moving left while less-educated Americans are moving right. Kennedy's rise reveals a similar but distinct phenomenon, which is the "institutional-trust divide." As the Vox writer Eric Levitz pointed out, young, nonwhite, and less-educated voters tend to have less trust in major institutions. They are more interested in "a paranoid vision of American life and a populist contempt for the nation's political system," he wrote. And these are precisely the groups that are moving fastest away from the Democratic Party. One might say that Democrats have become the party of bureaucratic rules, with their emphasis on guardrails and their appeals to democracy, while the GOP has become the party of anti-establishment rulers--swashbuckling outsiders who pledge to use their power to burn down the system.

Kennedy is also at the forefront of fitness politics. Since joining the Trump campaign, Kennedy has launched a spin-off movement: MAHA, or "Make America healthy again." Brad Stulberg, a personal-development author and faculty member at the University of Michigan School of Public Health, told me that he sees MAHA as emblematic of an emerging phenomenon, which he calls "performative health."

Whereas personal health is a just-the-basics approach to diet and exercise, Stulberg defines performative health as "a macho aesthetic" that messily combines a distrust of FDA-approved therapies, an enthusiasm for supplements, and a fixation with manly strength, especially strength that can be captured by front-facing cameras in gyms and posted to social media. Performative health is overtly masculine, Stulberg told me, and Kennedy is its champion, with his exercise videos, his relentless criticisms of the FDA, his reliance on vitamins and supplements, and his endorsement of testosterone-replacement therapy.

How can someone be a skeptic of federally approved therapies that have gone through rounds of clinical testing but also an outspoken fan of infrequently tested (or untested) supplements and risky drug regimens? One possibility goes back to institutions: Therapeutics that carry the stink of FDA and Big Pharma are automatically questionable. Another explanation is that supplements, vitamins, and antiaging treatments sound like tools for the already strong to get stronger, whereas pharmaceutical companies make therapies for sick people. By this somewhat Nietzschean calculation, supplements help the healthy (thus: good), whereas drugs are a corporate conspiracy to entrap the weak (thus: bad).

Although this is certainly a simplistic worldview, it might hold appeal for some young men who are looking for a model of masculinity. "I think many young men are drawn to this attitude toward fitness, and it's being delivered by people who are coded as conservative," Stulberg said. According to an analysis of voter behavior by the pollster Patrick Ruffini, men younger than 45 shifted 13 points toward Trump between the 2020 and 2024 elections. (Nonwhite noncollege men shifted right more than 20 points.) Kennedy, Stulberg said, shows how these concepts of strength, masculinity, and conservatism can be fused inside America's majority-male party.

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

The final trend that Kennedy epitomizes is the political dominance of elites who make "anti-elitism" their political brand. Kennedy has modeled this approach for years. He has spent his entire life as a celebrity. But for about as long as he's been in the public eye, he has played the part of an insider's outsider, combining a powerful name with a contempt for power. "I always had the feeling that we were all involved in some great crusade," he once wrote, and his lifelong crusade has taken him from anti-corporate environmental lawyer to anti-government health crusader.

This style--the elite who despise the elite--describes some of Trump's most influential backers, including Elon Musk, the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen, and the financier Bill Ackman. What's notable about these figures isn't that they're wealthy people supporting the conservative candidate; that's a dog-bites-man story. Rather it's that they've all couched their support for Trump as anti-establishment--whether it's Ackman against colleges and the DEI bureaucracy, Musk against legacy media, or Andreessen against the Biden administration's crypto policies. Each of these immensely powerful men has recognized that, in an age of anti-incumbency, the best way to promote one's cause is to align oneself with the common man's plight and to frame one's opinions as a war against power.

Kennedy has, rather ingeniously, situated himself at the intersection of the most important trends in American politics and society, including but not limited to post-COVID anger at government overreach, the polarization of vaccine skepticism, the rise of anti-institutional crusaders in the GOP, the emergence of performative health as a branch of pro-masculine politics, and the triumph of anti-elite elitism. His specific views may not deserve support. But his political style deserves attention.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/12/rfk-health-regulation-elitism/680863/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Would You Pay $1,000 for a Family Photo?

Just about anyone can take a picture with their smartphone. But some parents are paying top dollar to capture the perfect image.

by Erin Sagen




Updated at 4:07 p.m. ET on December 2, 2024

Kirsten Bethmann started photographing families in 2005. She was living in the Outer Banks, in North Carolina, and found the era's default aesthetic to be pretty uninspired--"families standing stiffly in sand dunes," as she described it to me. So, when she entered the field, she drew from her background in photojournalism and tried something more natural: She'd instruct families to play on the beach for most of their hour-long session, then spend 10 minutes taking traditional, posed photos. She even drafted contracts making clients swear they wouldn't show up in matching outfits or dress head to toe in khaki and white.

The first year, she had a dozen customers. Twenty years later, her services are in such high demand that some people fly her out of the state, even out of the country, and shell out $7,000 for a day-long shoot.

At a time when nearly anyone can easily take a high-quality photo with their smartphone, you might assume that people like Bethmann would be struggling to find work. But the number of working professional photographers has actually grown about 15 percent in the past decade, according to Census Bureau data, and is expected to keep rising. Family photography is one of the field's most popular specialties. Rates as steep as Bethmann's are uncommon. Only 3 percent of families who get their picture taken pay more than $4,000, a report by the Professional Photographers of America found, and more than a third pay less than $500. Still, a lot of people spend more than you might realize: Nearly 40 percent of customers dish out more than $1,000 for a shoot.

Putting so much money toward professional photos may seem extravagant. But family pictures have, of course, long been highly valued heirlooms. The impulse to hold on to a memory is almost primal--think of ancestors drawing on cave walls or telling stories around a fire. Today, that age-old instinct of preservation is colliding with new pressures from social media for people to measure up to what they see online, propelling demand and transforming how and why families capture their memories: what the photos look like, what they cost, and, crucially, who they are for.

Read: Millennials are keeping family holiday cards alive

For thousands of years, only elites could afford portraits of their loved ones. But in the early 1800s, the invention of the camera gradually opened up that luxury to the middle class, especially as a way to memorialize important family moments, even deaths. By the end of the century, pictures had become as fundamental a wedding ritual as saying "I do," Alex Alberro, an art-history professor at Columbia, told me. They served as "a certification" of what had happened. In the decades that followed, independent portrait studios began to pop up around the country, letting families capture less significant events, too. The photography chain Olan Mills opened its first permanent shop in Arkansas in 1938, and many department stores added studios. Before long, driving to the mall with your family to give your biggest, tightest smiles for a relatively affordable, 15-minute shoot (sometimes in matching outfits) felt like a middle-class custom.

Then, in the 1990s, digital cameras revolutionized photography. And in 2007, the iPhone, with its built-in camera, disrupted the market further. If the digital camera dealt an early blow to photo studios by offering a cheaper, more convenient alternative to film, the smartphone's flexibility supplanted the studio's rigidity almost entirely. By the mid-2010s, photo studios began closing. Sears and Walmart shut down the last of theirs in 2013. JCPenney still operates about 400, the only remaining department-store photo studios.

At the same time as smartphones were shaping how and where families took photos, social media was redefining how they shared those images with others. In the past, pictures were for you and perhaps your family and friends. They might have decorated your walls and filled your albums. "Instagram changed everything," Karen North, a digital and social-media professor at the University of Southern California and a licensed psychologist, told me. The app gave personal photos a larger audience than ever. Now, across all social-media platforms, hundreds of millions of images are posted every day.

The potential dangers of scrolling through so much highly curated imagery are well known. Research has found that the social comparisons it induces can be associated with feelings of anxiety and depression, and that getting likes and comments on your posts can trigger the release of the feel-good chemical dopamine. Professional photographs promise to draw the clicks some people's brains crave. Mothers, who spend more time than fathers on caregiving and household responsibilities such as scheduling these shoots, may feel outsize pressure to project a perfect image: According to a 2016 study commissioned by Instagram, the average mom checks the app six times a day. And a 2023 CDC report found that most moms who use Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook check them daily. Moms on social media are likely inundated by images of smiling, happy families. Seen in this light, it's not surprising that they might choose to spend hundreds--if not thousands--of dollars on slick family photos, to keep up with their cousin, their co-worker, anyone with an enviable online life.

Read: MomTok is the apotheosis of 21st-century womanhood

But families today are eschewing the studio's timed grins and cringe-inducing poses to instead convey an air of authenticity: a child caught mid-laugh, a parent breastfeeding on the couch. Instagram didn't completely upend professional photography; it loosened its aesthetic. Now fancy photographers tend to capture families playing in open fields and documenting births in intense detail. The platform is filled with selfies and candid snapshots--or, at least, snapshots that look candid. Blurry pictures carry more social currency than sharp ones, and a too-bright flash imparts a gritty charm that perfect staging cannot. "On social media, photos that get posted are less about polish and precision and more about sharing experiences and telling stories," Tim Gorichanaz, a Drexel University professor, wrote in The Conversation.

All of this imperfection might seem easy enough to capture on an iPhone, but that's underestimating how sophisticated the average person's photographic tastes have become. "It's not just pressing a button," Jenny Jimenez, a freelance photographer based in Seattle, told me. Photography is a highly technical art; a successful shoot requires the right alchemy of light, location, and weather, not to mention skill in framing, editing, and nurturing trust with your subjects. After 20 years working with families, Jimenez knows the challenges well: teens and spouses who don't want to be there, controlling parents who quash their children's natural spontaneity, family members who just won't let go for a candid shot. She's learned a few essential lessons, including that kids are usually more comfortable in their own home--and that better pictures come when they're comfortable. But sometimes the antics still surprise her. Once, when she was with a family at a park, the 9-year-old son spotted two schoolmates standing next to the bridge where the clients were headed to shoot. Humiliated at the prospect of being seen, the son ran off with Jimenez's camera bag and threatened to throw it over the bridge. (Fortunately, she persuaded him to give it back.)

For families who can't afford upscale pictures, more reasonably priced professional options have emerged. Reporting this article, I learned about Shoott, which operates in more than 60 cities across the U.S. and offers 30-minute, low-cost sessions with freelance photographers in places like a park or public plaza. Families make up about 80 percent of its customers, the CEO and a co-founder, Jennifer Tsay, estimates.

Of course, families could also just use their smartphones. But for moms (who, in some families, aren't photographed with their kids very much), for single parents (who don't always have another adult around to take a picture), or for those who just aren't the self-documenting type, getting some help may make preserving memories easier. Maybe they'll choose to post the photo on Instagram, or maybe they'll squirrel it away for future generations--a small but shiny reminder of what it was like to all be together.



This article originally stated that the 9-year-old-son of a family that Jenny Jimenez was photographing ran off with her camera. In fact, he ran off with her camera bag.
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Imagine a Drug That Feels Like Tylenol and Works Like OxyContin

New research points to a future in which pleasure and pain relief can be independently controlled.

by Richard A. Friedman




Doctors have long taken for granted a devil's bargain: Relieving intense pain, such as that caused by surgery and traumatic injury, risks inducing the sort of pleasure that could leave patients addicted. Opioids are among the most powerful, if not the most powerful, pain medications ever known, but for many years they have been a source of staggering morbidity and mortality. After the Civil War, thousands of veterans became addicted to morphine and opium, which were used to treat battle injuries and illnesses. In the 1990s, overprescribing by doctors, along with aggressive and deceptive drug marketing by pharmaceutical companies, led to a deadly and ongoing opioid epidemic that has killed more than 800,000 Americans.

The devil's bargain has radically shaped the practice of medicine in 21st-century America. Since the opioid epidemic began, doctors have cut down severely on the amount of opioid medication they prescribe. Inevitably, this means some patients with real need for pain relief go undertreated or completely untreated. Though estimates vary, one 2018 analysis found that about 5 percent of people who are prescribed opioids for pain will develop a dependence; for many doctors, easing some patients' suffering just isn't worth the risk of saddling them with a potentially fatal drug dependence.

New research, published today in Science Advances, suggests that using opioids to relieve physical suffering without risking addiction is in fact possible. In the study, a team of researchers led by the neuroscientists Francis Lee at Weill Cornell Medicine and Anjali Rajadhyaksha at the Lewis Katz School of Medicine at Temple University blocked the rewarding properties of opioids in mice while preserving the drugs' analgesic effects. (I'm a clinical psychiatrist at Weill Cornell and Lee is the chair of the psychiatry department, but we have never collaborated on research.) These findings, although preliminary, could fundamentally shift the paradigm of pain. They offer an opportunity for doctors and researchers to seriously consider a future in which pain and pleasure can be isolated and independently controlled.

The new study focuses on a type of drug called an MAGL inhibitor, which increases the level of an endocannabinoid, known as 2-AG, in the brain. Endocannabinoids are cannabis-like molecules that bind to the same receptors in the brain that the THC in marijuana does, but they produce a more powerful response. In one experiment, some mice received the MAGL inhibitor while others were designated as a control group. All of the mice were given opportunities to self-administer doses of a potent opioid. To the researchers' surprise, the mice that received the MAGL inhibitor displayed less interest in the opioids while their counterparts more avidly self-administered. In a separate test, when heat was applied to the tails of mice (a mildly painful stimulus), those that had received the MAGL inhibitor did not flinch any more than those that received only opioids. In other words, the MAGL inhibitor seemed to diminish the rewarding effect of the opioids while preserving their painkilling benefit.

Read: The true cause of the opioid epidemic

Psychiatrists have assumed for some time that opioids and endocannabinoids should, if anything, enhance each other's pleasurable effects, because they both have receptors in the brain's reward pathway. But Lee and Rajadhyaksha's team determined that when 2-AG binds its receptor in the reward pathway, it inhibits the release of dopamine, thereby blunting the reward that an opioid would otherwise provide. Meanwhile, opioids' analgesic effects are unimpeded in the body's pain circuits, which have few receptors to which 2-AG can bind.

Neuroscientists I spoke with who were not involved in the study told me that the findings, if confirmed in future research, have the potential to meaningfully change pain medicine. Eric J. Nestler, a professor of neuroscience at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, called the study "a novel and exciting approach" to separating the addictive and painkilling properties of opioids. He also pointed out that, based on preliminary research, MAGL inhibitors seem to cause only minimal side effects in humans, such as slight sedation and lightheadedness. "The real proof will be in humans," Nestler told me. Matthew Hill, a neuroscientist and cannabinoid expert at the University of Calgary, in Canada, was optimistic about the prospects for such proof. "The exciting aspect is that when it comes to the endocannabinoid system, a lot of what we learn from animal models translates to humans quite well," he told me.

The flashiest implication of the new study is that, if it can indeed be replicated in humans, MAGL inhibitors could help curtail the opioid epidemic. Imagine that, after surgery or serious injury, you could leave the hospital with a bottle of pills that contain a compound of, say, Percocet and an MAGL inhibitor. Such a pill could feel as neutral as an Advil or Tylenol, though it would be a far stronger painkiller. MAGL inhibitors may even prove helpful in the treatment of people who are already addicted to opioids. Currently, the standard of care is managing patients' withdrawal symptoms with drugs such as methadone and buprenorphine, which are themselves opioids and still retain some euphoric effects and potential for abuse. Adding an MAGL inhibitor to the mix could make methadone and buprenorphine safer to use.

Listen: The drug that could help end the opioid epidemic

The medical profession has struggled with a kind of pharmacologic Calvinism--the notion that if something feels good, it must be bad for you. That assumption has led some health-care providers to exaggerate the addictive risk of drugs such as Valium and Klonopin, which are used to treat anxiety, among other things. Similar myths abound in American culture, which frequently casts pain relief and pleasure as inseparable physical and psychological experiences--different sides of the same coin. For example, many advertisements for painkillers or muscle relaxants depict people experiencing not just relief from pain but a magical return to some pleasure, like playing sports or enjoying nature. Psychological adversity, including that caused by pain, is often thought to be conducive to personal growth. And as any trainer will tell you: No pain, no gain.

But the more scientists study pain and pleasure, the more their findings test existing assumptions about psychology and philosophy. Since the 1950s, researchers have understood that the neural circuits that give rise to pleasure and pain are largely distinct, though they are located near one another and interact. If you've ever been seriously injured in an accident, you might have experienced this separation for yourself: Your pain is kept temporarily in check by a surge of endorphins, the brain's own painkiller, but chances are that you won't feel euphoric. Other recent advances might also expand the boundaries of painkilling without causing addiction. Earlier this year, for example, the drugmaker Vertex Pharmaceuticals submitted an FDA application for a drug that blocks pain signals in peripheral nerves before they reach the brain. Because pleasure is an experience that arises in the central nervous system, the drug has little potential for abuse. If further research supports Vertex's existing results, this will be a meaningful advance in the treatment of pain that arises from things like broken bones. But such a drug will likely leave deep internal pain untouched.

If Lee and Rajadhyaksha's new study replicates in humans, it will have profound implications not just for how physicians treat pain but also for how all of us think about the very nature of pain. I would hope that doctors would be more generous about relieving pain if they can confidently impede or even block the risk of addiction. And understanding that pleasure and pain relief are not necessarily joined at the hip might help the rest of us be less moralistic about adversity in everyday life. Chronic pain is a major cause of disability, interferes with healthy habits such as exercise, and might even modestly shorten one's lifespan. Why not keep it at bay?

Read: Why does chronic pain hurt so much?

For too long, doctors have feared pain relief while patients have suffered through intense discomfort--or risked addiction. Now researchers have the opportunity to reassess the risk-benefit calculus of pain. What a boon it would be for medicine to have a new generation of drugs that could take away our agony and leave the work of finding pleasure to us.
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Trump's Predatory Version of 'America First'

A conversation with<strong> </strong>David Frum on the dangers of Trump's approach to the world

by Isabel Fattal




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.


Ronald Reagan, invoking the 17th-century Puritan John Winthrop, once compared America to "a shining city on a hill." This image of visibility and power, my colleague David Frum writes in a new essay, "imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers." In the next Trump era, David argues, Reagan's vision of America will disappear: "The hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys."

I called David to chat about the Trump administration's zero-sum view of the world during Donald Trump's first term and what to expect from the president-elect's approach to foreign relationships come January.





A Powerful Teacher

Isabel Fattal: You write that Trump's version of "America First" is not exactly isolationist but instead predatory. How so?

David Frum: "America First" hearkens back to the 1940s, when it was the slogan about keeping America out of the Second World War. "America First" as a phrase is often associated with the idea of isolationism. But Trump is not an isolationist. He is very keen on involvement with foreign countries. He has business in foreign countries. He collects all kinds of benefits from foreign countries, for himself and his family and his businesses. What he is interested in is a more predatory approach to foreign countries, where countries pay the United States for military protection, and where trade is organized in a way in which the United States wins and other countries lose.

Isabel: How might Trump use his relationships with foreign countries as a way to pay off the money he owes in civil penalties for defamation and fraud?

David: Trump has about half a billion dollars in legal penalties over his head, and he has posted some bonds to meet those penalties. But if he loses his cases on appeal, he will have to pay. It isn't that Trump doesn't ultimately have the resources, but a lot of his resources are locked up in buildings that his family has owned for a long time and would be subject to high capital-gains taxes. One of the things that Trump might do is look to foreign sources to help him with that problem. And a lot of people around the world with a lot of resources are eager to help him.

Isabel: You note in your piece that the Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump. Where do the past eight years leave America in its approach to global trade?

David: If Donald Trump was the most protectionist president since the Depression, Joe Biden was the second-most-protectionist president since the Depression. The Biden administration wanted to do a very aggressive industrial policy. The so-called Inflation Reduction Act had a lot of protectionist measures in it. They kept most of the Trump tariffs in place and added some of their own. They did no trade-expanding negotiations, unlike, for example, their predecessors Barack Obama and George W. Bush. The United States has not completed a major trade-expanding agreement since Obama signed the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama.

Isabel: Let's talk a bit about how the American people feel. You write in your essay that Americans who experienced the Truman era understood that "America alone meant America weakened." How has an ingrained understanding of the importance of expanding global trade "curdled," as you write, "into regrets and doubts"?

David: The Great Depression was an exceedingly nasty experience, and everybody who lived through it learned some powerful lessons, including that trade barriers made depressions worse and bad depressions easily turned into deadly world wars. The people who recovered from that world wanted to do things in a different way.

Isabel: In the absence of firsthand experience, do you think Americans will ever come to value the "city on a hill" idea again?

David: There are lots of ways to learn things, but direct personal experience is a very powerful teacher. Those experiences of the 1930s and '40s have faded into time. Meanwhile, Americans have had new experiences of the shock of NAFTA and China. It's very easy for people to blame foreigners for difficulties at home, and to forget the deeper history that explains why we need to grow together in prosperity, that the prosperity of some doesn't come at the expense of others.

Related:

	America's lonely future
 	What Europe fears






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The sound of fear on air
 	Democratic states' new anti-Trump strategy
 	The 10 books that made us think the most this year




Today's News

	Brian Thompson, the CEO of UnitedHealth Group's insurance unit, was fatally shot in a premeditated attack in Manhattan this morning, according to Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch. The suspect fled the scene and is not in custody.
 	French Prime Minister Michel Barnier was ousted after French lawmakers passed a no-confidence motion. His successor will be selected by President Emmanuel Macron.
 	A majority of the Supreme Court justices appeared skeptical about overturning a Tennessee law that denies gender-affirming care to transgender minors.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a bellwether for some of the most powerful trends in politics and society, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read




McNeal

By Ayad Akhtar

In November 2022, OpenAI released ChatGPT to the world. Soon after, a software developer asked it to provide instructions for removing a peanut-butter sandwich from a VCR, and to write these instructions in the style of the King James Bible. ChatGPT complied: "And the Lord said, 'Verily I say unto thee, seek not to put thy peanut butter sandwiches in thy VCR, for it is not a suitable place for such things.'"
 Many of us read these results with wonder and amazement and then went about our business. Ayad Akhtar, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author and playwright, started thinking about a new play.
 -- Jeremy Strong


Read the full play.

More From The Atlantic

	The American people deserve DOGE.
 	Bedbugs could be more horrifying than you think.
 	Any parent would have done the same.
 	The case against despair in Trump's second term




Culture Break


Giles Keyte / Universal Pictures



Watch. Wicked (in theaters now) is a musical blockbuster that didn't play by the rules, Shirley Li writes. It makes the case that audiences aren't so tired of the genre after all.

Read. These five essay and short-story collections are easy to read at your own pace.

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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Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Stormy weather

by Alan Taylor




Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street," as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to one another and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentially rivaling the current size of the Great Red Spot. The orange-colored moon Io photobombs this view, casting a shadow onto Jupiter's cloudtops. For a sense of scale, Io is about one quarter of the Earth's own diameter, or just a bit larger than our own moon.

See the full advent calendar here, as a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Behind the Brain Rot

Oxford's controversial Word of the Year captures how chronically online life has become.

by John Hendrickson




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


The image is black-and-white, lending it an air of "historical artifact": A modern-day Donald Trump standing next to Elvis Presley. The president-elect posted the picture on Truth Social last night. Presley is strumming a guitar; Trump is idling in the frame. Of course, this scene is impossible, and it's not a real photograph. Elvis died in 1977, when Trump was 31 years old. Nevertheless, here's Trump, side by side with the King, not smiling, not singing, just ... hanging out. There is no punch line, or even a semblance of a joke. It is literally just something to look at.

Amid a string of recent Cabinet-nomination announcements, the incoming president chose to share this image with his millions of social-media followers. The people responding in the comments loved it, and some replied with similar images, most of which appeared to be AI-generated. You could say that this is harmless. But what is it adding to the world? How is this even entertainment?

The heavy sigh and slightly hungover feeling this type of content elicits might best be described as brain rot--Oxford's 2024 Word of the Year.

Brain rot is marked by a "supposed deterioration of a person's mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as a result of overconsumption of material (now particularly online content) considered to be trivial or unchallenging." It has a symbiotic relationship with internet garbage, or, as shoddily made AI-generated content has been deemed, slop, some of which is created by spammers who find financial incentive in flooding social platforms. Brain rot is the symptom, not the disease: It stems from this daily avalanche of meaningless images and videos, all those little tumbling content particles that do not stir the soul.

And yet these ephemera nonetheless seep into our skulls. Slop has a way of taking up valuable space while simultaneously shortening our attention span, making it harder to do things like read books or other activities that might actually fulfill us. Brain rot doesn't hurt; it's dulling, numbing, something more like a steady drip. You know you have it when you have consumed but you are most certainly not filled up. And the deluge of disposable digital stuff often feels like a self-fulfilling, self-deadening prophecy: Rotting brains crave more slop.

The Trump era, and especially the current phase in which we find ourselves, is likewise the era of brain rot, of junk, of exhaustion. My colleague Charlie Warzel argued over the summer that the MAGA aesthetic, in a word, is slop: "The high-resolution, low-budget look of generative-AI images appears to be fusing with the meme-loving aesthetic of the MAGA movement," he wrote. He's right, though it's important to acknowledge that slop (and its attendant brain rot) transcend politics. Even if you tune out the news, you're still bound to deal with the never-ending stream of meaningless digital debris. Take, for example, the slate of popular Netflix reality shows, which often feel designed to watch while you're looking at something else on your phone. These programs are like a televised Yule Log, flickering in the background for comfort but not actually providing much of anything.

Though it seems highly modern, brain rot, as a phrase, dates back to Henry David Thoreau, the transcendentalist contemporary of Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of the founders of this magazine.

As Oxford University Press notes on its website:

The first recorded use of 'brain rot' was found in 1854 in Henry David Thoreau's book Walden, which reports his experiences of living a simple lifestyle in the natural world. As part of his conclusions, Thoreau criticizes society's tendency to devalue complex ideas, or those that can be interpreted in multiple ways, in favour of simple ones, and sees this as indicative of a general decline in mental and intellectual effort: "While England endeavours to cure the potato rot, will not any endeavour to cure the brain-rot--which prevails so much more widely and fatally?"


Today, Walden Pond, outside of Boston, is one of the surest places one can visit to alleviate brain rot. You can swim in the cool reflective water, stare at the swaying trees, wander along the muddy shore. I went a few summers ago and felt more offline than I had in a while.

Oxford itself has received flack for being too online in its Word of the Year choices: Last year was the comparatively peppy rizz, while the year before was something more of a brain rot brethren: goblin mode. But getting mad at words is like getting mad at the weather. For better or worse (almost certainly worse), the distinction between our online and offline lives has been vanishing for years, and the line is now all but gone. The best thing we can do is see it all as life itself, and know that whatever feeling we are dealing with is a version of what Thoreau dealt with 170 years ago. Only slightly more stupid.

Related:

	The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop.
 	"What I learned when my AI Kermit slop went viral"




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	South Korea's warning for Washington
 	Musk and Ramaswamy are making a big mistake.
 	The slow, quiet demise of American romance




Today's News

	South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol announced that he would lift the emergency martial law he imposed earlier today after the National Assembly unanimously voted to end it.
 	A judge dismissed the federal gun case against Hunter Biden, who was scheduled to be sentenced next week, after President Joe Biden pardoned his son.
 	The United States will send Ukraine an additional $725 million military-aid package, which includes missiles, ammunition for High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems, and counter-drone systems, according to a State Department announcement yesterday.




Evening Read
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It's Never Too Late to Learn an Instrument

By Caroline Mimbs Nyce

The recorder used to be an instrument people wanted to hear. As a 1946 article in The Atlantic explained, it gets mentioned lovingly in Shakespeare's Hamlet and Milton's Paradise Lost ...
 But by 1946, recorders were already commonly associated with terrible screeching noises, most often made by children. And today, few adults play them. In fact, they don't really play instruments at all.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": Since the election, I fear Men.
 	The next abortion battlefront
 	Adam Serwer: Trumpists don't seem to mind claims of sexual assault.
 	RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency.
 	Why Syria matters to the Kremlin




Culture Break


Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Netflix; Martha Stewart / Courte.



Watch. Martha, a new Netflix documentary, explores the cost of Martha Stewart's chase for domestic perfection.

Read. Check out these seven books that can be read by a family, featuring titles that speak to a wide array of ages and tastes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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South Korea's Warning for Washington

Even botched plots to seize power damage democratic institutions and norms.

by Brian Klaas




A right-wing wannabe authoritarian president--a leader who attacks the press, is accused of abusing power for personal gain, uses his power to block investigations into his family's potential corruption, hopes to stay in office to avoid heading to prison, and only seems to have concepts of a plan to address his nation's inflation and health care--declared martial law earlier today.

This is not a dystopian fever dream for what may soon come to pass in the United States, but instead a rapidly unfolding crisis in South Korea, where President Yoon Suk Yeol shocked his nation with a hastily executed surprise power grab under the pretext of an unspecified military threat from North Korea and enemies within. Late Tuesday evening in Seoul, Yoon issued a statement calling the country's National Assembly a "den of criminals" and claiming that it was undermining governance. Martial law was needed, Yoon claimed, to stop the "anti-state forces that are plundering the freedom and happiness of our people."

Within hours, protests broke out around the assembly building, and the lawmakers within it unanimously voted to overturn Yoon's martial-law declaration. Clashes between protesters and law enforcement have continued since the announcement, and the demonstrations are likely to keep growing, demanding Yoon's resignation.

Michael Schuman: The American global order could end

"I think Yoon is done," Karl Friedhoff, a Korea expert at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, told me. "In his mind, he may have imagined this as a power grab, but this was more about sheer incompetence."

Korea's civil society is strong, and mass protests have long been a signature element of its political culture. "If you've been to Korea and haven't seen a protest, you haven't really been to Korea," Friedhoff quipped.

Yoon essentially has been a lame-duck leader since South Korea's April 2024 legislative elections, in which his party suffered devastating losses. Like many incumbents, Yoon faced the global headwind of high inflation. Yet much of his unpopularity was of his own making. One of Yoon's top power brokers was allegedly paid to ensure that a certain candidate would be selected for their party's nomination to a legislative seat; this scandal also linked the first lady to allegations of election interference and dominated headlines in recent weeks as potentially implicating audio from Yoon's phone calls leaked to the public. Yoon has used his power to block investigations into his family's alleged scandals. Along with perceived mismanagement of public services and the economy, these scandals have devastated Yoon's popularity; a recent poll found his approval at just 19 percent.

South Korea is the 12th-largest economy in the world and, aside from Japan, the most important democracy in East Asia. But it is also a comparatively young democracy, having emerged from authoritarian rule only in the summer of 1987, after the popular uprising known as the "June Democratic Struggle." This matters because martial law is not an abstract concept to older Koreans, so much as it evokes a vivid memory of the country's not-so-distant dictatorial past. The last South Korean coup d'etat took place in 1980, after a general declared an expanded version of martial law and became president. That time, the popular backlash was crushed. Authoritarianism persisted for another eight years. (Many Korea experts and political-science indexes don't count the Republic of Korea as a fully consolidated democracy until 2002.)

Since then, South Korea's democracy has made significant progress and been hailed as one of the biggest antiauthoritarian success stories of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. It's still fragile, however, and the country's institutions have been showing signs of stress for some time. The stressors may sound familiar to Americans, despite a very different context. Gi-Wook Shin, a professor of contemporary Korea at Stanford University, wrote in 2020 that the country was facing a "democratic depression," in which "opponents are demonized, democratic norms are eroded, and political life grows ever more polarized." Politicians, rather than trying to cool tensions, have instead appealed to "chauvinistic nationalism." (Unlike in the United States, however, two of South Korea's living former presidents who broke the law actually served time in prison before they were pardoned.)

Yoon's power grab seems likely to fail. But invoking martial law--even for a few hours--does lasting damage to democratic norms. One of the core principles of democratic governance is civilian rule, which stipulates that the military provides security but has no role in political governance. Democracies collapse when that barrier is removed, such as when a coup d'etat takes place. But even failed coups or failed attempts to execute martial law can crack the civil-military barrier. They remind everyone within the political system that one person--a power-hungry politician or a self-serving general--could destroy decades of progress in an instant. Establishing the norm that the military is outside the scope of politics takes years of good behavior, from those in military fatigues as well as those in suits. Wrecking it can take as little as one misguided decision.

Read: What Trump doesn't understand about the military

South Korea's recent turmoil also illustrates what the late political scientist Juan Linz called the "perils of presidentialism." Linz argued that democratic experiments tend to fail when they allow executive power to reside in a president rather than in a prime minister under parliamentary constraint. Writing in 1990, Linz warned, "Heavy reliance on the personal qualities of a political leader--on the virtue of a statesman, if you will--is a risky course, for one never knows if such a man can be found to fill the presidential office." At the time, Linz pointed to one conspicuous exception: the United States.

President Yoon's seemingly failed bid to consolidate power under martial law is a cautionary tale for Washington on the eve of a second Trump administration. Sometimes, incompetent authoritarians botch plots to seize power. They still damage democratic institutions and norms in the process. And sometimes, the power grabs succeed--because presidential democracy is not protected by constitutions written with magical ink. Rather, it can survive its moments of greatest peril through the actions of brave people who cherish ideals more than power. As Linz warned, such people are not always in plentiful supply.
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Trumpists Don't Seem to Mind Claims of Sexual Assault

Anything is forgivable as long as it comes from people they like.

by Adam Serwer




Donald Trump is most likely not trying to intentionally assemble a Cabinet chock-full of people accused either of sexual assault or of enabling it, but if he were, he'd be killing it.

Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, who has been accused of "sexual encounters" with a minor and paying women for sex, withdrew his nomination for attorney general last month. Gaetz, who has denied the allegations, was in no way qualified for the position, but he met Trump's main criterion of being likely to comply with the president-elect's every decree. (In Gaetz's stead, Trump has nominated former Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi, who faces claims of more pedestrian political corruption.)

Read: Either way, Matt Gaetz wins

Trump's nominee to lead the Pentagon, the former Fox News host Pete Hegseth, has a military background, but he holds extreme views and beyond being another Trump toady is similarly unqualified to lead America's large, complicated military bureaucracy. A 22-page police report describes an alleged sexual assault in California seven years ago--Hegseth has insisted that the encounter was consensual, and later entered into a financial settlement with the accuser; no charges were ultimately filed. Beyond the accusation, Hegseth's statements about sexual assault and women reveal someone who appears to not take either rape or women's contributions to the military seriously; he has, for example, suggested reversing the rule allowing women in combat roles, because they might be raped by their comrades. If Hegseth is innocent of the sexual-assault allegations, he would nevertheless remain unfit for the role.

Trump's nominee to run the Department of Health and Human Services, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., is a staunch ally of preventable childhood diseases who belongs nowhere near a public-health position in the federal government, given his views on vaccinations alone. He also stands accused of sexually assaulting his former live-in nanny. (As The Guardian reported, when asked about the incident publicly, Kennedy acknowledged having "skeletons in his closet," and later sent the nanny a text saying he had no memory of the incident but apologizing for making her uncomfortable.)

Linda McMahon, Trump's pick to ruin the Department of Education, is being sued alongside her husband, the wrestling magnate Vince McMahon, over allegedly having enabled the sexual abuse of underage "ring boys" who worked for what was then known as the World Wrestling Federation, now World Wrestling Entertainment. (The McMahons have also denied any wrongdoing.) McMahon's husband reportedly remains under federal investigation for sex trafficking related to their business, and she has no background in education, other than a brief stint on the Connecticut Board of Education that ended shortly before the revelation that she had falsely claimed to have an education degree.

Then there is Trump himself, who in a 2023 civil suit was held liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll. As Quinta Jurecic writes, "The choice to begin a new administration with this particular slate of picks represents a remarkable commitment to moral ugliness." The message seems to be that allegations should be taken seriously only if they involve a certain class of persons.

These allegations are credible because they are backed up by official documents, witness accounts, and in Trump's case, a verdict. That gives them more weight than a mere accusation. Notably, no standard of evidence would make these accusations credible to many conservatives, because the individuals are Republicans, whereas unfounded claims of sexual misconduct against entire categories of people have been a basis for right-wing policy making over the past four years.

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

Republicans spent much of the Biden years baselessly accusing LGBTQ people of being "groomers" seeking to sexually assault children, and then passing discriminatory laws using those same unfounded accusations as justification. They then nominated Trump, who had admitted on the infamous Access Hollywood tape that he believed his celebrity status allowed him to "grab" women "by the pussy," and sent him back to the White House. Trump spent his campaign smearing immigrants as sexual predators as well. The contradiction here can be understood as a key element of Trump-era conservative ideology, which is that such categories as "sexual predator" can apply only to groups that conservatives are targeting, and never to conservatives themselves. An immigrant or LGBTQ person is therefore a "groomer" until proved otherwise, whereas a conservative by definition cannot be one, no matter what they've allegedly done.

For example, prior to Gaetz's withdrawal, as reported by HuffPost's Arthur Delaney, Republican Senator Lindsey Graham told a reporter, "We're not going to try Pete Hegseth or Matt Gaetz based on press statements." When the reporter pointed out that the allegations against Hegseth had been outlined in a police report, Graham responded, "I don't care."

Again, after several years of passing laws and demanding mass deportations on the pretext that sexual crimes are abhorrent and must be prevented without regard for the individual rights of entire groups of people, the response to such allegations made against a prominent Republican is "I don't care." Which at least has the virtue of being honest.

Contrast this indifferent response with the treatment of Representative-Elect Sarah McBride of Delaware, the first transgender person elected to federal office. House Speaker Mike Johnson and the publicity-hungry Representative Nancy Mace--who just four years ago attempted to present herself as someone who "strongly" supports "LGBT equality" when that seemed politically advantageous--have spent recent weeks publicly trying to humiliate and bully McBride. Johnson set a House rule banning her as well as any other trans-women staffers or visitors from women's bathrooms on Capitol Hill, and Mace proposed a federal law that would do the same for "members, officers and employees" of the House. Mace has presented her bill as an attempt to protect women from sexual assault.

McBride, for her part, has said, "I'm not here to fight about bathrooms, I'm here to fight for Delawareans and to bring down costs facing families. Like all members, I will follow the rules as outlined by Speaker Johnson, even if I disagree with them." Nevertheless, it's worth noting that such "bathroom bills" ultimately have the perverse effect of making any woman deemed insufficiently feminine subject to suspicion, as well as forcing men to use the women's room.

As the writer Parker Molloy notes, the Republican fixation on McBride illustrates the folly of the punditocracy's constant advice to Democrats to lay off "identity politics," beyond the obvious fact that Trumpism is itself identity politics. Republicans get a say in which issues become salient, and if they want to make every news cycle about trans people or immigrants or whichever group they want to demonize, then they can do that. If Democrats then defend the rights of that group, prominent voices in the media will inevitably accuse the Democrats of being obsessed with identity politics, as though it was their choice to bring up the issue in the first place.

The contrast between how Republicans react to conservatives actually accused of sexual assault and a trans person who simply exists is instructive. If you are a conservative, then you cannot be a sexual predator no matter what you have done. If you are a member of a community that conservatives despise and wish to justify discrimination against, then you are a sexual predator, even if you have never preyed on anyone. This is not principled opposition to sexual abuse; it is a commitment to disparaging entire groups of people in order to legitimize intolerance against them. These divergent reactions offer a grim shorthand for Trumpist politics, which seeks not to solve problems but provide scapegoats for those problems, and then hope that people are too distracted by hatred to notice.
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        The 'Mainstream Media' Has Already Lost
        Helen Lewis

        This October, in the closing days of the presidential election, the podcaster Joe Rogan said something extraordinary. He had just hosted Donald Trump for a three-hour conversation in his studio in Austin, Texas, and wanted to make clear that he had discussed a similar arrangement with Kamala Harris's campaign. "They offered a date for Tuesday, but I would have had to travel to her and they only wanted to do an hour," he posted on X. "I strongly feel the best way to do it is in the studio in Austi...

      

      
        The Sound of Fear on Air
        David Frum

        Updated at 8 p.m. ET on December 4, 2024.This morning, I had an unsettling experience.

I was invited onto MSNBC's Morning Joe to talk from a studio in Washington, D.C., about an article I'd written on Trump's approach to foreign policy. Before getting to the article, I was asked about the nomination of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense--specifically about an NBC News report that his heavy drinking worried colleagues at Fox News and at the veterans organizations he'd headed. (A spokesman for th...

      

      
        The Coming Democratic Revolution
        Franklin Foer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Resistance is not futile, although it might seem that way at the moment. No major protests are set to descend on the National Mall. Legal challenges to Donald Trump's policies are likely doomed, given how far rightward the judiciary shifted during his previous administration. With Trump's unified control of the Republican Party, which now has unified control of Washington, congressional oversight is defunct.T...

      

      
        America's Lonely Future
        David Frum

        In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with o...

      

      
        Trumpists Don't Seem to Mind Claims of Sexual Assault
        Adam Serwer

        Donald Trump is most likely not trying to intentionally assemble a Cabinet chock-full of people accused either of sexual assault or of enabling it, but if he were, he'd be killing it.Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, who has been accused of "sexual encounters" with a minor and paying women for sex, withdrew his nomination for attorney general last month. Gaetz, who has denied the allegations, was in no way qualified for the position, but he met Trump's main criterion of being likely to...

      

      
        The Slow, Quiet Demise of American Romance
        Faith Hill

        After Donald Trump's reelection, a lot of women were angry: at the result, at what Trump's return to office could mean for their lives, and at the many people who voted for him--especially the men. In the ensuing days, some of these women began suggesting, half-jokingly or in total earnest, a radical kind of recourse: a sex strike.Many of them cited South Korea's 4B movement, in which women responding to what they describe as a damaging patriarchal culture have renounced not only sex with men but ...

      

      
        Misogyny Comes Roaring Back
        Sophie Gilbert

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Throughout American political history, two capable, qualified, experienced women have run for president on a major-party ticket. Both have lost to Donald Trump, perhaps the most famous misogynist ever to reach the highest office. But in 2024, what was even more alarming than in 2016 was how Trump's campaign seemed to be promoting a version of the country in which men dominate public life, while women are most...

      

      
        Why They Lost
        Ronald Brownstein

        In the past few days, four of the senior officials who directed Kamala Harris's presidential campaign spoke with me about how the race unfolded, from the chaotic first weeks after President Joe Biden's sudden withdrawal until the final hours of Election Day. My conversations with Jennifer O'Malley Dillon, the campaign chair; David Plouffe, the former Barack Obama campaign manager enlisted as a senior adviser; Quentin Fulks, the principal deputy campaign manager with responsibility for broadcast advertising;...

      

      
        The End of Democratic Delusions
        George Packer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The Roosevelt Republic--the progressive age that extended social welfare and equal rights to a widening circle of Americans--endured from the 1930s to the 1970s. At the end of that decade, it was overthrown by the Reagan Revolution, which expanded individual liberties on the strength of a conservative free-market ideology, until it in turn crashed against the 2008 financial crisis. The era that followed has lac...

      

      
        Biden's Unpardonable Hypocrisy
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.When President Joe Biden was running for a second term as president, he repeatedly ruled out granting a pardon to his son Hunter, who has pleaded guilty to tax fraud and lying on a form to purchase a gun. "He was very clear, very up-front, obviously very definitive," White House Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said of one of his many promises to this effect.Biden professed a willingness to abide by t...

      

      
        A Constitutional Crisis Greater Than Watergate
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.Updated at 10:17 a.m. ET on December 1, 2024For more than four decades before Donald Trump assumed the presidency, the FBI director was a position above politics. A new president might choose a political ally as attorney general, but the FBI director was different. An FBI director appointed by Richard Nixon also served under Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. Carter's choice remained on the job de...

      

      
        The Kash Patel Principle
        Tom Nichols

        Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on December 2, 2024.Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.Donald Trump has been releasing names of his nominees for the Cabinet and other senior posts in waves. He began with some relatively conventional choices, and then unloaded one bombshell after another, perhaps in an attempt to paralyze opposition in the Senate with a flood of bad nominees or to overwhelm the public's already limited political attention span. ...

      

      
        A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up
        McKay Coppins

        This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his tr...

      

      
        Donald Trump Gets Away With It
        David A. Graham

        Donald Trump will never face federal criminal charges for trying to corrupt the 2020 presidential election, the fundamental democratic procedure. Nor will he ever face consequences for brazenly removing highly sensitive documents from the White House, refusing to hand them back, and attempting to hide them from the government.Special Counsel Jack Smith, representing the Justice Department, today filed to dismiss charges in the two federal cases he was overseeing against Trump. Smith effectively h...
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The 'Mainstream Media' Has Already Lost

The newspapers and networks of the 20th century are ceding ground. And the people taking their place aren't playing by the same rules.

by Helen Lewis




This October, in the closing days of the presidential election, the podcaster Joe Rogan said something extraordinary. He had just hosted Donald Trump for a three-hour conversation in his studio in Austin, Texas, and wanted to make clear that he had discussed a similar arrangement with Kamala Harris's campaign. "They offered a date for Tuesday, but I would have had to travel to her and they only wanted to do an hour," he posted on X. "I strongly feel the best way to do it is in the studio in Austin." And so Rogan declined to interview the vice president.

What a diva, some people said. If you're offered an interview with a presidential candidate, get off your ass and get on a plane! But Rogan could dictate his own terms. He is not competing in the snake pit of D.C. journalism, where sitting opposite a major candidate delivers an instant status bump. He is the most popular podcaster alive, with a dedicated audience of right-leaning men who enjoy mixed martial arts, stand-up comedy, and wild speculation about aliens (space, not illegal); they are not political obsessives. Rogan knew that Harris needed him more than he needed her.

Nothing symbolizes the changed media landscape of this past election more than Rogan's casual brush-off. Within a week, his interview with Trump racked up more than 40 million views on YouTube alone, and millions more on other platforms. No single event, apart from the Harris-Trump debate, had a bigger audience this election cycle. By comparison, Harris's contentious interview with Bret Baier on Fox News, the most popular of the cable networks, drew 8 million viewers to the live broadcast, and another 6.5 million on YouTube.

Those figures demonstrate the absurdity of talking about the "mainstream media" as many still do, especially those who disparage it. According to a 2021 Pew Research Center survey, Americans with a wide range of political views generally agree about which outlets fall within this definition: newspapers such as The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal and television networks such as CNN. Everyone else who's disseminating information at scale is treated like a couple of hipsters running a craft brewery who are valiantly competing with Budweiser.

From the October 2024 issue: Helen Lewis on how Joe Rogan remade Austin

That's simply not true. Rogan is the "mainstream media" now. Elon Musk, too. In the 2024 campaign, both presidential candidates largely skipped newspaper and television sit-downs--the tougher, more focused "accountability" interviews--in favor of talking directly with online personalities. (J. D. Vance, to his credit, made a point of taking reporters' questions at his events and sat down with CNN and the Times, among others.) The result was that both Trump and Harris got away with reciting slogans rather than outlining policies. Trump has not outlined how his promised mass deportations might work in practice, nor did we ever find out if Harris still held firm to her previous stances, such as the abolition of the death penalty and the decriminalization of sex work. The vacuum was filled with vibes.

The concept of the mainstream media arose in the 20th century, when reaching a mass audience required infrastructure--a printing press, or a broadcast frequency, or a physical cable into people's houses--and institutions. That reality made the media easy to vilify. "The press became 'the media' because the word had a manipulative, Madison Avenue, all-encompassing connotation, and the press hated it," Richard Nixon's speechwriter William Safire wrote in his 1975 memoir.

Somehow, the idea that the mainstream media is made up of major corporations has persisted, even though the internet, smartphones, and social media have made it possible for anyone to reach an audience of millions. Two of the most important information sources of this election cycle have a job that didn't exist even a decade ago: Acyn Torabi and Aaron Rupar, who watch hours of political rallies and TV appearances in order to clip them for social media. These "clippers" can drive days of discussion, particularly when the context of a remark is disputed--such as when Vance's 2021 remarks characterizing Democrats as "childless cat ladies" went viral.

Today, the divide between the "mainstream" and the outsiders is not about reach. Sixty-three percent of American adults get at least some of their news from television, 42 percent from radio, and 26 percent from print publications, according to a 2024 Pew report. But 54 percent get at least some of their news from social media--meaning that, alongside established outlets, they're relying on sources such as Infowars videos, Facebook memes, and posts on X.

The divide is not about influence, either. During Trump's victory speech in Florida, he invited the UFC boss Dana White to say a few words. White thanked the streamer Adin Ross, the podcaster Theo Von, the YouTubers known as the Nelk Boys, and the former NFL players Will Compton and Taylor Lewan, as well as Rogan. During the campaign, all of these men had hosted Trump for softball interviews, often with the encouragement of Trump's 18-year-old son, Barron; Ross even gave Trump a gold Rolex and a customized Tesla Cybertruck during their livestream. (You don't get treatment like that from the Wall Street Journal editorial board.)

From the May 2024 issue: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

Trump's showmanship, aggression, and ability to confabulate suit this new environment. His inconsistency is not a problem--these interviews are designed to be entertaining and personal, not to nail down his current position on abortion or interrogate his income-tax policies. Trump has been especially enthusiastic in his embrace of this new media class, but the Democrats also understand its power: In 2023, Jill Biden addressed a White House holiday party for hundreds of influencers. "You're here because you all represent the changing way people receive news and information," she reportedly said. At the Democratic National Convention, more than 200 "content creators" were credentialed along with traditional journalists.

Being outside the mainstream is, today, seen as more authentic, more in tune with Real America.

Finally, the media divide is not about resources, either. Although some of the legacy outlets are still large, well-funded companies, so are many of the upstarts. Vance, Peter Thiel, and Vivek Ramaswamy have all invested in the video platform Rumble, which went public in 2022 with a reported valuation of $2.1 billion. When The Daily Wire, a right-wing online news organization, tried to hire the internet personality Steven Crowder, he was offered $50 million over four years. He rejected this, calling deals like these "slave contracts."

As for Rogan, he has apparently chosen to forsake fact-checkers and lawyers in favor of some guy named Jamie who looks up stuff on Google, but he doesn't have to do that. His last deal with Spotify was reportedly worth as much as $250 million. He could hire a whole newsroom if he wanted to. But Rogan has intuited, correctly, that many Americans no longer trust institutions. They prefer to receive their news from trusted individuals.

The main beneficiary of our outdated ideas about the "mainstream media" is the political right. Not so long ago, conservatives resented their exclusion from the MSM, because they thought it painted them as extreme: Sarah Palin complained about the "lamestream media," while the late Rush Limbaugh preferred to call it the "state-controlled media" or the "drive-by media."

But that's changed. Being outside the mainstream is, today, seen as more authentic, more in tune with Real America. Trump's constant criticisms of the "fake-news media" have been enthusiastically embraced by his downballot copycats. Complaints about alleged liberal media bias have been amplified by commentators who are themselves overtly partisan: Tucker Carlson, Russell Brand, Dan Bongino, Megyn Kelly, Charlie Kirk, Alex Jones. The underlying premise is that all media skew toward one side or another, but at least these people are honest about it. That allows them to speak alongside Trump at rallies (Kelly), embrace bizarre conspiracy theories (Jones), talk about their encounters with demons (Carlson), and continue to work despite multiple allegations of sexual assault (Brand, who has denied the claims)--all things that would be out-of-bounds for actual journalists.

And let's be clear, some influencers are very cozy indeed with the subjects they cover. You may not have heard of the Instagrammer and Substacker Jessica Reed Kraus, who was formerly a lifestyle influencer, but she has more than 400,000 subscribers on Substack, where she boasts about her access to Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Trump. In January, she joined Kennedy on his catamaran in Hawaii, sipping mimosas and eating pineapple; she attended Trump's Super Bowl party at Mar-a-Lago. Reed Kraus is open about focusing on personalities, not policy. "Average Americans don't have the time or patience to sift through what separates one candidate's health care plan from another," she told Semafor. "But they relate and respond to intimate aspects that speak to one's character."

Often, these very same influencers are the loudest voices complaining about the failures of "the media." On the eve of the election, Rogan hosted Musk, that other great titan of the new media, to make the case for Trump--whom Rogan then endorsed. "The legacy media, the mainstream media, is not balanced at all," said Musk, who personally donated more than $100 million to Trump's reelection efforts. "They're just a mouthpiece for the Democratic Party." Never mind that, for example, CNN's Andrew Kaczynski broke the single most damaging story to the Harris campaign--that she had indeed, in Trump's phrase, supported "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." (This became a staple of Republican attack ads.) Nor did it matter to Musk that, amid his complaints about the standards of the mainstream media, he has repeatedly promoted fake stories: about Nancy Pelosi's husband, about gangs attacking polling stations during the recent Venezuelan election, and even about a dead squirrel whose euthanasia the right saw as evidence of government overreach. When he is proved to be wrong--often by the same legacy media that he decries--he tends to delete his posts without a correction or an apology.

What happens next? To me, the picture looks bleak: more conspiracy theories, more noise, more loudmouths complaining about other people's bias. It's hard to see how journalistic institutions get rebuilt when so many of their business models have collapsed. The migration of ad dollars to Google and Meta means that--with few exceptions--20th-century newsrooms are not coming back.

We cannot reverse the drift from institutions to individuals. Nor can the new partisan outlets be forced to adopt 20th-century norms. The Fairness Doctrine--the policy, repealed under Ronald Reagan, that required broadcasters to reflect contrasting views--is gone for good. We have to let go of the notion that "mainstream media" is a category reserved only for journalists guided by a professional code of ethics, a mission of public service, and an aspiration toward objectivity or at least fairness.

Many independent reporters do good and important work--I'm thinking of the YouTuber Coffeezilla's work on crypto scams, for example, and Jason Garcia's investigations into Floridian politics on his Substack, Seeking Rents--but they are surrounded by a clamorous sea of partisans who operate under new and different rules. Flaunt your bias, get cozy with your subjects, and don't harsh their mellow by asking uncomfortable questions. "You are the media now," Musk told X users as the election results came in. It was the truest statement he had made in months.

To the folks building their own platforms, to the influencers hopping on catamarans with politicians, to the streamers handing out Teslas to their guests--well done on your triumph. Welcome to the mainstream media. Now hold yourselves to the same standards you demand from others.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Joe Rogan Is the Mainstream Media Now."
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The Sound of Fear on Air

It is an ominous sign that <em>Morning Joe</em> felt it had to apologize for something I said.

by David Frum




Updated at 8 p.m. ET on December 4, 2024.

This morning, I had an unsettling experience.
 
 I was invited onto MSNBC's Morning Joe to talk from a studio in Washington, D.C., about an article I'd written on Trump's approach to foreign policy. Before getting to the article, I was asked about the nomination of Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense--specifically about an NBC News report that his heavy drinking worried colleagues at Fox News and at the veterans organizations he'd headed. (A spokesman for the Trump transition told NBC, "These disgusting allegations are completely unfounded and false, and anyone peddling these defamatory lies to score political cheap shots is sickening.")

I answered by reminding viewers of some history:

In 1989, President George H. W. Bush nominated John Tower, senator from Texas, for secretary of defense. Tower was a very considerable person, a real defense intellectual, someone who deeply understood defense, unlike the current nominee. It emerged that Tower had a drinking problem, and when he was drinking too much he would make himself a nuisance or worse to women around him. And for that reason, his nomination collapsed in 1989. You don't want to think that our moral standards have declined so much that you can say: Let's take all the drinking, all the sex-pesting, subtract any knowledge of defense, subtract any leadership, and there is your next secretary of defense for the 21st century. 


I told this story in pungent terms. It's cable TV, after all. And I introduced the discussion with a joke: "If you're too drunk for Fox News, you're very, very drunk indeed."

At the next ad break, a producer spoke into my ear. He objected to my comments about Fox and warned me not to repeat them. I said something noncommittal and got another round of warning. After the break, I was asked a follow-up question on a different topic, about President Joe Biden's pardon of his son. I did not revert to the earlier discussion, not because I had been warned, but because I had said my piece. I was then told that I was excused from the studio chair. Shortly afterward, co-host Mika Brzezinski read an apology for my remarks.

A little bit earlier in this block there was a comment made about Fox News, in our coverage about Pete Hegseth and the growing number of allegations about his behavior over the years and possible addiction to alcohol or issues with alcohol. The comment was a little too flippant for this moment that we're in. We just want to make that comment as well. We want to make that clear. We have differences in coverage with Fox News, and that's a good debate that we should have often, but right now I just want to say there's a lot of good people who work at Fox News who care about Pete Hegseth, and we will want to leave it at that.


She's right, of course: There are good people at Fox News. But if NBC's reporting--based on interviews with 10 current or former Fox employees--about Hegseth's alcohol abuse is accurate, many of those same good people have failed to report publicly that their former colleague, appointed to lead the armed forces of the United States, was notorious in their own building for his drinking. That would be a startling and shameful shirking of responsibility on a matter of grave national importance. What's the appropriate language to call it out?

I am a big admirer of the Morning Joe show and the commitment of all involved to bring well-informed political discussion to a national audience.

I recognize, too, that the prominence of the program has exposed the hosts and producers to extraordinary pressures and threats in the Trump era. Trump has spoken again and again of his determination to retaliate against unfriendly media. Shortly before leaving office, Trump amplified a conspiracy theory that Brzezinski's co-host, Joe Scarborough, was a murderer. Kash Patel, Trump's nominee to head the FBI, has compiled an enemies list to target with investigations. Trump's candidate to chair the FCC has speculated about stripping licenses from platforms that displease the new incoming administration. Interference with mergers and acquisitions to punish critics was a feature of Trump's first administration. Now MSNBC may be spun off by Comcast, leaving the future of the liberal network very much in question. The hosts of Morning Joe visited Mar-a-Lago in November to mend fences with Trump. They genuinely have a lot to worry about.

As for my own comments: You can decide for yourself whether I overstepped the proper limits of television discussion. But I also note that if I did misstep, well, my face was on the screen, my name was on the chyron, and anyone who took offense knows whom to blame.

It is a very ominous thing if our leading forums for discussion of public affairs are already feeling the chill of intimidation and responding with efforts to appease.

I write these words very aware that I'm probably saying goodbye forever to a television platform that I enjoy and from which I have benefited as both viewer and guest. I have been the recipient of personal kindnesses from the hosts that I have not forgotten.

I do not write to scold anyone; I write because fear is infectious. Let it spread, and it will paralyze us all.

The only antidote is courage. And that's infectious, too.



This article originally misstated Comcast's plans for its news channels.
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The Coming Democratic Revolution

To fight Trump and the GOP, blue states are planning to appropriate a Republican strategy: federalism.

by Franklin Foer




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


Resistance is not futile, although it might seem that way at the moment. No major protests are set to descend on the National Mall. Legal challenges to Donald Trump's policies are likely doomed, given how far rightward the judiciary shifted during his previous administration. With Trump's unified control of the Republican Party, which now has unified control of Washington, congressional oversight is defunct.

That leaves a lone bastion of countervailing power, one force capable of meaningfully slowing the maximalist ambitions of the incoming administration: blue states, especially the 15 state governments where Democrats control the executive and legislative branches and, therefore, have more latitude to launch aggressive countermeasures.

Over the past several months, a small coterie of wonks and lawyers--and a few farsighted Democratic governors--have been working in anticipation of this moment. They have prepared measures to insulate states from the Trump administration's most aggressive impositions. They have constructed plans to preserve abortion protections within blue-state borders and to protect environmental regulations enshrined in their books; they have formulated legal strategies for at least slowing Trump's intended mass deportations.

But as Democrats developed these tactics, something unexpected occurred. Some of these wonks began to extoll a vision that promised more than merely preventing the worst. As they pondered the latent power of state government, the outlines of a new progressive vision of federalism--pugilistic and creative, audacious and idealistic--began to emerge.

In another era, this vision might have felt paltry, especially to liberals, many of whom tend to dream of centralization and train their intellectual capital on Washington. Given the dire circumstances in which Democrats now find themselves, however, there's no true alternative. And liberals might soon discover that federalism, once the hobbyhorse of conservatives, contains not only the hope of stubborn resistance but the possibility of regeneration.

Within progressive think tanks and the foundations that fund them, the most influential manifesto for this fledgling movement is a 170-page unpublished memo by Sarah Knight, a veteran of the American Constitution Society for Law and Policy, and Arkadi Gerney, who ran Michael Bloomberg's national gun-control organization. What makes their memo, which they began researching more than a year ago, so intriguing is that they want Democrats to filch tactics from a political foe, Texas Governor Greg Abbott.

From the governor's mansion in Austin, Abbott has exerted outsized influence on the climate of American politics. He's notched victories in the culture war that have resonated beyond his borders. The most notorious, and most noxious, of his gambits entailed transporting more than 100,000 recently arrived migrants to New York, Chicago, and other big cities, at a cost of more than $148 million. The new arrivals--particularly the stress that they placed on state and city services--sowed discord within blue states, as officials argued with one another about how to deal with the mess. Just as devastating, Abbott's stunt helped cement the impression that Democratic rule culminates in chaos, narrowing Vice President Kamala Harris's victory in her party's most loyal states and thereby paving the way for Trump's triumph in the popular vote.

Jonathan Chait: Moderation is not the same thing as surrender

Federalism is a theory of self-government, the underpinning of a system that allows states to express distinct political preferences. But Abbott has practiced a form of hegemonic federalism, which attempts to bend the will of the rest of the nation to his own vision for it. His state subpoenaed medical records from Seattle Children's Hospital, to determine whether its staff provided gender-affirming procedures to kids from Texas. Ultimately, Texas withdrew its subpoena, but the process gave doctors and hospitals outside the state reason to worry about the legal costs they might incur for performing such procedures. And as banks began to adapt to the standards of environment, social, and governance investing, Texas banned Barclays from participating as an underwriter of the state's municipal bonds because of its commitment to carbon neutrality. Abbott's goal was to send a message to institutions: There are meaningful costs to joining the wrong side of the culture war.

I have heard a few hastily sketched ideas for how Democrats could mimic Abbott's coercive ploys. Blue states might aggressively recruit ob-gyns from states with severe restrictions on abortion, leaving behind a red-state shortage of medical care. Women in those states, even ones who aren't especially passionate about abortion, might begin clamoring to ease abortion bans--or punishing the Republican politicians who installed them in the first place. The goal is to apply pressure on Republican governors by provoking a political backlash from within.

Another set of proposals involves deploying massive public-employee pension funds that Democratic states control to make strategic investments in red states. By sinking money into Texas's wind industry, for instance, blue states would do more than just expand alternative-energy options in the state. They would unleash a powerful interest group, which might help reshape the political dynamic in the state.

None of these ideas is well developed, and none is quite as clever as Abbott's. (And the plan to recruit ob-gyns strikes me as immoral, given that it will inevitably siphon health care away from women who desperately need it.) Then again, on the first day of the Biden presidency, Abbott probably didn't have any inkling that he'd spend millions transporting migrants to major cities. What Abbott represents is a potentially powerful template to be opportunistically exploited, a tactic for engineering public opinion.

That's the aggressive, impish side of the new federalism, which requires governors to think sensationalistically in order to call attention to the failures of Republican policies. But there's a more idealistic piece of the vision, too.

The common conception of states' rights is the image of Alabama Governor George Wallace blocking the schoolhouse door against integration. Or it's John C. Calhoun's theory of nullification. Historically, a quiet strain of liberal federalism also runs in parallel. During the Progressive era, Robert La Follette, then the governor of Wisconsin, turned his state into a geyser of reform, passing laws combatting corruption and conserving the environment. His agenda, reverentially referred to as the "Wisconsin Idea," inspired a raft of imitators in other states--and helped set the course for the New Deal. With the Badger State in mind, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis coined his aphorism about states being "laboratories of democracy."

What the heirs to this tradition now propose is far more ambitious than experimentation. That ambition begins with a fact: States where Democrats have unified control of government contribute 43 percent of the national GDP. (Red states fully under Republican rule account for 37 percent.) Economic power is the basis for political power, which is what the example of California suggests: The state's strict emissions standards for cars eventually became the national benchmark, a phenomenon political scientists have branded "the California effect."

Jerusalem Desmas: Blue states gave Trump and Vance an opening

The innovation that the new federalists propose is that the blue states begin to leverage their big budgets--and their outsize influence--by acting in concert. Banding together into a cartel, they can wield their scale to bargain to buy goods at discount. There are drafts of plans to form a collective of states that would purchase insulin and other prescription drugs, which might help mitigate the higher costs of living in their states. (After the Dobbs decision, California Governor Gavin Newsom spearheaded an alliance that began to stockpile the abortion pill misoprostol.) Or they could cooperate to buy solar panels en masse, with the hopes of transforming clean-energy markets.

It's not just about teaming up for the sake of bulk purchases. They can collaborate on creating a joint set of standards, which becomes the basis for legislating and regulating. By creating uniform rules for, say, corporate governance or animal welfare or the disclosure of dark-money contributions to nonprofits, they stand a chance of shaping the standard for the entirety of the country, because it's cumbersome for a national corporation to adhere to two sets of guidelines for raising chickens.

Some of these arrangements would be challenged in court, because the Constitution imposes limits on the cooperation of states. And it's not hard to imagine certain audacious Democratic governors inching closer to nullification of federal laws as they seek to protect their states from Trump's impositions. But there are also ample precedents that allow states to adventurously engage in liberal federalism.

The greatest barrier to this strategy might be the party implementing it. Pouring new thinking into state government requires Democrats to break from character. Their states and cities are, in far too many screaming examples, shoddily managed, a fact reflected in the party's diminishing margin of victory in most metropolises. Creative, competent governance of states is a political necessity for the party, an escape route from the lingering sense that Democratic rule devolves into dysfunction; it's also an opportunity to hash out a fresh agenda of reform, to erect a series of attractive demonstration projects on behalf of a robust liberalism that tangibly delivers for its citizenry. The most effective form of resistance, in the end, is actually proving that Democrats govern better.
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America's Lonely Future

What happens when the nation takes a zero-sum approach to the world?

by David Frum




In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."

The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.

Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with other nations so that there may be, for our mutual advantage, increased production, increased employment, and better standards of living throughout the world."

Truman's vision inspired American world leadership for the better part of a century. From the Marshall Plan of the 1940s to the Trans-Pacific Partnership of the 2010s, Americans sought to achieve security and prosperity for themselves by sharing security and prosperity with like-minded others. The United States became the center of a network of international cooperation--not only on trade and defense, but on environmental concerns, law enforcement, financial regulation, food and drug safety, and countless other issues.

By enriching and empowering fellow democracies, Americans enriched and empowered themselves too. The United States has led and sustained a liberal world order in part because Americans are a generous people--and even more so because the liberal world order is a great deal for Americans.

Open international trade is nearly always mutually beneficial. Yet there is more to the case than economics. Trade, mutual-protection pacts, and cooperation against corruption and terrorism also make democracies more secure against authoritarian adversaries. Other great powers--China, India, Russia--face suspicious and even hostile coalitions of powerful enemies. The United States is backed by powerful friends. These friendships reinforce U.S. power. By working with the European Central Bank, for instance, the U.S. was able to freeze hundreds of billions of dollars of Russian assets after the attack on Kyiv in 2022. Russia imagined those assets beyond American reach; they were not domiciled in the United States. Yet when necessary, the U.S. could reach them thanks to its friends.

Trump's deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Americans who lived through the great tumult of Truman's era understood that the isolationist slogan "America First" meant America alone. America alone meant America weakened. That lesson was taught by harsh experience: a depression that was deepened and prolonged by destructive tariff wars, by each afflicted country's hopeless attempt to rescue itself at the expense of its neighbors; a world war that was enabled because democratic powers would not act together in time against a common threat. The lesson was reinforced by positive postwar experience: the creation of global institutions to expand trade and preserve the peace; the U.S.-led defeat of Soviet Communism and the triumphant end of the Cold War.

But in the years since, the harsh experience has faded into half-forgotten history; the positive experience has curdled into regrets and doubts.

Read: What Europe fears

Donald Trump is the first U.S. president since 1945 to reject the worldview formed by the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the Cold War.

Trump's vision has no place for "mutual good" or "mutual advantage." To him, every trade has a winner and a loser. One side's success is the other side's defeat. "We don't beat China in trade," he complained in the first Republican presidential-primary debate of 2015. "We don't beat Japan ... We can't beat Mexico." His deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods and services at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Trump regularly disparages U.S. allies, and threatens to abandon them. "We're being taken advantage of by every country all over the world, including our allies--and in many cases, our allies are worse than our so-called enemies," he said at a rally this November. But unlike the "America First" movement before World War II, Trump's "America First" vision is not exactly isolationist. Trump's version of "America First" is predatory.

Read: A good country's bad choice

In a midsummer interview, Trump demanded that Taiwan pay the United States directly for defense. "I don't think we're any different from an insurance policy," he said. When the podcaster Joe Rogan asked Trump in October about protecting Taiwan, Trump answered in a more revealing way: "They want us to protect, and they want protection. They don't pay us money for the protection, you know? The mob makes you pay money, right?"

American allies in fact make large contributions to collective security. Total assistance to Ukraine from the European Union nearly matches that of the United States. South Korea pays for the construction and maintenance of U.S. facilities in Korea--and for the salaries of Koreans who support U.S. forces. But Trump wants direct cash payments. In a speech to the Economic Club of Chicago in October, he called for an annual levy of $10 billion from South Korea as the price of protection against North Korea.

Trump seems to have his eye on other payments too; in his first term, he collected benefits for himself and members of his family. Countries that wanted favorable treatment knew to book space at his Washington, D.C., hotel or, it seemed, to dispense business favors to his children. According to a 2024 report by Democrats on the House Oversight Committee, Trump's properties collected at least $7.8 million from foreign sources during his first term.

In his second term, the stream of payments may surge into a torrent. Trump owes more than half a billion dollars in civil penalties for defamation and fraud. How will he pay? Who will help him pay? Trump's need for funds may sway U.S. foreign policy more than any strategy consideration. One of his largest donors in 2024, Elon Musk, stands to benefit hugely from U.S. help with government regulators in China and the EU. Musk is also a major government contractor--and one with strong views about U.S. foreign policy. Over the past few years, he has emerged as one of the fiercest critics of American support for Ukraine. On November 6, Musk joined Trump's first postelection call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. Those who invest in Trump--be they foreign agents or mercurial billionaires--may, over the next four years, annex U.S. power to reshape the world to their liking and their profit.

In 2019, Trump delivered a Fourth of July address on the National Mall. The speech exulted in the fearsome lethality of the U.S. military, but Trump had little to say about American ideals or democratic institutions. Trump has never accepted that the United States is strengthened by its values and principles, by a reputation for trustworthiness and fair dealing. The U.S., to him, should command respect because it is the biggest and strongest bully on the block. When his friend Bill O'Reilly asked him in a 2017 interview about Vladimir Putin, Trump scoffed at the idea that there might be any moral difference between the U.S. and Russia. "You think our country's so innocent?"

Open trade and defensive alliances were already bumping into domestic resistance even before Trump first declared himself a candidate for the presidency. The U.S. has not entered into a new trade-liberalizing agreement since the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama negotiated by the George W. Bush administration and signed by President Barack Obama. The Trans-Pacific Partnership was rejected by a Republican Senate during Obama's last year in office. The Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump, then added more of its own.

But Trump uniquely accelerated America's retreat from world markets, and will continue to do so. His first-term revision of the North American Free Trade Agreement preserved existing access to U.S. markets for Canada and Mexico in return for raising higher barriers around all three North American economies. He has nominated Jamieson Greer, who he said "played a key role during my First Term in imposing Tariffs on China and others," as U.S. trade representative. The tariffs Trump desires, the protection money he seeks, and his undisguised affinity for Putin and other global predators will weaken America's standing with traditional allies and new partners. How will the United States entice Asian and Pacific partners to support U.S. security policy against China if they are themselves treated as threats and rivals by the makers of U.S. trade policy?

Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership.

Trump supporters tell a story about Trump's leadership. They describe him as a figure of strength who will preserve world peace by force of personality. Potential aggressors will be intimidated by his fierce unpredictability.

This story is a fantasy. Trump was no more successful than his predecessors at stopping China from converting atolls and sandbars in the South China Sea into military bases. Chinese warships menaced maritime neighbors on Trump's watch. In September 2018, one passed within 45 yards of a U.S. destroyer in international waters. In January 2020, Iran fired a missile barrage against U.S. forces in Iraq, inflicting 109 traumatic brain injuries. During Trump's first presidency, the United States continued to fight two shooting wars, one in Afghanistan and one against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Over those same four years, the Russian forces that invaded Crimea and eastern Ukraine in 2014 inflicted more than 500 civilian casualties.

Every president puts a face on the abstraction that is the American nation, and gives words to the American creed. Few spoke more eloquently than Ronald Reagan, who famously compared the United States to a "shining city on a hill." In his farewell address, Reagan asked, "And how stands the city on this winter night?" Reagan could answer his own question in a way that made his country proud.

The "city on a hill" image ultimately traces back to the New Testament: "A city that is set upon a hill cannot be hid." The visible hilltop location imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers. Now the hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys--the dominance against which Truman warned. Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership. Some of its citizens will delude themselves that the country has become great again, while in reality it will have become more isolated and less secure.

Americans have tried these narrow and selfish methods before. They ended in catastrophe. History does not repeat itself: The same mistakes don't always carry the same consequences. But the turn from protector nation to predator nation will carry consequences bad enough.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Marauding Nation." It has been updated to reflect the fact that, after the article went to press, Donald Trump nominated Jamieson Greer as U.S. trade representative.
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Trumpists Don't Seem to Mind Claims of Sexual Assault

Anything is forgivable as long as it comes from people they like.

by Adam Serwer




Donald Trump is most likely not trying to intentionally assemble a Cabinet chock-full of people accused either of sexual assault or of enabling it, but if he were, he'd be killing it.

Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida, who has been accused of "sexual encounters" with a minor and paying women for sex, withdrew his nomination for attorney general last month. Gaetz, who has denied the allegations, was in no way qualified for the position, but he met Trump's main criterion of being likely to comply with the president-elect's every decree. (In Gaetz's stead, Trump has nominated former Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi, who faces claims of more pedestrian political corruption.)

Read: Either way, Matt Gaetz wins

Trump's nominee to lead the Pentagon, the former Fox News host Pete Hegseth, has a military background, but he holds extreme views and beyond being another Trump toady is similarly unqualified to lead America's large, complicated military bureaucracy. A 22-page police report describes an alleged sexual assault in California seven years ago--Hegseth has insisted that the encounter was consensual, and later entered into a financial settlement with the accuser; no charges were ultimately filed. Beyond the accusation, Hegseth's statements about sexual assault and women reveal someone who appears to not take either rape or women's contributions to the military seriously; he has, for example, suggested reversing the rule allowing women in combat roles, because they might be raped by their comrades. If Hegseth is innocent of the sexual-assault allegations, he would nevertheless remain unfit for the role.

Trump's nominee to run the Department of Health and Human Services, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., is a staunch ally of preventable childhood diseases who belongs nowhere near a public-health position in the federal government, given his views on vaccinations alone. He also stands accused of sexually assaulting his former live-in nanny. (As The Guardian reported, when asked about the incident publicly, Kennedy acknowledged having "skeletons in his closet," and later sent the nanny a text saying he had no memory of the incident but apologizing for making her uncomfortable.)

Linda McMahon, Trump's pick to ruin the Department of Education, is being sued alongside her husband, the wrestling magnate Vince McMahon, over allegedly having enabled the sexual abuse of underage "ring boys" who worked for what was then known as the World Wrestling Federation, now World Wrestling Entertainment. (The McMahons have also denied any wrongdoing.) McMahon's husband reportedly remains under federal investigation for sex trafficking related to their business, and she has no background in education, other than a brief stint on the Connecticut Board of Education that ended shortly before the revelation that she had falsely claimed to have an education degree.

Then there is Trump himself, who in a 2023 civil suit was held liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll. As Quinta Jurecic writes, "The choice to begin a new administration with this particular slate of picks represents a remarkable commitment to moral ugliness." The message seems to be that allegations should be taken seriously only if they involve a certain class of persons.

These allegations are credible because they are backed up by official documents, witness accounts, and in Trump's case, a verdict. That gives them more weight than a mere accusation. Notably, no standard of evidence would make these accusations credible to many conservatives, because the individuals are Republicans, whereas unfounded claims of sexual misconduct against entire categories of people have been a basis for right-wing policy making over the past four years.

David A. Graham: Guilty on all counts

Republicans spent much of the Biden years baselessly accusing LGBTQ people of being "groomers" seeking to sexually assault children, and then passing discriminatory laws using those same unfounded accusations as justification. They then nominated Trump, who had admitted on the infamous Access Hollywood tape that he believed his celebrity status allowed him to "grab" women "by the pussy," and sent him back to the White House. Trump spent his campaign smearing immigrants as sexual predators as well. The contradiction here can be understood as a key element of Trump-era conservative ideology, which is that such categories as "sexual predator" can apply only to groups that conservatives are targeting, and never to conservatives themselves. An immigrant or LGBTQ person is therefore a "groomer" until proved otherwise, whereas a conservative by definition cannot be one, no matter what they've allegedly done.

For example, prior to Gaetz's withdrawal, as reported by HuffPost's Arthur Delaney, Republican Senator Lindsey Graham told a reporter, "We're not going to try Pete Hegseth or Matt Gaetz based on press statements." When the reporter pointed out that the allegations against Hegseth had been outlined in a police report, Graham responded, "I don't care."

Again, after several years of passing laws and demanding mass deportations on the pretext that sexual crimes are abhorrent and must be prevented without regard for the individual rights of entire groups of people, the response to such allegations made against a prominent Republican is "I don't care." Which at least has the virtue of being honest.

Contrast this indifferent response with the treatment of Representative-Elect Sarah McBride of Delaware, the first transgender person elected to federal office. House Speaker Mike Johnson and the publicity-hungry Representative Nancy Mace--who just four years ago attempted to present herself as someone who "strongly" supports "LGBT equality" when that seemed politically advantageous--have spent recent weeks publicly trying to humiliate and bully McBride. Johnson set a House rule banning her as well as any other trans-women staffers or visitors from women's bathrooms on Capitol Hill, and Mace proposed a federal law that would do the same for "members, officers and employees" of the House. Mace has presented her bill as an attempt to protect women from sexual assault.

McBride, for her part, has said, "I'm not here to fight about bathrooms, I'm here to fight for Delawareans and to bring down costs facing families. Like all members, I will follow the rules as outlined by Speaker Johnson, even if I disagree with them." Nevertheless, it's worth noting that such "bathroom bills" ultimately have the perverse effect of making any woman deemed insufficiently feminine subject to suspicion, as well as forcing men to use the women's room.

As the writer Parker Molloy notes, the Republican fixation on McBride illustrates the folly of the punditocracy's constant advice to Democrats to lay off "identity politics," beyond the obvious fact that Trumpism is itself identity politics. Republicans get a say in which issues become salient, and if they want to make every news cycle about trans people or immigrants or whichever group they want to demonize, then they can do that. If Democrats then defend the rights of that group, prominent voices in the media will inevitably accuse the Democrats of being obsessed with identity politics, as though it was their choice to bring up the issue in the first place.

The contrast between how Republicans react to conservatives actually accused of sexual assault and a trans person who simply exists is instructive. If you are a conservative, then you cannot be a sexual predator no matter what you have done. If you are a member of a community that conservatives despise and wish to justify discrimination against, then you are a sexual predator, even if you have never preyed on anyone. This is not principled opposition to sexual abuse; it is a commitment to disparaging entire groups of people in order to legitimize intolerance against them. These divergent reactions offer a grim shorthand for Trumpist politics, which seeks not to solve problems but provide scapegoats for those problems, and then hope that people are too distracted by hatred to notice.
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The Slow, Quiet Demise of American Romance

Long before calls for a 4B-style sex strike, men and women in the United States were already giving up on dating.

by Faith Hill




After Donald Trump's reelection, a lot of women were angry: at the result, at what Trump's return to office could mean for their lives, and at the many people who voted for him--especially the men. In the ensuing days, some of these women began suggesting, half-jokingly or in total earnest, a radical kind of recourse: a sex strike.

Many of them cited South Korea's 4B movement, in which women responding to what they describe as a damaging patriarchal culture have renounced not only sex with men but also dating, marriage, and childbirth. The idea of an American version drew a good deal of media attention--though not positive attention, for the most part. ("4B Is Not the Winning Strategy to Resist the Patriarchy People Think It Is," a Time headline read.) It's true that a 4B-style movement might never take off in the United States. For starters, it's unclear what such a movement's aim would be, or how it would effect political change here. (South Korea's movement hasn't exactly taken off either.) But a big shift is happening among straight American men and women--a parting of ways that began long before the election. Many people, perhaps women most of all, have been quietly turning away from heterosexual partnership.

As a reporter covering modern dating, I've spoken with a lot of men and women who have reluctantly given up the search for love. I believe that people can have rich, fulfilling lives with or without partners; I also know that courtship has never been easy. But research supports the idea that, in recent years, the United States has seen a particularly pronounced crisis of faith in romance. The Pew Research Center, in an analysis of census data, found that as of 2019, 38 percent of adults were unpartnered--that is, not married or living with a partner--compared with 29 percent in 1990. In a survey Pew conducted that same year, half of single adults said they were not seeking dates. When Pew divided that result by gender, it found that 61 percent of single men said they were looking to date or find a relationship while only 38 percent of single women said the same.

In other words, straight partnerships seem to be going out not with a 4B-style bang but with a whimper. And however subtle the shift might seem, it has huge implications for men and women: how they treat each other, whether they're willing to trust each other, and how they'll build their futures--together or apart.



Years ago, the business journalist Jon Birger was working at Fortune when he noticed a trend. The men he knew seemed to have no trouble dating; they were all either coupled up or content being bachelors. His female friends and colleagues, meanwhile, "seemed to have everything going for them" but couldn't find partners, he told me. They shared horror stories about their dates that he could hardly believe. He wanted to know what was going on--so he went looking for answers.

That search resulted in his 2015 book, Date-onomics: How Dating Became a Lopsided Numbers Game. His main takeaway was that college-educated women were competing for a shrinking number of similarly educated men, and that given this "man deficit," they were facing a demoralizing dating scene. Starting in the 1970s, the share of bachelor's degrees awarded to men began to drop; more recently, the number of women enrolling in and completing college has surpassed the number of men to a significant extent. Many college-educated women look for partners who feel equal to them in terms of education or career ambitions--and simply can't find them.

Read: Why does romance now feel like work?

But even if these women don't prioritize dating a man with a degree or a prestigious job, many of the men without those credentials don't want to date them. In the U.S. and elsewhere, Marcia C. Inhorn, a Yale anthropologist, told me, mainstream cultural tradition has encouraged women to engage in hypergamy: "marrying up to a slightly older man, somebody who's more career advanced, makes more money." Men, meanwhile, have tended toward hypogamy, marrying someone younger, less well off, and less academically accomplished. Those norms are still so ingrained that as more women have made advances at school and work, many men have held it against them. That women's hard-earned achievements disadvantage them romantically is a dark irony.

Men are feeling penalized too. Daniel A. Cox, the director of the Survey Center on American Life, talked with young men while reporting his forthcoming book, Uncoupled, on the U.S. gender divide. Many discussed watching the women around them flourish, while the men themselves floundered. "If you look around the classroom," Cox said, describing these men's perspectives, "it's their female peers who are killing it ... They're the leaders of all these clubs. They're going to college at much higher rates. And then when they get to college, they're doing much better." Disparity in educational attainment is not men's only point of grievance. They experience, for instance, higher rates of addiction and suicide, and report having fewer friends. Many men Cox has spoken with are aware of the ways some of their peers are faltering. At the same time, they're hearing cultural conversations about "patriarchy and male advantage," Cox told me, and they feel that those critiques are unfair coming from women they see as succeeding spectacularly.

Read: Misogyny comes roaring back

But those formidable young women aren't having a good time either. Cox has heard from girls in high school whose boyfriends pressured them into sending nude photographs, which he said then got "passed around like trading cards." He has heard from women who are constantly afraid of being sexually assaulted, or who find that the men they date always seem to expect sex but don't seem interested in having a conversation. Inhorn similarly noted that in her discussions with women, "there was a lot of grimness, just about the way men treated women ... a sort of gender despair." Cox has found that both women and men believe that their gender disadvantages them. When so many men feel underappreciated and so many women feel mistreated, it creates a vicious cycle of resentment.

Dating complete strangers probably doesn't help--yet that's how most people do courtship these days. The anonymity provided by apps precludes accountability: No mutual friends will find out if you acted like a jerk on a date. Birger told me that this can result in even worse behavior from some college-educated men, who might feel emboldened by having numbers on their side. ("Lopsided gender ratios turn some nice guys into monsters," he wrote in Date-onomics, describing men who promised to text back and never did, who insulted women's bodies, who cavalierly dumped people they were fond of because they were confident they could find other great options.) And without input from shared acquaintances--useful context for personality quirks, or reasons to empathize with someone else's views--both men and women might be more likely to make snap judgments after only a date or two, and walk away.

Read: The people who quit dating

They might be quicker to judge based on political differences, for example--to see the other person as a proxy for a party or a principle, rather than as a complicated human being worth engaging in debate. A political gap between American women and men already existed before the election: Men have aligned more with the right and women with the left. In November, young voters seemed to diverge even more starkly based on gender. Cox told me he doesn't believe that this will split a huge number of long-term couples. But he does think it will prevent a lot of new prospects from giving each other a chance.



For those seeking romance, political differences might only worsen what was already a dispiriting state of affairs: In Pew's 2019 survey, 75 percent of respondents said that finding a date in the past year had been difficult, and 67 percent said that their dating life wasn't going well. Among the people who said dating had gotten harder in the past 10 years, women were twice as likely as men to say that it now involved more risk--both physical and emotional. In 2022, Pew found that women were 9 percent less likely than men to report positive experiences with online dating.

As American women and men grow more discouraged, it's not hard to imagine more straight people giving up on sex and dating--motivated not by allegiance to a cause or a group but by exhaustion and self-protection. If that happens, relationships, families, and communities will transform. In some ways, they've already started to.

Women, for instance, are freezing their eggs at growing rates. Many commentators have assumed that the trend is the result of women prioritizing their careers, but Inhorn has found that the large majority would have children sooner rather than later if they could; they're simply struggling to find a co-parent. For her book Motherhood on Ice: The Mating Gap and Why Women Freeze Their Eggs, she spent a decade interviewing more than 150 women undergoing the egg-freezing process, 82 percent of whom were single; of the 18 percent who were partnered, half felt that their relationship wasn't stable enough for parenthood, and others did not believe that their partner was ready. Almost everyone's reason for egg freezing, she told me, was "incredible frustration, sadness, anxiety surrounding partnership." In fact, most women who freeze their eggs never use them, often because they don't find a partner, Inhorn told me. Not everyone has the resources, the support, or, frankly, the desire for single parenthood.

Read: Why are women freezing their eggs? Look to the men.

Even if a withdrawal from relationships isn't initially meant to be political, it can still become so, Rosanna Hertz, a Wellesley College sociologist and the author of Single by Chance, Mothers by Choice, told me. She refers to many "single by chance" mothers as "reluctant revolutionaries." They end up on an unconventional life path only because the standard route--finding a heterosexual relationship and starting a family--didn't work out, despite years of trying. ("They don't get up one morning," she told me, "and say, Gee, I'm sitting around in my pajamas. I think I'll order sperm on the internet.") But some connect with other women who have run up against similar challenges; then they begin to talk about their experiences publicly. And in this national moment, when pundits are panicking about low fertility and marriage rates, people who quit dating, opt out of parenthood, or have children on their own are making a political choice, whether they intend to or not.

Women should have every right to build a meaningful future that doesn't require men, and if society is slowly moving to acknowledge that idea, you might call that a silver lining to the gender divide. But however well those alternative paths might work for some individuals, they're unlikely to heal the societal gender rift. And they won't change the fact that many straight men and women still want to find love. Cox, the author of Uncoupled, told me that when you survey people, the majority say they would like a long-term, stable relationship. "The sad part for me," he said, "is that I don't think there's a fundamental shift in desire"--only in outcome. The sentiment he hears is "Ideally, this would not be my life," but finding a partner is "too difficult. It's too hard. And I'm having a lot of negative experiences that I just don't want to have."

When I mentioned that I'd been picturing straight American romance as disappearing with a quiet little whimper, he thought that sounded right. He also offered his own metaphor: a slow, almost-imperceptible shrug.



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Misogyny Comes Roaring Back

Donald Trump will return to Washington flanked by an entourage intent on imposing its archaic vision of gender politics on the nation.

by Sophie Gilbert




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


Throughout American political history, two capable, qualified, experienced women have run for president on a major-party ticket. Both have lost to Donald Trump, perhaps the most famous misogynist ever to reach the highest office. But in 2024, what was even more alarming than in 2016 was how Trump's campaign seemed to be promoting a version of the country in which men dominate public life, while women are mostly confined to the home, deprived of a voice, and neutralized as a threat to men's status and ambitions.

This time around, I wasn't hopeful. I didn't let myself entertain any quixotic notions about what having a woman in the most powerful position in the world might mean for our status and sense of self. I simply wished for voters to reject the idea, pushed so fervently by those on Trump's side, that women should be subservient incubators, passively raising the next generation of men who disdain them. This wish did not pan out. "Your body, my choice. Forever," the white-supremacist influencer Nick Fuentes, who has dined with Trump at Mar-a-Lago, posted on X on Election Night. "Women threatening sex strikes like LMAO as if you have a say," the right-wing troll Jon Miller wrote on the same site.

Read: The end of American romance

For Trump, eliminating the constitutional right to an abortion was apparently only the beginning. Bolstered by that definitive Supreme Court win and flanked by a hateful entourage intent on imposing its archaic vision of gender politics on the nation, the Trump-Vance ticket seemed to outright reject ideas of women's autonomy and equality. Theirs was a campaign of terminally online masculinity, largely designed for men, expressed in brutish terms of violence, strength, and power. Trump insisted, in one late campaign appearance, that he would be a protector of women, "whether the women like it or not." The vice president-elect, J. D. Vance, was revealed to have personal disgust for child-free women, whom he had described as "cat ladies" and "sociopathic." He'd also, on one podcast, affirmed that the entire function "of the postmenopausal female" was caring for grandchildren. The super PAC founded by Elon Musk, who has shown great enthusiasm for personally inseminating women, released an ad referring to Kamala Harris as a "C word." (The ad, which was deleted a few days later, winkingly revealed the C to stand for "Communist.") And on X, Musk himself reposted a theory that "a Republic of high status males is best for decision making." The former Fox News host Tucker Carlson excitedly compared Trump's return to office to a strict father coming home to give his wayward daughter "a vigorous spanking."

None of this is new, necessarily. But as of this writing, men ages 18 to 29 have swung a staggering 15 points to the right since 2020, according to an Associated Press survey of registered voters. A few years ago, researchers at Penn State found that people's alignment with the ideals of "hegemonic masculinity"--the celebration of male dominance in society and of stereotypically masculine traits--predicted their support for Trump in the 2016 and 2020 elections. Since then, our cultural environment has been flooded with ever more avatars of dopey machismo: steroid-ingesting, crypto-shilling, energy-drink-chugging bros; YouTubers and podcast hosts and misogynist influencers, all profiting wildly from the juvenile attention economy. The language that the Trump-Vance campaign used was intended to resonate with this audience, even if it sounded asinine to everyone else. ("Tampon Tim," the right-wing social-media nickname given to Tim Walz for approving a measure that supplies period products to Minnesota public-school students, is an insult only if you're 8 years old or terrified of women's bodies.)

From the January/February 2024 issue: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

But the philosophy of the people soon to be in power isn't informed just by emotionally stunted Twitch streamers and playground bullies. Peter Thiel, the entrepreneur and conservative power broker who did more than anyone to further Vance's post-law career and helped fund his bid for Senate, wrote in a 2009 essay that women getting the vote had doomed "capitalist democracy." Trump's ally and former aide John McEntee posted on X in October: "Sorry we want MALE only voting. The 19th might have to go." For all the attention-getting antics of Trump's extremely online contingent, his brain trust consists mainly of very wealthy, very powerful men who think women's rights have simply gone too far. Forget the hope for a female president, or the fury at the fact that a charming, hardworking, genuinely inspirational candidate like Harris couldn't break through all the accreted layers of American prejudice. What is going to happen to women now?

Not all Trump voters embrace misogyny. And preliminary exit polling shows that a sizable minority of American women voted for him this time; in an economy that's getting more precarious for every successive generation, both men and women may have been swayed by the promise of prosperity. Still, the teased enforcement of outdated gender roles has clearly connected with young men in particular. Among voters ages 18 to 29, the gender gap was striking: about 16 points, according to the AP.

The Trump-Vance administration can't obligate women to go back to the 1960s, though. It can't force women out of the workforce. And it can't mandate that women be subservient to men, sexually, romantically, or professionally. One has to wonder, then, what will become of the men who have been reared on Andrew Tate TikToks and violent gonzo porn devoted to women's sexual degradation. The gender divide is about to grow into a chasm.

The old terms we use to describe sexism in politics aren't sufficient to deal with this onslaught of hatred.

In the U.S., 63 percent of men under 30 are currently single, compared with 34 percent of women in the same age group, according to the Pew Research Center. This suggests that women aren't the only ones who may ultimately suffer from this coming rupture in American life. So, too, will the men who have been trained to see women as disgusting, untamable, fundamentally inferior to them.

"Good on Paper": Are young men really becoming more sexist?

For all Vance and Musk purport to worry about birth rates, I'd argue that they have done more to dissuade women from having children than almost anyone else, by enabling the radicalization and isolation of Gen Z men. For thousands of years, marriage was a necessity for women--a means of financial security and social acceptance. This isn't true anymore. Many women simply aren't willing or remotely motivated to attach themselves to men who denigrate them, or to stay in abusive marriages for the sake of their children, as Vance once seemed to suggest that they should.

In my own circle of friends, I see women living contentedly alone rather than settling for men who don't respect them. I see intelligent, kind, high-achieving friends thriving in their community, spending their own money, appreciating culture, taking care of their own needs and taking care of one another. Within hours of the election result becoming clear, Google searches went up sharply for South Korea's feminist protest movement "4B"--a social philosophy that advocates for women not to date, marry, have sex with, or have children with men. (South Korea currently has the lowest fertility rate of any country in the world.)

Anna Louie Sussman: The real reason South Koreans aren't having babies

American conservatism has long fetishized motherhood in a way that made it proximate to power--mothers are lionized and even encouraged to seek political office, as long as it's understood that they're doing so on behalf of others. Sarah Palin, the first female vice-presidential candidate on a Republican ticket, tried to defang her own ambition by suggesting that she was just a hockey mom who got involved. But the kind of motherhood now being promoted on the right is much more passive, and powerless. It's the kind modeled by the former Supreme Court clerk Usha Vance, who stands by silently while her husband weakly brushes off his racist fans' attacks on his family. It's also exemplified by the tradwives of TikTok and Instagram, who cater to the male gaze with their doe-eyed; paisley-smock-wearing; Kinder, Kirche, Kuche performances of submissive domesticity.

The gender dynamics of this moment cannot be a surprise to anyone. Since his arrival in politics, in 2015, Trump has made his thoughts on women abundantly clear. He's propagated the idea that those of us who don't flatter or agree with him are not just difficult but "nasty," using the language of disgust to make women seem contaminated and morally reprehensible. He has shamed women for the way they look, for aging, for having opinions. (Those of us who have public personas online have experienced this sort of treatment too, and have seen it snowball with his encouragement.) None of this is in any way negated by his decision to make a woman his chief of staff, or to nominate women for key positions.

Even before Harris officially became the nominee in 2024, Trump's allies were attacking her in sexualized terms, subliminally linking female power to the so-called threat of unfettered female sexuality. Early in July, Alec Lace--the host of a podcast dedicated to fatherhood, if you can believe it--referred to Harris on the Fox Business channel as "the original Hawk Tuah girl," a reference to a viral clip about oral sex. In August, Trump circulated a post on his social-media platform, Truth Social, that insinuated that Harris had performed sexual favors to establish her career in politics. In September, Semafor reported that a shadowy conservative network had been paying influencers to promote sexualized smears of Harris. In October, a billboard in Ohio briefly drew consternation for displaying a mocked-up image of Harris on her hands and knees, about to engage in a sex act. (It was paid for by a towing company.)

The old analytical terms we use to describe sexism in politics aren't sufficient to deal with this onslaught of repugnant hatred. Michelle Obama was right, in her closing argument of the 2024 campaign, to note that Harris had faced an astonishing double standard: Both the media and Americans more broadly had picked apart her arguments, bearing, and policy details while skating over Trump's "erratic behavior; his obvious mental decline; his history as a convicted felon, a known slumlord, a predator found liable for sexual abuse." She also captured the stakes of the election when she said that voters were fundamentally making a choice in 2024 about "our value as women in this world." On that front, the people have spoken. But women don't have to play along.

All his life, Trump has ruined people who get close to him. He won't ruin women, but he will absolutely destroy a generation of men who take his vile messaging to heart. And, to some extent, the damage has already been done.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The Gender War Is Here."
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Why They Lost

The Harris-campaign leadership believes that the Democrats narrowed the gap on Trump that Biden left--but not by enough.

by Ronald Brownstein




In the past few days, four of the senior officials who directed Kamala Harris's presidential campaign spoke with me about how the race unfolded, from the chaotic first weeks after President Joe Biden's sudden withdrawal until the final hours of Election Day. My conversations with Jennifer O'Malley Dillon, the campaign chair; David Plouffe, the former Barack Obama campaign manager enlisted as a senior adviser; Quentin Fulks, the principal deputy campaign manager with responsibility for broadcast advertising; and Rob Flaherty, a deputy campaign manager in charge of digital operations and advertising, offered a view into their decision making through every stage of the campaign.

In these interviews, and another one that these principals conducted recently with alumni of the Obama campaigns on the podcast Pod Save America, the senior Harris-campaign leadership was notably unremorseful about the choices it made in Harris's failed sprint to the White House. Instead, the officials stressed the welter of difficult decisions that rapidly engulfed them from the moment Biden stepped aside. No president in modern times had withdrawn from the race so close to Election Day. Immediately, Harris had to formally secure the Democratic nomination, put her own stamp on the Biden campaign operation, introduce herself to voters, and begin the process of digging out from the deficit in the polls that Biden left after his disastrous June debate performance against Donald Trump.

"Our first week, it was like, Well, we need a biography ad; we need to talk about the border; we need to lay out an economic contrast; we need to get health care in there, abortion," Plouffe told me. "If you have six, seven, eight months, you storyboard all this stuff, you have a narrative arc. Everything was smashed and collided here."

The analysis of the race from Harris's senior team won't satisfy the shell-shocked Democratic critics who believe that the campaign's tactical choices and the vice president's occasional missteps as a candidate contributed materially to her defeat. They described what critics consider her most obvious blunders as largely irrelevant to the outcome.

Franklin Foer: Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost

Some on the left believe that Harris depressed turnout among the party's core voters by emphasizing her support from anti-Trump Republicans such as former Representatives Liz Cheney and Adam Kinzinger. Some in the center believe she erred by not renouncing more forcefully the progressive positions she'd adopted during her ill-fated 2020 primary run. Others wonder how her campaign could raise more than $1 billion and still end up losing and in debt. Across the party, the most commonly held criticism has been that Harris should have done more to separate herself from Biden.

Against those complaints, her campaign leadership argued that no matter the tactics or the messages they tried, Harris could never fully escape the vortex of voter discontent with the economy, the country's overall direction, and Biden's performance as president. Even as voters remained disenchanted on all those fronts--arguably, because they remained so disenchanted--retrospective assessments of Trump's first term were rising, to a point where, in the VoteCast survey conducted by the AP and NORC, a 52 percent majority approved of his performance. Only 42 percent of voters approved of Biden's.

"When I would recite the headwinds [to the campaign staff], they were: right track/wrong track, presidential approval, candidate part of the administration--although I think a lot of voters were willing to give her some room about how she'd be different--and approval of Trump's first term," Plouffe told me. "Those are historically ferocious headwinds."

And in fact, for all the focus on what Harris, Trump, and their teams did or did not do, in the history of modern polling, every time an incumbent president has faced comparable headwinds of discontent, the opposition party has won the White House--just as Trump did last month.

Trump was anything but a normal candidate. As the 2024 race proceeded, however, evidently most voters were treating him as if he were one. Despite all of the controversy constantly swirling around Trump, the usual hydraulics of America's two-party system reasserted themselves: Voters who had lost faith in a president of one party preponderantly voted for the presidential nominee of the other party. In the history of modern polling, every time a president has been about as unpopular as Biden was, either he has lost reelection (Jimmy Carter in 1980, George H. W. Bush in 1992, Trump himself in 2020) or his party has lost the White House if the incumbent himself could not or did not run again (Harry Truman in 1952, Lyndon Johnson in 1968, and George W. Bush in 2008). Against that history, the most shocking thing about the outcome, paradoxically, was how normal it was.

The predominant view among Democrats has been that Harris generally played well the very poor hand Biden bequeathed her with fewer than four months until Election Day. Harris was a much steadier, engaging, even inspiring public presence than she had been in her 2020 presidential campaign (when she withdrew from the primary race before a single vote was cast) or during her first years as vice president. Since emerging as the administration's principal voice contesting the rollback of abortion rights and other liberties by red states during Biden's term, she had developed more confidence as a speaker, and it showed on the campaign trail. By any reasonable measure, Harris aced the biggest moments of the race: her convention speech, the September presidential debate, her closing address at the Washington Ellipse.

But mistakes were made. At times, Harris seemed overly cautious and bound too tightly to talking points, especially in her early media interviews. An almost uniform consensus among Democrats determined that her lowest moment was an answer on ABC's The View, when she said she could not think of anything she would have done differently from Biden over the past four years. In my interviews, the Harris advisers were more defensive and vague about that moment than on any other point. "It's hard for me to put myself in the vice president's mindset," Fulks said. "But it is hard to differentiate yourself from an administration that you're part of."

Harris's lame response was a misstep that Republicans immediately converted into negative advertising. Even so, the argument that this mistake had a material impact on a race driven by such fundamental forces of discontent with the incumbent president is hard to sustain. That reality, to me, also applies to the other chief criticisms of Harris and her allied super PACs--that, for instance, they did not spend enough money on advertising to remind voters about everything people had disliked about Trump's presidency.

I'm inclined to agree with that critique, but merely pounding harder at Trump's vulnerabilities seems unlikely to have overcome voters' underlying discontent with the status quo. As I've written previously, it was not as if voters were unaware of Trump's flaws. In the exit polls and the VoteCast survey, the two principal sources available so far on voters' decision making, a majority of voters agreed that Trump was too extreme and would steer the U.S. toward authoritarianism. Yet a decisive slice of voters who held those negative views about Trump voted for him anyway, so strong was their desire for change.

The Harris advisers all stressed that the view among most voters that they had been financially better off under Trump than they were under Biden created an overwhelming imperative for the campaign to persuade the electorate to look toward the potential risks of a second Trump term. "We had to take this conversation into the future and not just make it about the past," O'Malley Dillon told me. Yet, like other campaigns in a similar situation--Carter against Ronald Reagan in 1980 and Bush against Bill Clinton in 1992--the Harris team found that it could not shift the attention of enough voters from their dissatisfaction with the present. As I wrote during the Bush-Clinton race, when voters are deeply unhappy with current conditions, they see stability as the risk.

Once voters had reached that conclusion, many of them simply did not want to hear negative information about Trump that would cause cognitive dissonance about their choice. As Jackie Payne, the founder and executive director of Galvanize Action, which studies the political attitudes of moderate white women, told me shortly before the election, many female voters who believed that Trump would improve their economic situation simply dismissed any rhetoric and proposals from him that they might find troubling. "They were choosing to believe a vision of him that was aligned with what they wanted to get out of him--a strong economy--and they were absolutely discounting anything that felt extreme as disinformation or hyperbole, even if he said he would do it," she said.

Amid all the geographic and demographic analyses of the results, one data point stood out to me as perhaps the most revealing about the outcome. The CNN polling unit provided me with an analysis of the exit polls that looked at the voters who supported legal abortion in all or most circumstances but who also viewed the economy in negative terms (as either not so good or poor). That turned out to be a surprisingly large group: 36 percent of all voters held both those views. They were a group simultaneously drawn to each side's strongest argument: Trump's case that he could better manage the economy and Harris's contention that Trump was a threat to abortion rights (as well as other freedoms and democracy itself). In the trial of strength for voters swayed by the two parties' central claims, the analysis found that slightly more of them backed Trump than Harris.

The preference for Trump among pro-choice, economically pessimistic voters was especially pronounced among white women without a college education: Two-thirds of them with those views supported the former president, the exit poll found. And, just as in 2016, those blue-collar white women proved essential to Trump's narrow victories in the three former Blue Wall states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, which once again decided the outcome. Harris fell short because for too many voters--especially working-class voters living paycheck to paycheck--inflation and economic discontent, reinforced in some cases by unhappiness about immigration and crime, trumped abortion and democracy.

In a race shaped so profoundly by fundamental forces of disaffection with the country's direction, could anything have changed the outcome? As the Democratic strategist Mike Podhorzer has argued, more voters might have ranked their hesitations about Trump higher if the Republican-appointed majority on the Supreme Court had not blocked any chance that the former president would face a criminal trial before this election on the charges that he tried to subvert the previous one. Plouffe pointed to another what-if potentially big enough to have changed the result: Biden's withdrawal from the race much earlier rather than only after his disastrous debate performance in June. If Biden had dropped out last winter, Plouffe argued to me, Democrats could have held a full-fledged primary that would have either produced a nominee more distant from his administration or strengthened Harris by requiring her to establish her independence. Looking back at what contributed to Trump's victory, Plouffe said pointedly, Biden's choice not to step aside sooner was "the cardinal sin."

Even so, Plouffe acknowledged, "I'm not sure, given the headwinds, any Democrat could have won." For all the difficulties that the atmosphere created for Harris, the election unquestionably raised warning signs for Democrats that extend beyond dissatisfaction with current conditions. It continued an erosion that is ominous for the party in its support among working-class nonwhite voters, particularly Latino men. And as Flaherty, the deputy campaign manager, told me, the Republican Party's win powerfully demonstrated that it--or at least Trump himself--has built more effective mechanisms for communicating with infrequent voters, especially young men who don't consume much conventional political news.

Those are real challenges Democrats will debate in the coming months. They will also be pondering the painful question of whether enough voters (including female voters) are willing to elect a woman president--Plouffe and his colleagues acknowledged that this had likely been another obstacle in Harris's way. But the biggest reason behind the 2024 election result, from any angle, looks more straightforward.

In 2008, when Obama won the election to succeed an unpopular president from the other party, the exit poll found that 62 percent of voters who said they were dissatisfied with conditions in the country voted for him. In 2024, when Trump won the election to succeed an unpopular president from the other party, the exit poll found that, again, 62 percent of voters dissatisfied with conditions in the country voted for him. Even against an opponent carrying as much baggage as Trump, the Harris campaign was never able to overcome the axiomatic principle of presidential elections: When one party sinks in the public's esteem, the other rises.



The transcript of my conversations with Harris's team members has been edited for clarity.
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Part 1: Early stages

What was the state of the race on the day that Biden withdrew and Harris announced her candidacy?

O'Malley Dillon: We had just come through a tough period, so we were on the outer edges of some of the [polling] margins that we would want to be seeing. We definitely saw fundamental challenges with the national headwinds on the key issues, and we saw a tough battleground map. It was a harder environment than we had faced previously, even [from earlier] in the cycle.

Plouffe: When I got in, it was the first time I saw the actual numbers under the hood. They were pretty gruesome. The Sun Belt was worse than the Blue Wall, but the Blue Wall was bad. And, demographically, young voters across the board--Hispanic voters, Black voters, Asian voters--were in really terrible shape. When the [candidate] switch happened, some of that stuff got a little bit better, but nowhere near where we ended up or where we needed to be. This was a rescue mission. It was catastrophic in terms of where it was.

Fulks: At the time, we were in damage control. We definitely saw a pathway because these are battleground states, and this country is pretty evenly split down the middle. [But] there would have been considerable work to do, motivating people to turn out to vote.



What were voters' perceptions of Harris when she entered the race?

Fulks: As crazy as it may sound to say, because she's the vice president, we had a candidate who was relatively unknown--in her bio, where she came from, her value set, her motivation ... something I like to call a "voter value proposition" of why are they voting for this person; who is this person? And can they trust them to deliver on what they say that they're going to deliver on?

O'Malley Dillon: We knew out of the gate that there was a lack of awareness about her, a lack of an awareness about what she did as vice president, which is consistent with most vice presidents. That was a big part of our early strategy and certainly made the 107 days we had more complex than they would traditionally be.

Read: The Democrats' 2022 error message

Plouffe: When she got in [the race], her favorable rating, I believe, was 35 or 36 [percent]. When you dug beneath that, there wasn't much stickiness outside core Democrats. [Voters' perception of her] was unformed but negative.



What were Harris's biggest needs as she entered the race? 

Fulks: The biggest imperative for her was shoring up Democratic base support--those voters among whom we saw a little less enthusiasm for President Biden. That was a metric we were really watching. Then it was really the race to define herself.

Plouffe: There's a lot to do in a presidential campaign: biography, contrast, positive economy ... We had a condensed time frame, so we weren't going to be able to do all the things you would have liked. There was the reality of where the race stood with the electorate, and then there were some of the operational challenges we faced.

Fulks: We knew that we had an opportunity to introduce her upbringing and her accomplishments in public service outside the Biden administration. And some of that aligned [as a way to rebut] the attacks that were coming at her--such as on immigration. [We could talk about] her being a prosecutor from a border state, going after cartels, gang members. It was an easy segue into introducing her and at the same time defending her from attacks that had started before she even became the top of the ticket.



Through 2023 and 2024, voters' retrospective assessments of Trump's presidency were improving. What did that mean for the race?

O'Malley Dillon: There's no doubt that we saw him carry higher numbers, and they were more durable for much of the election. And that's why we had to ensure that we were doing everything in our power to tell the story of the vice president ... while doing what we could to be clear that a second term of Donald Trump would be worse for the American people. We felt we couldn't just do one or the other. And we spent a lot of time [talking about] Project 2025.

Plouffe: It was a massive problem. We had somebody whose approval rating for his first term was about 10 points higher than the current incumbent.

So it was mission critical to raise the stakes of a Trump second term. Why? Because people's view of the first term was too positive; it meant he was going to win the election. That was a problem when we started this thing, and it was a problem when we ended this thing.



Trump's retrospective approval ratings were higher in some cases than they ever were when he was president. Why do you think it was improving so much?

Plouffe: One is he was the former president; you had a current president. So people were unhappy, and that [was an] easy reference point between now versus then. Two, there's no doubt that from a price standpoint, things were lower. Harris is good about this; she understood people's reality, but too many Democrats would want to lecture about the GDP and unemployment rate and inflation settling down, but [voters still feel that] things are a lot more expensive.

A third piece of this, which we heard particularly with younger voters--not first-time voters but voters who are mid-20s to mid-30s--is the country was still standing. So [to] the argument that the country would end, or democracy would end, people were like, 'Well, I don't know. We're still here.'"



What political considerations went into the selection of the vice-presidential nominee?

Plouffe: I think she thought that if she were to win, Tim Walz was the kind of person she'd want as a counselor. And clearly, he had had political success in the Midwest, so even though Minnesota wasn't an important battleground, he would be an effective surrogate out there.



Given the uphill nature of the race, was there any thought of a more dramatic pick--like, say, Gretchen Whitmer to create an all-female ticket?

Plouffe: Historically, the vice-presidential selection matters very little in terms of vote. So would even [Governor] Josh Shapiro have delivered us Pennsylvania, given that we were down about 1.8 points? I don't think so. History suggests that the only place the vice-presidential pick generally has made a difference is when you make a mistake.



As Harris settled into the race through August and September, were there any points where you considered yourself clearly ahead?

O'Malley Dillon: No, not in a durable way. We saw early on ... a consolidation of our support, and we saw some key metrics start moving, including, over time, a 10-point increase in the vice president's favorability. We were very pleased with how strong the vice president was in the debate ... and we saw a bump there. But there was no point at all where data told us anything but that this was an extremely close race.

Plouffe: When we came in, Trump was at 48 percent, but Biden was in the high 30s to low 40s. Harris started there. We were getting back Democrats and Democratic-leaning independents. So the movement was stuff that was easier for us to move. The tougher stuff to move is true undecideds or lean-Trump [voters], and ultimately we weren't able to do enough of it.
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Part 2: The fall election period



Why did she choose to minimize engagements with the media in the first weeks?

Fulks: I don't say this to be defensive at all, but our priority was How do we get her into the battleground states? She [had been] traveling, but she was focused on the periphery states when she was the vice president and not the core battleground states, as President Biden was traveling to those places pretty frequently.



Why did she choose right from the outset not to challenge Trump's plans for mass deportation?

Fulks: Our focus was on really making sure that we were protecting her flank on this. Republicans had done three years of advertising and campaigning against the vice president on immigration. We weren't afraid to take it on: In her very first speech, she called out Trump for killing the bipartisan border deal and she promised she would bring it back. She went to the border and proposed her own plan to crack down on the flow of fentanyl and illegal crossings. We chose to focus more on the affirmative and shoring her up on the issue than the negative element of [Trump's mass-deportation plan].

Plouffe: The economy "drove vote," as we saw it based on our research, but the border did as well. Those were the two main headwinds. Now you see it in exit polls and polling; we saw it in our own research. We narrowed the gap on immigration a lot. But that was still a pronounced headwind.



How did the changing information environment affect your strategy?

Flaherty: We came into this election with a bunch of core assumptions. One was that this is a race that was going to be decided by low-information voters, voters who didn't consume the news, voters who specifically made decisions to tune out politics in their life. Another [was] that we have an information environment that was defined by not just polarization but personalization, as algorithms are really dictating content selections. All of those things are factoring together to mean it's harder than ever to reach voters and that the campaign is going to have to be in as many places as possible.



Was the assumption that it was going to be a race decided by low-information voters because presidential races involve a bigger electorate that includes those people? Or was there something about running against Trump that made that even more the case?

Flaherty: It's a gumbo of the changing dynamics of the media environment since 2020, the nature of running against Donald Trump--who is the absolute best at generating attention for himself--and the fact that a lot of voters only show up in presidential elections. And those voters tend to be less civic-minded; they've got jobs, they've got better stuff to do than pay attention to politics. For all of those reasons, this was going to be a How do you reach people who don't want to be reached? election.



How did your ability to reach those voters change when Harris replaced Biden?

Flaherty: The enormous groundswell of enthusiasm for the vice president gave people air cover to go out and talk to their friends and talk to their family, and post for themselves and curate themselves. It also gave air cover to creators and podcasters who didn't want to get involved with politics before. In all of those corners, it made people start paying attention to the election earlier and made it cooler to engage with us.

Listen: A former Republican strategist on why Harris lost

We did literally dozens of interviews and short engagements with influencers and content creators. We had content creators in the actual program of our convention. This was a huge part of our strategy all the way through the end. But [the Trump campaign was] laser-focused on one audience: young men. We were focused all over the board on people we needed to consolidate. That was always a challenge.



After the debate, had you moved ahead in the race?

Plouffe: No. There might have been one run of internal analytics that had us up in all three Blue Wall states, but it was by a point. This notion that we had a lead post-debate that we squandered--we never saw that internally.



The Trump campaign and allied super PACs pounded Harris with negative advertising in the swing states, including one memorable ad that attacked her position on transition surgery for transgender inmates. Some of the most pointed second-guessing that the Harris campaign faced was frustration that it did not respond directly to that ad. But Harris's advisers insisted that a direct response was not the best way to handle those attacks.

Fulks: [The impact of those ads] is probably not as much as people think. The trans issue ranked very low. All of our data, both quantitative and qualitative, said that voters wanted to hear about immigration, the economy, and crime. The [Trump team] really closed this campaign on the economy and immigration.

Flaherty: We tested all of these things, and what we found was that [ads] that specifically rebutted the attack [were less effective] than her just talking about the economy. The trans thing was one plank that sat under a broader argument that she [was too] liberal, and that was damaging, certainly. We worked to counter that with the Liz Cheney events and the videos of Republican people who worked for Trump saying You can't vote for him; he's dangerous.



Harris's appearances with Cheney had some left-leaning activists complaining that they diluted Democratic enthusiasm. How do you respond to that?

O'Malley Dillon: We believe that the coalition to beat Trump requires moderate Republicans, independents, and Democrats of all stripes. It was the strength of her leadership that all of those people could see themselves in this campaign and in her candidacy.

Plouffe: We did it for two reasons: One was to create a permission structure for the type of voters we thought we needed to get to 50 percent in some of these states. Second, it was also a permission structure for the broader electorate. Having all these Republicans out there for us also helped inoculate us--and we saw this in our research--to some of the attacks that she's a crazy California liberal.



Was support for legal abortion less of a factor in 2024 than it was in 2022, in the first election after the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision overturned Roe v. Wade?

O'Malley Dillon: In '22, Dobbs was very fresh, and women leaned toward reproductive freedom as a driving force; we saw less of that this time.

Plouffe: I think abortion was still a critical part of why the race was so close despite the negative atmosphere, and [was] what fueled a lot of the activism and financial contributions. But there are going to be some voters who are pro-choice, who care about it, but if they're pressed economically, they may decide to vote more on prices than on concern about a national abortion ban.



Harris campaigned in all seven of the swing states right up until the end, including some that Trump ended up winning decisively, such as Arizona and North Carolina. Did the campaign really feel it could win all of them, or was it trying to project strength by continuing to appear in them?

O'Malley Dillon: We were very clear and very public that we saw the Blue Wall as the most straightforward path to 270, and we never deviated from that vision. At the same time, we were also very clear that while the Sun Belt was a more challenging path, it was still within the margin. We definitely thought they were in play, but we also never lost sight of the Blue Wall being the most straightforward path.

Fulks: When you're in the last week or two of the campaign, if you're still seeing a margin-of-error race, pulling out of one of those states could be a huge mistake. You don't keep a wide map [open] just to close it with a week left.



In the final week of the campaign, Trump seemed to be stepping on land mines every day, starting with his chaotic rally at Madison Square Garden. Yet exit polls found that most voters who said they decided in that final week broke for Trump. What was your read on that?

Plouffe: We'd talk about [how] he's reminding people about some of the things they don't like about him; she's closing well, maybe that means the people who break late will break more in our direction and maybe it'll hurt him on turnout. But what overwhelmed that was just people's unhappiness with the current situation and wanting change.



So how, finally, did the race look to you on Election Day?

O'Malley Dillon: We came in ahead in our data in Michigan and Wisconsin, and tied in Pennsylvania; we had seen growth week after week on our direct-voter contact. Our atmospherics were quite strong. That doesn't make an election victory, but [given] the metrics we were looking at, we felt positioned to win a very, very close race.

Plouffe: Very early, I got up and went to the Lincoln Memorial and spent a little time with Lincoln, and I just said, 'God, I hope there's a miracle here.' So I was hopeful but not super-optimistic.

Fulks: The undecideds that we felt would break for us ultimately broke for Trump. And that is what did it. But you don't know that until the polls are closing and numbers are being reported.
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Part 3: The result and its aftermath



Since the election, many Democrats have focused on the fact that Trump won, by last count, about 2.8 million more votes than he did in 2020 while Harris polled about 6.7 million fewer than Biden. Did Harris fall short in the battleground states because Trump won more votes than you expected or because Harris won fewer?

Fulks: For me, it's about the votes we didn't get [rather than] Trump getting so many more. Those undecided voters who make or break elections all the time--they just broke in Trump's favor.

Plouffe: I will confess to you the headwinds outside those [battlegrounds] surprised me a bit--New Jersey moving double digits, Connecticut moving double digits. The blue-state shifts are hard to get your arms around, because that's a big shift in four years.



While the Harris team was defensive about the question of whether she should have done more to separate from Biden, it was united in agreeing that the results signaled long-term challenges for the Democratic Party, even if it rejected the assertion from Trump and his allies that his national-popular-vote margin of about 1.6 percentage points constituted a fundamental realignment favoring the GOP.

Plouffe: I don't think this is a permanent realignment, but we have seen, over a number of elections, some movement. And the math is the math: There are a lot more noncollege voters than there are college [voters] in most states. The math doesn't work for the Democrats to win national elections, particularly in higher-turnout elections, if you lose much more of the noncollege vote, whether it be white, Black, brown, or Asian.

O'Malley Dillon: It is clear we're going to need to do the work to reach [some voter segments]. No doubt, a lot of this country is anti-establishment and doesn't subscribe to political information or traditional media. How do we reach those voters?

Plouffe: I would put the economy at the top of the reasons [for the decline with nonwhite voters]: people feeling their paycheck wasn't going as far as they'd like. But there is a cultural thing, a sense that Trump [is] not talking like a politician, not being politically correct all the time. That appeals to some of these voters. Some of the most successful Democratic politicians of the past half century--Clinton or Obama--they can communicate with people in a way that is not condescending, that seems connected to their lives.



How much did Harris's race or gender affect the outcome? Can a woman win the presidency in today's America?

Plouffe: I'm really eager for political scientists and researchers to try to get an answer to this, because we certainly picked up some headwinds. Maybe statistically this will be disproven, but I think, given the '16 experience and this experience, it's probably a bigger burden to be elected president running as a woman than as a person of color.

I think America is ready to elect a woman president. Running for president and winning is an indescribably hard obstacle course. This throws another obstacle into the field. And that makes me incredibly sad to say that.



This year marked a clear turning point as both campaigns shifted their attention from mainstream outlets to niche media sources aimed at more narrow segments of the electorate. How did these new dynamics shape the campaign, and what do they mean for elections going forward?

Fulks: Republicans have a very good echo chamber regarding how they get their information out. Democrats will need to loosen up and take advantage of a changing media environment.

Flaherty: Trump did 30 podcasts to one audience. We did podcasts to a bunch of different audiences, which meant we never really got that frequency. The other lesson is that the nature of attention is fleeting, particularly in this media ecosystem. That is one of the things we struggled with. We were an attention machine for the first four weeks, then it was an open [competition] for attention--and that's a cage fight with a guy whose entire life has been about getting attention for himself.

We clean up with the most politically engaged people. For folks who don't have time to engage in politics, or folks who are just receiving a little bit of information here and there, usually from friends and family, the information environment is much more difficult, much more competitive, and much more tied to culture. If we Democrats want to win, particularly nationally, that's the space that we've got to figure out, and quick.

Plouffe: If you had said two years ago Harris will be the nominee and she'll do as well with seniors as she did, you might have said no. The reason is [that] those tend to be larger consumers of information. They also tended to be the voters who understood the stakes of the second Trump term more. The threat, whether it was abortion or democracy or rule of law, mattered more to them than younger parts of the electorate.



Do Republicans have a systematic advantage in reaching lower-propensity voters?

Flaherty: There's the conservative ecosystem, which is Fox, Ben Shapiro, [Sean] Hannity, Newsmax--all these folks that are politically and ideologically aligned with Donald Trump and the work of electing conservatives. They built and cultivated that ecosystem. They also built and cultivated an ecosystem that was less political but more cultural. You can call it the "manosphere," but I don't think the manosphere is inherently partisan. Joe Rogan talked about politics, but that's not his whole thing. That was an audience that [Republicans] viewed as key to mobilizing, and so they did a lot of work to migrate information, values, and Trump himself between the conservative ecosystem and this culturally aligned ecosystem.

There's just not an analogous system on the left. It doesn't exist because our voters don't have the same demand signal for alternative media to the mainstream press. There just isn't the same kind of profit incentive for alternative media.



Does the election signal a lasting electoral advantage for Trump-style conservative populism over the Democratic Party?

Flaherty: It does seem to me this particular version of conservatism has a cultural cachet among young people. I don't think that's an immutable fact. But I do think the nexus of Trump-style conservatism and culture is a thing that Democrats, progressives, folks on the left are going to have to grapple with.

Caitlin Flanagan: The Democrats' billionaire mistake

O'Malley Dillon: I push against some estimation of this race being a great realignment. This is an anomaly race--because of Trump, and because of a 107-day campaign. The picture about working-class voters in America is pretty nuanced: We definitely saw declines there, but with the white working class we actually saw stability, and we saw increases with seniors.

Plouffe: If you look at the last four elections, there has been a drift [toward Republicans among non-college-educated voters of all races]. You have to arrest their gains, and we've got to begin to gain back. I think that's possible, because we live in an era in which, because of economic inequality, generally there's economic dissatisfaction. Incumbent parties are falling all over the globe, and then--what has also happened--whoever replaces them becomes unpopular pretty quickly.

I'm not sure, given the headwinds, any Democrat could have won. But if we had a primary in which a bunch of people ran and auditioned ... through that process, whoever emerged ... would have been a more fully formed person, would have had more time to mount a general election campaign. [Not having that process] is the cardinal sin.
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The End of Democratic Delusions

The Trump Reaction and what comes next

by George Packer




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


The Roosevelt Republic--the progressive age that extended social welfare and equal rights to a widening circle of Americans--endured from the 1930s to the 1970s. At the end of that decade, it was overthrown by the Reagan Revolution, which expanded individual liberties on the strength of a conservative free-market ideology, until it in turn crashed against the 2008 financial crisis. The era that followed has lacked a convincing name and a clear identity. It's been variously called the post-post-Cold War, post-neoliberalism, the Great Awokening, and the Great Stagnation. But the 2024 election has shown that the dominant political figure of this period is Donald Trump, who, by the end of his second term, will have loomed over American life for as long as Franklin D. Roosevelt's dozen years as president. We are living in the Trump Reaction. By the standard of its predecessors, we're still at the beginning.

This new era is neither progressive nor conservative. The organizing principle in Trump's chaotic campaigns, the animating passion among his supporters, has been a reactionary turn against dizzying change, specifically the economic and cultural transformations of the past half century: the globalization of trade and migration, the transition from an industrial to an information economy, the growing inequality between metropolis and hinterland, the end of the traditional family, the rise of previously disenfranchised groups, the "browning" of the American people. Trump's basic appeal is a vow to take power away from the elites and invaders who have imposed these changes and return the country to its rightful owners--the real Americans. His victory demonstrated the appeal's breadth in blue and red states alike, among all ages, ethnicities, and races.

For two and a half centuries American politics alternated between progressive and conservative periods, played between the 40-yard lines of liberal democracy. The values of freedom, equality, and rule of law at least received lip service; the founding documents enjoyed the status of civic scripture; the requisite American mood was optimism. Although reaction has dominated local or regional (mainly southern) politics, it's something new in our national politics--which explains why Trump has been misunderstood and written off at every turn. Reaction is insular and aggrieved, and it paints in dark tones. It wants to undo progress and reverse history, restoring the nation to some imagined golden age when the people ruled. They want a strongman with the stomach to trample on the liberal pieties of the elites who sold them out.

Trump voters don't think he will destroy democracy; they think he'll restore it to the people.

This is why so many voters are willing to tolerate--in some cases, celebrate--Trump's vile language and behavior; his love affairs with foreign dictators; his readiness to toss aside norms, laws, the Constitution itself. Asked by pollsters if they're concerned about the state of democracy, these voters answer yes--not because they fear its demise, but because it has already failed them. They don't think Trump will destroy democracy; he'll restore it to the people.

The triumph of the Trump Reaction should put an end to two progressive illusions that have considerably strengthened it. One is the notion that identity is political destiny. For a long time, the Democratic Party regarded demographic change in America, the coming "minority majority," as a consoling promise during interim Republican victories: As the country turned less white, it would inevitably turn more blue. In the past decade this notion was absorbed into an ideological framework that became the pervasive worldview of progressives--a metaphysics of group identity in which a generalized "people of color" (adjusted during the social-justice revolution of 2020 to "BIPOC") were assumed to share a common experience of oppression that would determine their collective political behavior, driving them far to the left on issues such as immigration, policing, and transgender rights.

The 2024 election exploded this illusion. Nearly half of Latinos and a quarter of Black men voted for Trump. In New York City he did better in Queens and the Bronx, which have majority nonwhite populations, than in Manhattan, with its plurality of wealthy white people. M. Gessen of The New York Times called it "not a good night for solidarity," but the presumption of like-mindedness among immensely diverse groups of voters should be retired, along with the term people of color, which has lost any usefulness for political analysis.

Read: The cumulative toll of Democrats' delusions

Adjacent to the demographic illusion is a majoritarian one. By this theory, the Democratic Party is kept out of power by a white Republican minority that thwarts the popular will through voter suppression, gerrymandering, judicial legislating, the filibuster, the composition of the Senate, and the Electoral College. By this thinking, the ultimate obstacle to the American promise is the Constitution itself. The United States needs to become less republican and more democratic, with electoral reforms and perhaps a second constitutional convention to give more power to the people. This analysis contains some undeniable truths--the public's voice is thwarted by structural barriers, partisan machinations, and enormous quantities of plutocratic cash. As long as Republican presidents continued to lose the popular vote, the majoritarian argument was tempting, even if its advocates ignored the likelihood that a new constitution would turn out to be less democratic than the old one.

But every election is a reminder that the country is narrowly divided and has been for decades, with frequent changes of control in the House of Representatives. Now that Trump has won the popular vote and the Electoral College, the majoritarian illusion, like the demographic one, should be seen for what it is: an impediment to Democratic success. It relieved the party of the need to listen and persuade rather than expecting the dei ex machina of population and rule changes to do the work of politics.

When Democrats lose a presidential election, they descend into a familiar quarrel over whether the party moved too far to the left or to the center. This time the question seems especially irrelevant; their political problem runs so much deeper. The Democratic Party finds itself on the wrong side of a historic swing toward right-wing populism, and tactical repositioning won't help. The mood in America, as in electorates all over the world, is profoundly anti-establishment. Trump had a mass movement behind him; Kamala Harris was installed by party elites. He offered disruption, chaos, and contempt; she offered a tax break for small businesses. He spoke for the alienated; she spoke for the status quo.

Democrats have become the party of institutionalists. Much of their base is metropolitan, credentialed, economically comfortable, and pro-government. A realignment has been going on since the early '70s: Democrats now claim the former Republican base of college-educated professionals, and Republicans have replaced Democrats as the party of the working class. As long as globalization, technology, and immigration were widely seen as not only inevitable but positive forces, the Democratic Party appeared to ride the wave of history, while Republicans depended on a shrinking pool of older white voters in dying towns. But something profound changed around 2008.

I spent the years after the financial crisis reporting in parts of the country that were being ravaged by the Great Recession and the long decline that had preceded it, and were growing hostile toward the country's first Black president. Three things recurred everywhere I went: a conviction that the political and economic game was rigged for the benefit of distant elites; a sense that the middle class had disappeared; and the absence of any institutions that might have provided help, including the Democratic Party. It was hard to miss the broken landscape that lay open for Trump, but the establishments of both parties didn't see it, and neither did most of the media, which had lost touch with the working class. The morning after Trump's shocking victory in 2016, a colleague approached me angrily and said, "Those were your people, and you empowered them by making other people feel sorry for them--and it was wrong!"

The Trump Reaction is more fragile than it now seems.

In some ways, the Biden administration and the Harris campaign tried to reorient the Democratic Party back toward the working class, which was once its backbone. Biden pursued policies and passed legislation to create jobs that don't require a college degree in communities that have been left behind. Harris studiously avoided campaigning on her identity as a Black and South Asian woman, appealing instead to a vague sense of patriotism and hope. But Biden's industrial policy didn't produce results fast enough to offset the damage of inflation--no one I talked with in Maricopa County, Arizona, or Washington County, Pennsylvania, this year seemed to have heard of the Inflation Reduction Act. Harris remained something of a cipher because of Biden's stubborn refusal to step aside until it was too late for her or anyone else to make their case to Democratic voters. The party's economic policies turned populist, but its structure--unlike the Republican Party's mass cult of personality--appeared to be a glittering shell of power brokers and celebrities around a hollow core. Rebuilding will be the work of years, and realignment could take decades.

So much of the Trump Reaction's triumph is unfair. It's unfair that a degenerate man has twice beaten a decent, capable woman. It's unfair that Harris graciously conceded defeat, whereas Trump, in her position, would once again have kick-started the machinery of lies that he built on his own behalf, continuing to undermine trust in democracy for years to come. It's unfair that most of the media immediately moved on from Trump's hateful rhetoric and threats of violence against migrants and political opponents. His campaign was unforgivable--but in the words of W. H. Auden's poem "Spain," "History to the defeated / May say Alas but cannot help or pardon."

From the July/August 2017 issue: What's wrong with the Democrats?

The Trump Reaction is more fragile than it now seems. Trump's behavior in the last weeks of the campaign did not augur a coherent second presidency. He will surround himself with ideologues, opportunists, and crackpots, and because he has no interest in governing, they will try to fill the vacuum and turn on one another. The Trump administration, with a favorable Congress, will overreach on issues such as abortion and immigration, soon alienating important parts of its new coalition. It will enact economic policies that favor the party's old allies among the rich at the expense of its new supporters among the less well-off. It's quite possible that, approaching 80, Trump will find himself once more among the least popular presidents in the country's history. But in the meantime, he will have enormous latitude to abuse his power for enrichment and revenge, and to shred the remaining ties that bind Americans to one another, and the country to democracies around the world.

The Trump Reaction will test opponents with a difficult balancing act, one that recalls F. Scott Fitzgerald's famous line about a first-rate intelligence holding two opposed ideas in mind while still being able to function. The Democratic Party has to undertake the necessary self-scrutiny that starts with the errors of Biden, Harris, and their inner circle, but that extends to the party's long drift away from the most pressing concerns of ordinary Americans, toward the eccentric obsessions of its donors and activists. But this examination can't end in paralysis, because at the same time, the opposition will have to act. Much of this action will involve civil society and the private sector along with surviving government institutions--to prevent by legal means the mass internment and deportation of migrants from communities in which they've been peacefully living for years; to save women whose lives are threatened by laws that would punish them for trying to save themselves; to protect the public health from Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nation's security from Tulsi Gabbard, and its coffers from Elon Musk.

Journalists will have a special challenge in the era of the Trump Reaction. We're living in a world where facts instantly perish upon contact with human minds. Local news is disappearing, and a much-depleted national press can barely compete with the media platforms of billionaires who control users algorithmically, with an endless stream of conspiracy theories and deepfakes. The internet, which promised to give everyone information and a voice, has consolidated in just a few hands the power to destroy the very notion of objective truth. "Legacy journalism is dead," Musk crowed on his own X in the week before the election. Instead of chasing phantoms on social media, journalists would make better use of our dwindling resources, and perhaps regain some of the public's trust, by doing what we've done in every age: expose the lies and graft of oligarchs and plutocrats, and tell the stories of people who can't speak for themselves.

A few weeks before the election, Representative Chris Deluzio, a first-term Democrat, was campaigning door-to-door in a closely divided district in western Pennsylvania. He's a Navy veteran, a moderate on cultural issues, and a homegrown economic populist--critical of corporations, deep-pocketed donors, and the ideology that privileges capital over human beings and communities. At one house he spoke with a middle-aged white policeman named Mike, who had a Trump sign in his front yard. Without budging on his choice for president, Mike ended up voting for Deluzio. On Election Night, in a state carried by Trump, Deluzio outperformed Harris in his district, especially in the reddest areas, and won comfortably. What does this prove? Only that politics is best when it's face-to-face and based on respect, that most people are complicated and even persuadable, and that--in the next line from the Fitzgerald quote--one can "see that things are hopeless and yet be determined to make them otherwise."



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The End of Democratic Delusions."
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Biden's Unpardonable Hypocrisy

The president vowed not to pardon his son Hunter--and then did so anyway.

by Jonathan Chait




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


When President Joe Biden was running for a second term as president, he repeatedly ruled out granting a pardon to his son Hunter, who has pleaded guilty to tax fraud and lying on a form to purchase a gun. "He was very clear, very up-front, obviously very definitive," White House Press Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre said of one of his many promises to this effect.

Biden professed a willingness to abide by the results of the justice system as a matter of principle. But in breaking his promise, and issuing a sweeping pardon of his son for any crimes he may have committed over an 11-year period, Biden has revealed his pledge to have been merely instrumental.

In a defiant statement issued tonight, Biden insisted that his son's prosecution was selective and unfair. "No reasonable person who looks at the facts of Hunter's cases," he wrote, "can reach any other conclusion than Hunter was singled out only because he is my son--and that is wrong."

It is probably true that one of the crimes charged to Hunter Biden, lying on a form to obtain a firearm, is the sort of thing an average person would be unlikely to face charges over. (Hunter affirmed on the form that he was sober, but later admitted to having been in the throes of addiction.) The other charge, blatantly failing to pay millions of dollars in taxes, is routinely brought against people who are not political targets. That it's true Hunter Biden was more likely to get caught than the average tax cheat is an indictment of the tax system. (It is also, ironically, an aspect of the system Joe Biden has set out to change by beefing up the IRS's enforcement capacity.)

President Biden's complaint about the higher standard applied to his son reflects the perspective of myopic privilege. Crimes by family members of powerful public officials are far more damaging to public confidence than similar crimes by anonymous people. Holding them to account through strict enforcement of the law is good and correct.

What the president fails to note in his self-pitying statement is that Hunter Biden for years engaged in legal but wildly inappropriate behavior by running a business based on selling the perception of access to his father. The only commodity Hunter had to offer oligarchs in Ukraine, China, and elsewhere was the belief, or hope, that he could put in a good word for them with his dad.

Joe Biden's defense in these cases was that he did not actually give Hunter's clients anything of value. There is no proof to the contrary, and extensive Republican efforts to dig up evidence that Joe shared in the profits from Hunter's access-peddling business came up empty.

But Joe Biden's defense of Hunter's influence peddling by stressing its narrow legality merely serves to highlight the hypocrisy of his fatherly indulgence. The black letter of the law was a fence to protect Hunter from the consequences of his sleazy behavior. And when the law itself trapped him, he simply opened a door and walked through it--a door no average American could access.

The most bewildering passage in Biden's pardon statement posits some amorphous conspiracy against him by Justice Department prosecutors: "There has been an effort to break Hunter --who has been five and a half years sober, even in the face of unrelenting attacks and selective prosecution. In trying to break Hunter, they've tried to break me--and there's no reason to believe it will stop here. Enough is enough."

Trying to break Hunter? And his father? To what end?

It would be tempting, but unfair, to draw a simple equation between Joe Biden's situational ethics and that of his successor. A willingness to evade the rule of law is the foundation of Donald Trump's entire career in business and politics, not a nepotistic exception. Still, principles become much harder to defend when their most famous defenders have compromised them flagrantly. With the pardon decision, like his stubborn insistence on running for a second term he couldn't win, Biden chose to prioritize his own feelings over the defense of his country.
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A Constitutional Crisis Greater Than Watergate

Trump's nomination of Kash Patel threatens to turn the FBI into an instrument of personal presidential power.

by David Frum




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


Updated at 10:17 a.m. ET on December 1, 2024

For more than four decades before Donald Trump assumed the presidency, the FBI director was a position above politics. A new president might choose a political ally as attorney general, but the FBI director was different. An FBI director appointed by Richard Nixon also served under Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. Carter's choice remained on the job deep into Reagan's second term, when Reagan moved him to head the CIA. Reagan's FBI appointee served through the George H. W. Bush presidency and into the Bill Clinton administration. Clinton fired the inherited official--the first time a president ever fired an FBI director--only because the outgoing Bush administration had left behind a Department of Justice report accusing the director of ethical lapses. (Clinton tried to coax the tainted director into resigning of his own volition. Only after the coaxing failed did Clinton act.)

And so it continued into the 21st century. Except in a single case of serious scandal, Senate-confirmed FBI directors stayed in their post until they quit or until their 10-year term expired. Never, never, never was a Senate-confirmed FBI director fired so that the president could replace him with a loyalist. Republicans and Democrats alike agreed that there must be no return to the days when J. Edgar Hoover did special favors for presidents who perpetuated his power.

Even Donald Trump grudgingly submitted to this rule during his first term, as the Mueller Report later detailed. Trump wanted to fire FBI Director James Comey to shut down the investigation of Trump's ties to Russia. Trump's advisers convinced Trump that admitting his true motive would spark an enormous scandal. Instead, the new administration inveigled the deputy attorney general to write a letter offering a more neutral-seeming explanation: that Comey had mishandled the bureau's investigation of Hillary Clinton. That deceptive rationalization--the Mueller Report authoritatively disproved the cover story--did not calm the uproar over Trump's scheme to install a henchman as FBI director. At the time, even Trump supporters still professed that the FBI director must be more than a presidential yes-man. Things were quieted only when Trump chose a politically independent candidate to replace Comey: Christopher Wray, who holds the job to this day, retained through all four years of the Biden administration.

Yesterday, Trump announced on Truth Social that he intended to fire Wray to replace him with Kash Patel, a person notorious for his cringing deference to Trump's wishes. How bad a choice is Patel? My colleague Elaina Plott Calabro reported that when President Trump "entertained naming Patel deputy director of the FBI, Attorney General Bill Barr confronted the White House chief of staff and said, 'Over my dead body.'"

But before getting to Patel's demerits, we should stay for a minute longer on the ominous danger of Trump's wish to fire Wray.

Read: The Kash Patel principle

FBI directors wield awesome powers over the liberties of Americans. The unwritten rule governing their appointment--no dismissal except for compelling cause--bulwarked American law and freedom for half a century. Even first-term Trump dared not openly defy it. But second-term Trump is opening with a bid to junk it altogether. Much of the reporting on Trump's announcement reveals a society already bending to Trump's will: Something that was regarded as outrageously unacceptable in 2017--treating an FBI director as just another Trump aide--has been semi-normalized even before President-Elect Trump takes office.

The firing of Wray is the real outrage. The obnoxious nomination of Patel slathers frosting and sprinkles on the outrage.

Maybe the Patel nomination will fail, as Trump's attempt to install Matt Gaetz as attorney general failed. If Patel falters, maybe Trump will fall back on a somewhat more respectable candidate. That second candidate may be greeted with relief. But the essential harm will be done by the firing of Wray, not the hiring of Patel (or whoever ultimately gets the job). Already, not a month since the closest election by popular-vote margin in two generations, we are witnessing, throughout law-enforcement and the national-security agencies, a pattern of Trump's trashing institutions and replacing them with whim. Trump is declaring his intention to reinvent the FBI as something it has never been before: an instrument of personal presidential power, which will investigate (or refrain from investigating) and lay charges (or refrain from laying charges) as the president wishes.

For secretary of defense, Trump has chosen an ideological crank whose own mother accused him in writing of repeatedly abusing women. (She subsequently disavowed the statements.) At the CIA, Trump wants a hyper-partisan who, as Trump's first-term director of national intelligence, selectively declassified information to discredit Trump's political opponents. For his second-term director of national intelligence, Trump wants a longtime apologist for Bashar al-Assad's regime in Syria and Vladimir Putin's war of aggression in Ukraine.

Merit, competence, integrity--none of that matters. Or rather, those good qualities seem to be active disqualifiers. Trump's picks are selected for obedience only.

Read: The man who will do anything for Trump

Now comes the great test: Is the American constitutional system as fragile as Trump hopes? Will Wray meekly accept termination or will he defend the bureau from Trump's second and bolder attempt to pervert it? Will Senate Republicans ratify Trump's attack on the separation of law enforcement from politics? Will federal courts grant warrants to an FBI that seeks warrants and makes arrests because the president told it to? Will the tiny Republican majority in the House endorse or resist Trump's attempt to create a personal police force? Does enough of an independent press survive outside the control of Trump-friendly oligarchs to explain what is happening and why it matters? Will enough of the public care? Will enough of the public react?

The American people voted for cheaper eggs. They're going to get only noise, conflict, and chaos. What Trump is trying will, if successful, be a constitutional scandal far greater than Watergate. If he succeeds, the seizure of power he unsuccessfully attempted in 2021 could be under way in 2025.
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The Kash Patel Principle

Donald Trump's choice for FBI director speaks volumes about his real second-term agenda.

by Tom Nichols




Updated at 12:35 p.m. ET on December 2, 2024.


Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


Donald Trump has been releasing names of his nominees for the Cabinet and other senior posts in waves. He began with some relatively conventional choices, and then unloaded one bombshell after another, perhaps in an attempt to paralyze opposition in the Senate with a flood of bad nominees or to overwhelm the public's already limited political attention span. He's chosen a Fox News host with a sordid personal history to lead the Pentagon, an apologist for dictators in Russia and Syria to be the director of national intelligence, and an anti-vax, anti-science activist to be the nation's top health official.

Trump has now added yet another dangerous nomination to this list. In a Saturday-night post on his social-media site, Truth Social, he announced that he is nominating Kash Patel, a former federal prosecutor, to serve as the director of the FBI. A Patel nomination to some position in the law-enforcement or intelligence spheres has always been lurking out there as a possibility, and Trump may have held off announcing it until he felt he had protracted enough outrage (and exhaustion) with his other nominations.

Patel's nomination is shocking in many ways, not least because the FBI already has a director, Christopher Wray, whom Trump appointed to a 10-year term only seven years ago and whom he would have to fire almost immediately to make way for Patel. Worse, Patel is a conspiracy theorist even by the standards of MAGA world. Like other senior Trump nominees, his primary qualification for the job appears to be his willingness to do Trump's bidding without hesitation. Patel will likely face a difficult path to confirmation in the Senate.

For Trump, naming Patel to the post serves several purposes. First, Trump is taking his razor-thin election win as a mandate to rule as he pleases, and Patel is the perfect nominee to prove that he doesn't care what anyone else thinks. Even knowing what they know, Americans chose to return Trump to office, and he has taken their decision as a license to do whatever he wants--including giving immense power to someone like Patel.

Second, Trump wants to show that the objections of senior elected Republicans are of no consequence to him, and that he can politically flatten them at will. Some of his nominations seem like a trollish flex, a way to display his power by naming people to posts and daring others to stop him. Trump has always thought of the GOP as his fiefdom and GOP leaders as his vassals--and if the Senate folds on Patel and others, he may be proved right on both counts.

This approach backfired when Matt Gaetz's nomination for attorney general flamed out quickly in the face of likely defeat in the Senate, but Trump seems confident that he can get most of his other picks across the finish line, even nominees who would have stood little chance of confirmation in previous administrations. And Trump always keeps pushing limits: In place of Gaetz, he sent forward the more competent but equally committed MAGA loyalist Pam Bondi, who has aroused far less opposition.

Trump has made clear how much he hates the FBI, and he has convinced his MAGA base that it's a nest of political corruption. In a stunning reversal of political polarity, a significant part of the law-and-order GOP now regards the men and women of federal law enforcement with contempt and paranoia. If Trump's goal is to break the FBI and undermine its missions, Kash Patel is the perfect nominee. Some senior officials would likely resign rather than serve under Patel, which would probably suit Trump just fine.

Of course, this means the FBI would struggle to do the things it's supposed to be doing, including fighting crime and conducting counterintelligence work against America's enemies. But it would become an excellent instrument of revenge against anyone Trump or Patel identifies as an internal enemy--which, in Trump's world, is anyone who criticizes Donald Trump.

The Russians speak of "power ministries," the departments that have significant legal and coercive capacity. In the United States, those include the Justice Department, the Defense Department, the FBI, and the intelligence community. Trump has now named sycophants to lead each of these institutions, a move that eliminates important obstacles to his frequently expressed desires to use the armed forces, federal law-enforcement agents, intelligence professionals, and government lawyers as he chooses, unbounded by the law or the Constitution.

If you want to assemble the infrastructure of an authoritarian government, this is how you do it.

Trump now appears to be pursuing a simple principle sometimes attributed to the early-20th-century Peruvian strongman Oscar R. Benavides: "For my friends, everything; for my enemies, the law." It falls now to the Republican members of the Senate to decide whether Trump can impose this formula on the United States.



This article has been updated to clarify the provenance of the quote attributed to Oscar R. Benavides.
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A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

The hollowness at the center of <em>Heretic</em>

by McKay Coppins




This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.

When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong. Sometimes he'd drop cryptic allusions to controversial Mormon history that he assumed we didn't know; other times he'd try to fluster us with theological gotchas. Most of us found him amusing, and he became a figure of lore in our mission, someone to swap stories about--Andrew called again! But I remember finding the weird, gleeful quality of his performances mystifying. As a missionary in the Bible Belt, I could understand the proselytizing instinct of the Baptists we met who tried to save us from hell. Andrew, though, wasn't trying to convert us to anything in particular--he just wanted us to admit he was right. Later, I would meet missionaries from other places who'd gotten similar calls from an unidentified zealous Brit. Was this a hobby for him? An obsession? How much time was he dedicating to this project?

I never solved the mystery of Andrew. But when I returned home and joined the rest of my generation on the internet, I realized that his type--a man whose personal passion was to argue with random strangers for no evident payoff beyond personal catharsis--was not uncommon.

I found myself thinking about Andrew recently after seeing Heretic, a horror-thriller released this month by A24. The movie follows Sister Barnes and Sister Paxton, two young female missionaries for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints who show up on the doorstep of a man named Mr. Reed, played by Hugh Grant. He invites them in under the pretense that he's interested in learning about their faith, only to trap them in his labyrinthine home so he can torture them--first with a lengthy disquisition on the falsity of organized religion, then (in what may have come as almost a relief to the missionaries) with psychological torment and violence.

It is possible to read Heretic as a dark satire of a distinctly 21st-century type: the militant New Atheist who won't shut up. Smug and self-righteous, he is consumed with an absolute conviction in his worldview that would rival that of a Pentecostal snake-handler. He can't accept that he lives in a world where people--especially women--hold beliefs that he finds irrational. And in Heretic, the villain gets to act out what might seem like a fantasy for many such men: locking young religious women in his house and monologuing at them until they surrender to his intellect.

From the January/February 2021 issue: The most American religion

But if Heretic's strength is the spot-on characterization of its villain, its weakness is showing too much interest in his Reddit-level ideas about religion.

Right off the bat, you might be wondering just how watchable any of this is. In trying to describe the film to an Atlantic colleague recently, I explained that much of Heretic's first hour is devoted to the villain's philosophical arguments against religion. "Is it ... terribly dull?" the colleague asked. Like many of us, he had spent time in conversation with monologuing atheists, and did not come away thinking, That would make great cinema!

Mr. Reed's essential argument--which he delivers to the missionaries in a lengthy, Galt-like lecture from a faux chapel he's constructed in his house--is that today's major world religions are simply rearrangements of more ancient mythologies. The biblical character of Jesus Christ, he argues, is a rejiggered version of the Persians' Mithras, or the Egyptians' Horus, or the Hindus' Krishna--all gods who were purportedly born on December 25, who performed miracles and were resurrected after death. "My claim is that all 10,000 verifiable religions that exist worldwide right now are as artificial as the symbolic church you are standing in," Mr. Reed declares. "It is farce. There's nothing holy here."

Grant does his best to make this material compelling, performing it with a creepy, cool-professor smarm, and making entertaining use of various props (board games, pop records) to illustrate Mr. Reed's ideas. But the ideas themselves are the movie's biggest defect. Anyone who has given serious thought to religion is likely to find them too superficial and stale to be interesting.

"I found myself checking out a bit," one critic wrote in the Mormon journal Wayfare. "How many times have I heard this neo-Campbellian spiel that distorts Asian religions from the comfort of an armchair, reducing ancient systems of belief to the level of twentieth-century entertainment franchises?" Matthew Bowman, a historian of religion at Claremont Graduate University, wrote, similarly, that he "slumped a bit" in his seat as Mr. Reed sermonized. Bowman recognized his rant as a "fringe academic hypothesis" known as Jesus mythicism that's "rejected by nearly all scholars of Christian history and the ancient world" but that has nonetheless found "a vast array of adherents on the internet."

Just how seriously viewers are meant to take these ideas is open to interpretation. The character articulating them is, after all, a murderous psychopath. But the movie devotes considerable time to its villain's ideology and seems to consider his diatribes provocative and sophisticated, even profound. Bryan Woods, who wrote and directed Heretic along with Scott Beck, has said that Mr. Reed is meant to have a "genius-level IQ." It seems that we are supposed to think of Mr. Reed as brilliant but extreme--a man who, in the tradition of Marvel bad guys and Bond villains, takes a good point much too far. (Think of Black Panther's Killmonger.)

Eventually, Mr. Reed tells the terrified young missionaries that they're free to go but that they must choose between two identical doors, one of which he has labeled belief and the other disbelief. A test of faith has commenced. The movie, to its credit, allows the women at this point to challenge him intellectually. Sister Barnes, in particular, gets off a few lines about Mr. Reed's "thin rhetoric" and reductive framing. "There is an entire spectrum that your game is neglecting," she says, correctly. But unfortunately for her, and for viewers, she winds up dead a few minutes later.

Much of the Mormon discourse around Heretic has focused on questions of representation. Thirteen years into The Book of Mormon's run on Broadway, many in the Church are inured to seeing missionaries treated as punch lines; we're somewhat less used to seeing their throats slit on screen. When the trailer dropped this past summer, many Latter-day Saints assumed that the movie would be an anti-Mormon gorefest.

Graphic violence aside, the film is less antagonistic to Mormonism than other recent pop-cultural treatments. Unlike Hulu's Secret Lives of Mormon Wives--which draws on a microscopic subculture of swinger-adjacent Utah TikTokers to draw sweeping conclusions about their Church--Heretic's story is grounded in something millions of Latter-day Saints have actually experienced (missionary service, that is, not being trapped in Hugh Grant's basement). And unlike the 2022 FX series Under the Banner of Heaven, which dramatized a double-murder committed by fundamentalists in the 1980s to advance its dubious thesis that Mormonism "breeds dangerous men," this movie doesn't seem to have any particular axe to grind with Latter-day Saints.

In fact, the two missionaries at the center of the story are sympathetic and complex. The actors, Chloe East and Sophie Thatcher, both grew up Mormon, and some of the most authentic moments in the movie were reportedly ad-libbed. (Ex-missionaries will chuckle when Sister Paxton assures Sister Barnes in one early scene that for every flight of stairs they have to drag their bicycles up, their future husbands will get "10 percent hotter.") Not everything in the movie rings true--most notably the groaner of an opening scene in which the two missionaries discuss condom size--but for the most part, I was pleasantly surprised by how well drawn the protagonists were. Maybe the bar is just exceptionally low. What does it say about Mormon media representation that the most sympathetic portrayal in recent memory involves missionaries getting violently tortured by a lunatic?

Read: The 15 films you should add to your watchlist this season

In their press tour, the filmmakers have repeatedly said that they wanted to take their Mormon characters seriously, to treat them with empathy instead of condescension. This admirable notion has been somewhat undermined by the film's marketing campaign, which has included, among other things, displaying fake MISSING posters for the fictional missionaries at the Salt Lake City airport, where hundreds of real-life missionaries fly in and out each day. (The Church's official response to Heretic, incidentally, focused on concerns for the security of its 80,000 missionaries serving around the world. "Any narrative that promotes violence against women because of their faith or undermines the contributions of volunteers runs counter to the safety and wellbeing of our communities," the Church spokesman Doug Andersen said in a statement.)

In the end, the film doesn't actually have all that much to say about Mormonism specifically. The filmmakers have been honest in interviews about the constraints they faced. When they first started writing the script, they realized they didn't know enough about religion to finish it. They had to spend a decade brushing up on religious texts and Richard Dawkins books before they felt they could return to the story. (Woods's wife, Julia Glausi, is a graduate of Brigham Young University.) The film they ultimately made is suspenseful, creepy, and expertly staged and acted. But I found myself wondering what the movie would look like if it had been made by filmmakers whose exploration of faith was less academic and more deeply rooted in personal experience--filmmakers who'd wrestled with religious questions deeper and more difficult than the ones their villain poses.

As it turns out, we almost got to see such a movie. In 2022, a group of student filmmakers at Brigham Young University made a short film called The Handbook that shares a premise with Heretic: Two Mormon missionaries enter the home of a seemingly sweet stranger who turns sinister and traps them inside. I got in touch with Brandon Carraway, who wrote and directed the short film with his wife, Hannah Grace, and he told me that the idea had grown out of his experience as a missionary. Most of the cast and crew, he said, had served Latter-day Saint missions as well. After The Handbook screened at a few festivals, an agent asked them to write a feature-length version. They started taking meetings with studios, but the project died after A24 announced it was developing Heretic. (A source close to A24, who requested anonymity because he wasn't authorized to speak on behalf of the movie, told me that the similarities between the films are "pure coincidence" and that Beck and Woods had not seen the short.) Carraway had nothing bad to say about Heretic but told me simply, "I think ours would have been a different movie."

In Heretic's climatic scene, Sister Paxton enters a dark, leaky subbasement and discovers a room filled with women being held in dog cages. She and her companion, it turns out, were not Mr. Reed's first victims. On cue, the villain materializes to deliver the argument to which he's been building throughout the movie. The "one true religion," he tells the young missionary, is "control."

The upsetting scene has drawn a variety of complaints. Some think the glib ambiguity about the women's fate is irresponsible. Others take issue with the substance of Mr. Reed's claim (though I'd argue their real issue is with Karl Marx, who beat him to this particular insight about 150 years ago). But the scene I left the theater thinking about takes place a few minutes later. Sister Paxton and Mr. Reed lie bleeding out on the floor of the basement, apparently on the verge of death. For the first time in the movie, we see the devout young missionary pray, but not before delivering an eloquent monologue of her own--about the scientific inefficacy of prayer. In between pained gasps, she recites the findings of a 1998 Templeton Foundation study on intercessory prayer, which found no connection between medical outcomes and divine appeals. "I think it's beautiful that people pray for each other, even though we all probably know deep down it doesn't make a difference," the missionary says. "It's just nice to think about someone other than yourself."

It's a sweet sentiment, but it feels more like a secular screenwriter's cop-out than a sincere articulation of how most devout people feel when communing with God. The people I know who pray are not consumed with questions like Does this work? Where's the proof? Am I right? The real beauty in prayer, like religion in general, is in its transcendence of the empirical and its embrace of the mysterious and divine. Faith, much to the frustration of the world's Mr. Reeds, is not something one can be talked out of.
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Donald Trump Gets Away With It

Jack Smith is dropping the charges against the president-elect for his assault on the fundamentals of American democracy.

by David A. Graham




Donald Trump will never face federal criminal charges for trying to corrupt the 2020 presidential election, the fundamental democratic procedure. Nor will he ever face consequences for brazenly removing highly sensitive documents from the White House, refusing to hand them back, and attempting to hide them from the government.

Special Counsel Jack Smith, representing the Justice Department, today filed to dismiss charges in the two federal cases he was overseeing against Trump. Smith effectively had no choice. Trump had promised to fire him and end the cases as soon as he took office on January 20. (The president-elect reportedly plans to fire not only Smith but also career attorneys who were assigned to his team.)

In both cases, these were crimes that only a president could commit: No one else could have attempted to remain in office by the same means, and few people could have made off with boxes full of these documents. And only a president-elect with nearly unlimited resources could have gotten away with them.

Read: The Trump-Trumpist divide

Trump pulled off this legal trick with a simple and effective strategy of running down the clock until being reelected president. Traditionally, defendants have had two ways to beat a rap. They could convince a judge or jury that they didn't do the crime, or at least that there isn't enough evidence to prove they did. Or they could look for a way to get sprung on a technicality. Faced with a choice between A and B, Trump chose option C: weaponize the procedural protections of the American justice system against itself.

The problem is not that these protections exist. They are a crucial part of ensuring fairness for all defendants. But just as he has done in other circumstances, Trump sniffed out how the things that make the American system great can also be cynically exploited. If you have sufficiently deep pockets and very little shame, you can snow a case under procedural motions, appeals, and long shots, enough to slow the case to a crawl. And in Trump's case, delay was a victory--not because he could put it off indefinitely, but because he will soon be president again, with the Department of Justice under his authority.

The strategy was not without risks. His claims of presidential immunity drew scoffs from many legal scholars, as well as judges on the first two levels of the federal court system. But the Supreme Court took as long as possible before issuing a ruling substantially agreeing with Trump--the majority included three Trump-appointed justices plus a fourth whose wife was deeply involved in the election-subversion effort.

Even then, the strategy relied on Trump winning the presidential election, which was not a sure bet. Had he lost, the cases would likely have continued, and he might well have lost those. The documents case, though not as grave as Trump's attack on the basic fabric of the Constitution, was clear-cut in its facts. And in the only criminal case against Trump that did go to a jury--widely viewed as the most tenuous case against him--he was quickly convicted. (Sentencing in that case is now indefinitely paused, also because of Trump's election.)

But in Attorney General Merrick Garland, Trump drew the ideal foil. The man overseeing the two cases against Trump is obsessive about proceduralism. His view was that the best way to restore the justice system, and the Justice Department, after the first Trump presidency was to do everything precisely by the book, no matter how long it took. It took quite a while--Smith was not appointed until November 2022, two months after the paperwork coup began and three months after the FBI seized documents at Mar-a-Lago. By the time Smith brought charges, in summer 2023, the timeline was tight, either for verdicts soon enough to inform voters or to avoid dismissal if a Republican won the presidential election.

This was the problem with Garland's calculation: It may have temporarily restored the proper function of the Justice Department, but it didn't win back public approval, nor did it really benefit the Justice Department in court. Garland appointed Smith as special counsel after Trump entered the presidential race, so as to create an appearance of insulation from politics. Little good that did: The Trump-appointed judge Aileen Cannon delivered a blatantly political ruling throwing the case out because she deemed the appointment unconstitutional.

David Frum: A good country's bad choice

Most important, Garland's attention to detail meant the system failed to do the basic work of holding accountable someone who had committed serious crimes in plain sight. And partly because of that, Trump will soon return to the White House with the power and intention to destroy all the independence and careful procedures that Garland took such pains to protect.

Not only that, but the Justice Department will be led by the lawyers who developed Trump's strategy. His new nominee for attorney general, Pam Bondi, spoke outside his trial in New York and defended him in his impeachments. His appointees for deputy attorney general and principal associate deputy attorney general, Todd Blanche and Emil Bove, represented him as defense lawyers. D. John Sauer, who argued the immunity case at the Supreme Court, will be solicitor general, the fourth-ranking post at DOJ.

The lack of accountability for January 6 is an affront to the Constitution. But the lesson that Trump will take from charges being dropped, along with the immunity ruling, is that the system is not capable of holding him accountable for most rules that he violates. The affronts will continue.
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Putin Decides That Stalin's Victims Were Guilty After All

Authorities in Moscow once exonerated people who were tortured, imprisoned, and killed during the Soviet era. The current president wants to undo that.

by Leon Aron




Recently, Russian President Vladimir Putin's government announced the "rescission" of a 1991 law officially rehabilitating past victims of political tyranny. Beginning in the late '80s, an efflorescence of truth under the leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin had revealed the full extent of the Soviet Union's horrific crimes against its own citizens. Ultimately, more than 3.5 million defendants--people whom that now-extinct totalitarian regime had arrested, tortured, sentenced to monstrous terms in the Gulag, or shot to death--were acquitted, in many cases posthumously.

The new move to reinstate charges is ostensibly aimed at "traitors of the Motherland and Nazi accomplices" during World War II, or the Great Patriotic War as it's known in Russia. But the enormous scope of the operation will almost certainly include other victims of Soviet "justice" during the reign of the dictator Joseph Stalin. Putin's prosecutor general is moving quickly, having already reinstated the charges against 4,000 people as part of a two-year "audit."

Anne Applebaum: Falsifying Russian history is a step toward more violence

The cases against these defendants will be reviewed under articles of the Criminal Code that can be construed expansively. One punishes "state treason"; another, "secret cooperation" with the state's enemies. The latter article was adopted only in 2022. Which means that some long-dead people who until now were deemed to have been wrongly convicted will be re-prosecuted under a law that did not exist when their alleged crimes were committed.

To most people outside Putin's Russia, the resentencing of deceased political prisoners will appear ludicrous. Why go to all this trouble? In fact, these cases reveal something important about how his regime operates. From 2000 to about 2010, rapid economic growth was the key source of Putin's popularity and his regime's legitimacy. But that phase petered out. Since then, Putin has sought instead to rally the public to the defense of a motherland besieged by the perfidious and cunning West. Hoping to present an appealing vision of the future, he has declared his Kremlin an heir to an idealized version of the Soviet Union--a mighty and benign superpower, the bane of Nazis, a moral and military counterweight to America. Putin, a former KGB agent, believes that the Soviet era was glorious and wants his subjects to feel inspired by it. And if that means relitigating decades-old cases to justify Stalin's terror against his own people, Putin is happy to do it.

Read: Why the Russian people go along with Putin's war

The process of de-rehabilitation is deliberately murky. According to the British Broadcasting Corporation, the names of defendants and almost all case records are classified. The courts accept the legitimacy of Stalinist judicial institutions--including "special departments," military tribunals, and the infamous "troikas" of officials who efficiently sentenced prisoners to exile or death--and original sentences are confirmed without any new corroborating evidence.

Foremost among the likely targets are the alleged Ukrainian "Nazis"--that is, nationalists who resisted Soviet reoccupation after World War II. The overthrow of their alleged "heirs" in the current "neo-Nazi Kiev regime" was one of Putin's stated reasons for invading Ukraine.

Indeed, the Kremlin's systematic assault on historical memory is tightly bound up with the war on Ukraine. In order to keep sending Russians to die or be maimed in combat, Putin urgently needs them to accept--and even feel moved by--the idea that Russia's bright future lies in the Soviet past and that they are fighting to recover the Soviet Union's unchallenged might.

Putin has long sensed what pro-democracy revolutionaries of the late 1980s and early 1990s tended to disregard: many Russians' deep-seated trauma from the loss of their country's exalted place in the world. Asked in a 2011 national survey whether "Russia must restore its status of a great empire," 78 percent of Russians agreed. Instead of continuing to reckon, as Gorbachev and Yeltsin did, with the true causes of the Soviet Union's fall from superpower status, Putin would rather erase the public's memory of the millions arrested and tortured, shot after five-minute "trials," exiled to sicken and die, or worked and starved to death in the Gulag.

In 2015, a Gulag museum in the Perm region was "redesigned" to de-emphasize political prisoners. It was part of a pattern that continues to this day. Four years ago, while amending the Russian constitution to effectively make himself president for life, Putin inserted an article committing the government to the "the defense of historical truth." In reality, the measure gave him even more power to suppress and rewrite history. In 2022, four days after Russia invaded Ukraine, the authorities shut down the group International Memorial, which had been founded in the late '80s by the former dissident Andrei Sakharov and others to monitor political imprisonment and preserve memories of Stalinist terror.

Anne Applebaum: 'We are being punished for daring to criticize the authority'

The war accelerated what the Russian newspaper Kommersant called an "epidemic of destruction of the memorials to the victims of Stalinist repression." At least 22 monuments disappeared between February 2022 and November 2023. In St. Petersburg, a memorial board with lines from Anna Akhmatova's world-renowned poem Requiem was removed from the wall of a former prison where the great Russian poet recalled standing "for 300 hours" waiting for news of her arrested son. Last month, Moscow authorities shut down the authoritative and artistically stunning Museum of Gulag History over an alleged violation of fire-safety regulations.

Meanwhile, monuments to Stalin's Soviet Union are proliferating. This summer, Kommersant counted 110 obelisks and statues commemorating Stalin himself. Almost half had been erected in the past 10 years. The sculptures are said to be "privately funded," usually by local Communists. But they would not be tolerated in public space without the Kremlin's permission.

Watch: The truth about Stalin's prison camps

The most influential of Stalin memorials is being raised in the minds of the young. From birth, the "Putin generation" has known no other leader. The 635,000 students--and potential future soldiers--who graduated from high school this year learned Soviet history from an 11th-grade textbook that the prominent dissident Dmitri Savvin described as the "most Stalinophilic item" in Russian territory since Stalin's death in 1953. In the textbook's narrative, the butcher of millions is never culpable. His monstrous deeds are either omitted, explained away, or copied uncritically from official Soviet narratives.

For example, his Great Purge of 1936-38, a bacchanal of death, is merely the result of a "complicated international situation" and the threat of a new world war. In "such circumstances," the textbook instructs, Stalin "thought it necessary" to suppress "domestic opposition"--people who in the case of an invasion might have become a "fifth column," stabbing the Soviet Union in the back. Anyway, the textbook avers, the repressions seemed justified to most Soviet citizens, and Stalin's popularity "not only did not diminish" but "continued to grow." Undiscussed is how, after the Nazi invasion began in 1941, Stalin hid out in his dacha for 10 days before addressing the public, or how the execution of virtually all senior military commanders in the Great Purge contributed to the military disasters that soon followed.

After Stalin's death, the Soviet government admitted that many of his victims had been wrongly accused. Others were officially rehabilitated beginning in the final years of the Soviet Union, when a consensus emerged that if Russia failed to face the truth about Stalin and his regime, a democratic future would be subverted. Only a perpetual, living, and constantly renewed memory of the mass murder would prevent the restoration of a criminal, authoritarian regime.

From the November 2014 issue: Understanding Stalin

Putin too understands this. That is why his government is methodically reviving criminal charges against thousands of previously exonerated victims of the Soviet regime. "Who controls the past, controls the future," George Orwell wrote in 1984. "Who controls the present, controls the past." Putin's historical revisionism has become an indispensable feature of his regime. And as long as he controls the present, his war on memory will only broaden and deepen.
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America's Lonely Future

What happens when the nation takes a zero-sum approach to the world?

by David Frum




In his first major address as president, Harry Truman urged Americans to use their enormous power "to serve and not to dominate."

The date was April 16, 1945. Adolf Hitler was still alive in his bunker in Berlin. Americans were readying themselves for a bloody invasion of the Japanese home islands. The atomic bomb remained a secret.

Yet Truman's thoughts were already shifting to the postwar future. "We must now learn to live with other nations for our mutual good. We must learn to trade more with other nations so that there may be, for our mutual advantage, increased production, increased employment, and better standards of living throughout the world."

Truman's vision inspired American world leadership for the better part of a century. From the Marshall Plan of the 1940s to the Trans-Pacific Partnership of the 2010s, Americans sought to achieve security and prosperity for themselves by sharing security and prosperity with like-minded others. The United States became the center of a network of international cooperation--not only on trade and defense, but on environmental concerns, law enforcement, financial regulation, food and drug safety, and countless other issues.

By enriching and empowering fellow democracies, Americans enriched and empowered themselves too. The United States has led and sustained a liberal world order in part because Americans are a generous people--and even more so because the liberal world order is a great deal for Americans.

Open international trade is nearly always mutually beneficial. Yet there is more to the case than economics. Trade, mutual-protection pacts, and cooperation against corruption and terrorism also make democracies more secure against authoritarian adversaries. Other great powers--China, India, Russia--face suspicious and even hostile coalitions of powerful enemies. The United States is backed by powerful friends. These friendships reinforce U.S. power. By working with the European Central Bank, for instance, the U.S. was able to freeze hundreds of billions of dollars of Russian assets after the attack on Kyiv in 2022. Russia imagined those assets beyond American reach; they were not domiciled in the United States. Yet when necessary, the U.S. could reach them thanks to its friends.

Trump's deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Americans who lived through the great tumult of Truman's era understood that the isolationist slogan "America First" meant America alone. America alone meant America weakened. That lesson was taught by harsh experience: a depression that was deepened and prolonged by destructive tariff wars, by each afflicted country's hopeless attempt to rescue itself at the expense of its neighbors; a world war that was enabled because democratic powers would not act together in time against a common threat. The lesson was reinforced by positive postwar experience: the creation of global institutions to expand trade and preserve the peace; the U.S.-led defeat of Soviet Communism and the triumphant end of the Cold War.

But in the years since, the harsh experience has faded into half-forgotten history; the positive experience has curdled into regrets and doubts.

Read: What Europe fears

Donald Trump is the first U.S. president since 1945 to reject the worldview formed by the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the Cold War.

Trump's vision has no place for "mutual good" or "mutual advantage." To him, every trade has a winner and a loser. One side's success is the other side's defeat. "We don't beat China in trade," he complained in the first Republican presidential-primary debate of 2015. "We don't beat Japan ... We can't beat Mexico." His deepest policy grievance is against those foreigners who sell desirable goods and services at an attractive price to willing American buyers.

Trump regularly disparages U.S. allies, and threatens to abandon them. "We're being taken advantage of by every country all over the world, including our allies--and in many cases, our allies are worse than our so-called enemies," he said at a rally this November. But unlike the "America First" movement before World War II, Trump's "America First" vision is not exactly isolationist. Trump's version of "America First" is predatory.

Read: A good country's bad choice

In a midsummer interview, Trump demanded that Taiwan pay the United States directly for defense. "I don't think we're any different from an insurance policy," he said. When the podcaster Joe Rogan asked Trump in October about protecting Taiwan, Trump answered in a more revealing way: "They want us to protect, and they want protection. They don't pay us money for the protection, you know? The mob makes you pay money, right?"

American allies in fact make large contributions to collective security. Total assistance to Ukraine from the European Union nearly matches that of the United States. South Korea pays for the construction and maintenance of U.S. facilities in Korea--and for the salaries of Koreans who support U.S. forces. But Trump wants direct cash payments. In a speech to the Economic Club of Chicago in October, he called for an annual levy of $10 billion from South Korea as the price of protection against North Korea.

Trump seems to have his eye on other payments too; in his first term, he collected benefits for himself and members of his family. Countries that wanted favorable treatment knew to book space at his Washington, D.C., hotel or, it seemed, to dispense business favors to his children. According to a 2024 report by Democrats on the House Oversight Committee, Trump's properties collected at least $7.8 million from foreign sources during his first term.

In his second term, the stream of payments may surge into a torrent. Trump owes more than half a billion dollars in civil penalties for defamation and fraud. How will he pay? Who will help him pay? Trump's need for funds may sway U.S. foreign policy more than any strategy consideration. One of his largest donors in 2024, Elon Musk, stands to benefit hugely from U.S. help with government regulators in China and the EU. Musk is also a major government contractor--and one with strong views about U.S. foreign policy. Over the past few years, he has emerged as one of the fiercest critics of American support for Ukraine. On November 6, Musk joined Trump's first postelection call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. Those who invest in Trump--be they foreign agents or mercurial billionaires--may, over the next four years, annex U.S. power to reshape the world to their liking and their profit.

In 2019, Trump delivered a Fourth of July address on the National Mall. The speech exulted in the fearsome lethality of the U.S. military, but Trump had little to say about American ideals or democratic institutions. Trump has never accepted that the United States is strengthened by its values and principles, by a reputation for trustworthiness and fair dealing. The U.S., to him, should command respect because it is the biggest and strongest bully on the block. When his friend Bill O'Reilly asked him in a 2017 interview about Vladimir Putin, Trump scoffed at the idea that there might be any moral difference between the U.S. and Russia. "You think our country's so innocent?"

Open trade and defensive alliances were already bumping into domestic resistance even before Trump first declared himself a candidate for the presidency. The U.S. has not entered into a new trade-liberalizing agreement since the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama negotiated by the George W. Bush administration and signed by President Barack Obama. The Trans-Pacific Partnership was rejected by a Republican Senate during Obama's last year in office. The Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump, then added more of its own.

But Trump uniquely accelerated America's retreat from world markets, and will continue to do so. His first-term revision of the North American Free Trade Agreement preserved existing access to U.S. markets for Canada and Mexico in return for raising higher barriers around all three North American economies. He has nominated Jamieson Greer, who he said "played a key role during my First Term in imposing Tariffs on China and others," as U.S. trade representative. The tariffs Trump desires, the protection money he seeks, and his undisguised affinity for Putin and other global predators will weaken America's standing with traditional allies and new partners. How will the United States entice Asian and Pacific partners to support U.S. security policy against China if they are themselves treated as threats and rivals by the makers of U.S. trade policy?

Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership.

Trump supporters tell a story about Trump's leadership. They describe him as a figure of strength who will preserve world peace by force of personality. Potential aggressors will be intimidated by his fierce unpredictability.

This story is a fantasy. Trump was no more successful than his predecessors at stopping China from converting atolls and sandbars in the South China Sea into military bases. Chinese warships menaced maritime neighbors on Trump's watch. In September 2018, one passed within 45 yards of a U.S. destroyer in international waters. In January 2020, Iran fired a missile barrage against U.S. forces in Iraq, inflicting 109 traumatic brain injuries. During Trump's first presidency, the United States continued to fight two shooting wars, one in Afghanistan and one against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Over those same four years, the Russian forces that invaded Crimea and eastern Ukraine in 2014 inflicted more than 500 civilian casualties.

Every president puts a face on the abstraction that is the American nation, and gives words to the American creed. Few spoke more eloquently than Ronald Reagan, who famously compared the United States to a "shining city on a hill." In his farewell address, Reagan asked, "And how stands the city on this winter night?" Reagan could answer his own question in a way that made his country proud.

The "city on a hill" image ultimately traces back to the New Testament: "A city that is set upon a hill cannot be hid." The visible hilltop location imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers. Now the hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys--the dominance against which Truman warned. Under Trump, America will act more proudly, yet have less to be proud of. Its leaders will pocket corrupt emoluments; the nation will cower behind tariff walls, demanding tribute instead of earning partnership. Some of its citizens will delude themselves that the country has become great again, while in reality it will have become more isolated and less secure.

Americans have tried these narrow and selfish methods before. They ended in catastrophe. History does not repeat itself: The same mistakes don't always carry the same consequences. But the turn from protector nation to predator nation will carry consequences bad enough.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Marauding Nation." It has been updated to reflect the fact that, after the article went to press, Donald Trump nominated Jamieson Greer as U.S. trade representative.
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South Korea's Warning for Washington

Even botched plots to seize power damage democratic institutions and norms.

by Brian Klaas




A right-wing wannabe authoritarian president--a leader who attacks the press, is accused of abusing power for personal gain, uses his power to block investigations into his family's potential corruption, hopes to stay in office to avoid heading to prison, and only seems to have concepts of a plan to address his nation's inflation and health care--declared martial law earlier today.

This is not a dystopian fever dream for what may soon come to pass in the United States, but instead a rapidly unfolding crisis in South Korea, where President Yoon Suk Yeol shocked his nation with a hastily executed surprise power grab under the pretext of an unspecified military threat from North Korea and enemies within. Late Tuesday evening in Seoul, Yoon issued a statement calling the country's National Assembly a "den of criminals" and claiming that it was undermining governance. Martial law was needed, Yoon claimed, to stop the "anti-state forces that are plundering the freedom and happiness of our people."

Within hours, protests broke out around the assembly building, and the lawmakers within it unanimously voted to overturn Yoon's martial-law declaration. Clashes between protesters and law enforcement have continued since the announcement, and the demonstrations are likely to keep growing, demanding Yoon's resignation.

Michael Schuman: The American global order could end

"I think Yoon is done," Karl Friedhoff, a Korea expert at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, told me. "In his mind, he may have imagined this as a power grab, but this was more about sheer incompetence."

Korea's civil society is strong, and mass protests have long been a signature element of its political culture. "If you've been to Korea and haven't seen a protest, you haven't really been to Korea," Friedhoff quipped.

Yoon essentially has been a lame-duck leader since South Korea's April 2024 legislative elections, in which his party suffered devastating losses. Like many incumbents, Yoon faced the global headwind of high inflation. Yet much of his unpopularity was of his own making. One of Yoon's top power brokers was allegedly paid to ensure that a certain candidate would be selected for their party's nomination to a legislative seat; this scandal also linked the first lady to allegations of election interference and dominated headlines in recent weeks as potentially implicating audio from Yoon's phone calls leaked to the public. Yoon has used his power to block investigations into his family's alleged scandals. Along with perceived mismanagement of public services and the economy, these scandals have devastated Yoon's popularity; a recent poll found his approval at just 19 percent.

South Korea is the 12th-largest economy in the world and, aside from Japan, the most important democracy in East Asia. But it is also a comparatively young democracy, having emerged from authoritarian rule only in the summer of 1987, after the popular uprising known as the "June Democratic Struggle." This matters because martial law is not an abstract concept to older Koreans, so much as it evokes a vivid memory of the country's not-so-distant dictatorial past. The last South Korean coup d'etat took place in 1980, after a general declared an expanded version of martial law and became president. That time, the popular backlash was crushed. Authoritarianism persisted for another eight years. (Many Korea experts and political-science indexes don't count the Republic of Korea as a fully consolidated democracy until 2002.)

Since then, South Korea's democracy has made significant progress and been hailed as one of the biggest antiauthoritarian success stories of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. It's still fragile, however, and the country's institutions have been showing signs of stress for some time. The stressors may sound familiar to Americans, despite a very different context. Gi-Wook Shin, a professor of contemporary Korea at Stanford University, wrote in 2020 that the country was facing a "democratic depression," in which "opponents are demonized, democratic norms are eroded, and political life grows ever more polarized." Politicians, rather than trying to cool tensions, have instead appealed to "chauvinistic nationalism." (Unlike in the United States, however, two of South Korea's living former presidents who broke the law actually served time in prison before they were pardoned.)

Yoon's power grab seems likely to fail. But invoking martial law--even for a few hours--does lasting damage to democratic norms. One of the core principles of democratic governance is civilian rule, which stipulates that the military provides security but has no role in political governance. Democracies collapse when that barrier is removed, such as when a coup d'etat takes place. But even failed coups or failed attempts to execute martial law can crack the civil-military barrier. They remind everyone within the political system that one person--a power-hungry politician or a self-serving general--could destroy decades of progress in an instant. Establishing the norm that the military is outside the scope of politics takes years of good behavior, from those in military fatigues as well as those in suits. Wrecking it can take as little as one misguided decision.

Read: What Trump doesn't understand about the military

South Korea's recent turmoil also illustrates what the late political scientist Juan Linz called the "perils of presidentialism." Linz argued that democratic experiments tend to fail when they allow executive power to reside in a president rather than in a prime minister under parliamentary constraint. Writing in 1990, Linz warned, "Heavy reliance on the personal qualities of a political leader--on the virtue of a statesman, if you will--is a risky course, for one never knows if such a man can be found to fill the presidential office." At the time, Linz pointed to one conspicuous exception: the United States.

President Yoon's seemingly failed bid to consolidate power under martial law is a cautionary tale for Washington on the eve of a second Trump administration. Sometimes, incompetent authoritarians botch plots to seize power. They still damage democratic institutions and norms in the process. And sometimes, the power grabs succeed--because presidential democracy is not protected by constitutions written with magical ink. Rather, it can survive its moments of greatest peril through the actions of brave people who cherish ideals more than power. As Linz warned, such people are not always in plentiful supply.
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Why Syria Matters to the Kremlin

It is not just a military outpost. It is a cornerstone of Russia's claim to great-power status.

by Nicole Grajewski




Rebel forces swept into Aleppo on Saturday, capturing the city center in a lightning three-day offensive that seemed to show the slackening of Moscow's grip on Syria. The symbolism was impossible to ignore: The Syrian regime's brutal reconquest of that very city in 2016 had demonstrated Russia's military effectiveness. Now Vladimir Putin's Russia is preoccupied with Ukraine, and Aleppo has slipped from regime control.

But Russia's commitment to Syria has not actually wavered, and Russia is not really distracted. The advance of Syria's rebels, led by the group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), reflects the degradation not of Russian attention but of the multinational ground forces supporting the regime of Bashar al-Assad. And Russia is not only not contemplating withdrawing from Syria--it looks poised to double down on its investment there, even if it has to rely on Iranian-backed forces and the cooperation of regional powers to do so.

Syria is important to Moscow because intervening there in 2015 allowed Putin to reverse the narrative of Russian decline that had taken hold since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Russia would no longer be what then-President Barack Obama dismissed as a declining "regional power"--it was to be a decisive great-power patron of the Assad regime, and as such, it would rewrite the playbook of outside intervention in the Middle East. American-led interventions, such as the invasion of Iraq and the NATO campaign in Libya, shattered states and bred chaos. Russia would have the opposite effect, preserving Syrian sovereignty and regional order.

Graeme Wood: The fall of Aleppo was oddly familiar

To understand Russia's military position in Syria, consider that when Moscow first intervened there, in September 2015, it did so with a surprisingly light footprint and a long-term plan to modernize and strengthen the Syrian military. Moscow deployed just 2,500 to 4,500 personnel to Syria at any given time, focusing on air power, air defenses, and special forces, while relying on Iran and its proxies to supply ground forces. Operating from Khmeimim Air Base, Russian tactical aviation supported ground operations. Long-range bombers in Russia, along with cruise missiles on Russian warships in the Mediterranean, targeted positions deep inside Syria. Moscow also contributed advanced air-defense systems including S-400s, S-300s, and Pantsirs, along with electronic-warfare capabilities.

Moscow sent some special-operations units, military police, advisers, and artillery teams to Syria. But to retake territory from the rebels, it relied almost entirely on a network of Iranian-backed forces, including the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Iraqi Popular Mobilization Units, the Afghan Fatemiyoun, the Pakistani Zeinabiyoun, and Hezbollah. Ultimately, the Kremlin sought to build the Syrian Arab Army (SAA) into a professional fighting force capable of independently securing Assad's rule, and so it poured resources into modernizing the SAA's command structures, improving battlefield coordination, and equipping units with advanced Russian weaponry.

Russia's approach appeared to be sustainable--even in 2022, when Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and adjusted its military presence in Syria accordingly. Moscow redeployed some aircraft and an S-300 air-defense system to Ukraine, but Khmeimim Air Base remained highly functional. More significant, the Kremlin drew down its minimal presence on the ground, relying more heavily than before on Iranian-backed forces, to whom it transferred some of its command posts.

The invasion of Ukraine also changed Moscow's Middle East posture in another way. Since getting involved in Syria, Moscow had delicately balanced the claims of Iran and Israel. In 2018, it agreed to hold Iranian forces about 50 miles off from the Golan Heights. The invasion of Ukraine began to shift this equilibrium, as Moscow's reliance on Iranian drones for that war pushed it closer to Tehran's "Axis of Resistance."

None of this seemed like a major problem for Russia until Hamas attacked Israel on October 7, 2023. Then, as the conflict in Gaza spilled into the surrounding region, Israel escalated from targeting weapons depots in Syria to systematically eliminating high-value Iranian and Hezbollah assets and personnel there. Russia could no longer remain neutral regarding Israeli strikes while simultaneously deepening its reliance on Iranian-backed ground forces. The situation worsened as Israel's Lebanon offensive degraded Hezbollah, which was, after all, one of the forces Moscow relied on to sustain the status quo in Syria.

The gaps in Moscow's strategy have now become apparent. When HTS first struck Aleppo, the speed and surprise of the advance left Moscow little time to coordinate with ground forces or organize effective air support at the scale needed to counter such a major offensive. And the collapse of regime defenses revealed that Russia's long-term strategy to professionalize Assad's military had failed: At the Kuweires air base, Syrian forces surrendered without resisting. They abandoned valuable assets, including helicopters, aircraft, and advanced air-defense systems.

These setbacks will not drive Russia out of Syria, however. The Kremlin has too much at stake. It has already leveraged its Syrian intervention to rebuild its Middle Eastern influence, positioning itself as an essential mediator among Iran, Turkey, the Gulf states, the United States, and Israel. Moscow has also secured lucrative economic contracts for the reconstruction of Syria.

Given the stakes, Moscow will be compelled to adapt rather than withdraw. It will likely seek to strengthen military cooperation with Iran, including by finding a role for Iraqi militias and recruits in Syria. Reports indicate that this is already happening. Iran has also been recruiting on Telegram channels to replenish its Syrian brigades. These reinforcements may help offset Hezbollah's losses, but they are unlikely to be as effective as the Russian- and Iranian-led campaign that carried out the Aleppo offensive in 2016.

Russia will probably also try to negotiate with Turkey, which backs some of the rebel groups. Since Saturday, Moscow has uncharacteristically avoided criticizing Turkey over the rebels' activities. This restraint suggests that Russia is preparing a diplomatic initiative--perhaps one that allows Russia to maintain its presence in some parts of Syria while accommodating Turkish interests in the northwest.

Russia wouldn't be seeking such an arrangement if it weren't militarily weakened. Not only have Iranian proxy forces lost muscle; Syrian opposition forces have gained it. They are much better equipped and coordinated than they were in 2015. If they were to continue to Homs from their current position in Hama, they would effectively sever the Russian bases at Latakia and Tartus from Moscow's modest deployments elsewhere in Syria.

As consuming as the war in Ukraine has been for Russia, the Kremlin does not see it as superseding its Middle East ambitions. That's because Syria is not just a military outpost. It is a cornerstone of Russia's claim to great-power status, a theater where it can demonstrate its diplomatic reach and its counternarrative to Western interventionism. This explains why Russia continues to invest in Syria even as it fights a costly war in Ukraine. Moscow may adjust its tactics, but abandoning Syria would mean surrendering something far more precious than territory: Russia's hard-won position as an indispensable power broker in the Middle East.
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The Fall of Aleppo Was Oddly Familiar

Syria, like Iraq, allowed itself to become a tool of Iran, and therefore never developed a competent state.

by Graeme Wood




The fall of Aleppo this weekend surprised even the residents of Aleppo, so you can imagine how flabbergasted foreign analysts were, from thousands of miles away. As recently as a week ago, the Syrian civil war seemed to have reached a dismal equilibrium: The Syrian government controlled most major cities, including Aleppo, and had ceased progress in retaking insurgent enclaves in Syria's north and east. A Sunni group controlled a microstate in Syria's northwest, which started as a little patch of Talibanism in the Levant. This miserable deadlock showed no sign of changing. But on Friday, those Sunnis fought their way into Aleppo, and the government troops withdrew without much of a fight. Now the city is under insurgent control, and no one is sure whether the government forces have it in them to stop the insurgency from penetrating farther south, perhaps even to Damascus.

These events may have been unexpected, but they are also oddly familiar. Ten years ago, the northern-Iraq city of Mosul fell to a Sunni jihadist insurgent group, after the Iraqi army collapsed and then vanished. That group was the Islamic State, which had recently broken from al-Qaeda. And like the Syrian regime, led by Bashar al-Assad, the Iraqi government was close to Tehran. In both cases, the fall of a whole city seemed implausible until images of jihadists wandering around Mosul and Aleppo circulated on social media. In both cases, the incredulity at what had just happened swiftly gave way to morbid curiosity about what might happen next, if the jihadists proceeded to the capital. Both cases, finally, share an underlying dynamic: Syria and Iraq allowed themselves to become tools of Iran, and therefore never developed competent states themselves. When their citizens rose up to object to a government that cared more about Iran's wishes than their own, the states were too hollow and incompetent to crush the uprising.

Read: Hezbollah waged war against the people of my country

In Aleppo, the Sunni jihadists are principally members of a group called Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham. HTS is a descendant of al-Qaeda, the mother-group from which ISIS broke in 2013. Since then, HTS has mellowed out to some extent, having learned from the Islamic State's decidedly unmellow example 10 years ago. When ISIS conquered cities, it quickly instituted a particularly humorless version of Islamic law, began amputating hands of thieves, and slaughtered Shia. HTS claims to have given up jihadism, and their fighters have so far not soaked Aleppo's streets with blood or engaged in sectarian persecution. HTS's leaders have issued statements reassuring residents and rival factions that they do not intend them harm. One would have to be naive to think that HTS intends interfaith outreach to the eternally damned Shia, but their leaders have clearly evolved in their ideology. They have at least learned the value of patience, just as ISIS demonstrated the benefits of its opposite by galvanizing jihadism on a planetary scale.

In both Syria and Iraq, the security of the central government depended on Iran--and because Iran is a Shiite sectarian power, the Sunnis ended up ignored, subjugated, or just plain shafted. In Syria, this shafting took the form of Iranian, Lebanese, and Iraqi paramilitaries wandering the land and killing insurgents and civilians. Russians joined in as well. Syria is a Russian ally, and Russia's Mediterranean naval base is the Syrian port of Tartus.

Tehran did not care about creating a state. It cared only about creating a proxy. And eventually, proxies crumble, because (as Machiavelli wrote five centuries ago, about mercenaries and auxiliaries) nothing is as shockproof and reliable as a state army composed of citizens whose interests match your own. Iran never created a proper state army in either country, so there was a natural limit to the capability and dedication of those fighting for it. ISIS surpassed that limit in 2014. HTS has done so now.

In the past, Assad, Syria's president, could rely on Iran to succor his country by sending Hezbollah from Lebanon or Iraqi militias, or could rely on Russia to supply it with Wagner mercenaries. But 2024 just isn't Assad's year: Russia has impoverished and overextended itself fighting Ukraine, and Hezbollah is busy nursing groin injuries inflicted by Israel. Proxies from Iraq are reportedly on their way to help Assad, but they, too, have other priorities right now, such as safeguarding the gains they've made by taking over the Iraqi state and its underground economy. Assad himself was rumored to be in Moscow recently, probably less to take in the Bolshoi's new production of Boris Godunov than to avoid becoming a Boris Godunov himself, dying as a rebel army approaches--or worse yet, a Muammar Qaddafi, skewered up the backside by a howling crowd.

Iranian media said Assad was in Damascus yesterday and met with Iran's foreign minister. Russia and Iran have already moved to support Assad. Today Russian jets bombed Idlib, HTS's stronghold, and the insurgent advance on the next city between Aleppo and Damascus, Hama, has thus far been halted. But if it resumes, little would stand between the rebels and Damascus--which is to say, total regime collapse and a dramatic, squalid end to Iran's major state ally in the Levant. Turkey's proxies have played a significant role in beating back Assad's forces, and among state powers, Turkey is the biggest beneficiary of their retreat. It has already pressed its advantage to take over Kurdish regions of northern Syria and fight against Kurdish armed groups. But Israel and other forces not aligned with Iran will also find things to like about Assad's government being pinned down.

Read: 'The Iranian period is finished'

When Mosul fell and ISIS declared its caliphate, many in Washington realized, belatedly, that a movement they thought had been contained to a dusty backwater of eastern Syria had suddenly acquired regional and even global characteristics. In this case, something similar may have happened: A conflict frozen in northern Syria has thawed from the heat of battles hundreds of miles away, and now the war in Syria could reflect its own heat back on those distant battlefields. Russia and Iran will not want to lose Assad and their various assets. But what will Moscow and Tehran give up to save them, and to whom will they give it up? If Russia is seeking a deal with Ukraine and its allies, or Tehran is seeking a deal with the United States, the fate of Damascus might end up as part of the bargain.

The United States has not done much in Syria in the past several years. Its troops in eastern Syria, far from Aleppo, have been spectators, though they have served a purpose: They are strategically placed to help block Iran's land bridge across Iraq and all the way to the Mediterranean. America's ally there is the Kurdish-led alliance that Turkey is intent on neutralizing because of its connections with Kurdish separatists in Turkey. According to his Cabinet nominee Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump intends to remove those troops. (He called them "cannon fodder," but whose cannons they would be fed into is anyone's guess.) If they are removed, the United States--not even a spectator at that point--will have even less say over how any deal might look. Right now America's advantage would be best served by staying put, and safeguarding its remaining influence over the world that is preparing to be born out of the ruins of this decade-long civil war.
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How to End the War in Gaza

The cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah holds lessons for both Israel and the United States.

by Stuart E. Eizenstat, Dennis Ross




The cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah brokered by President Joe Biden's envoy Amos Hochstein is an important achievement. It reflects the lessons that the two of us have learned in a lifetime of diplomacy and statecraft--and those lessons can be applied to Gaza and the broader Middle East by the Biden administration in its remaining days and by the incoming Trump administration.

The first lesson is the crucial importance of backing diplomacy with decisive military power and accurate intelligence in order to secure an achievable political objective. As the United States painfully learned in the Iraq War and in Afghanistan, the use of military force divorced from an achievable political outcome is doomed to fail. Force is a tool, not an end in itself.

Israel's use of force set the stage for diplomacy by dramatically weakening Hezbollah. After accepting Hezbollah's imposition of a limited war for nearly a year, the Israel Defense Forces and Mossad acted decisively to decapitate Hezbollah's leadership; disrupt its command, control, and communications; destroy 80 percent of its rocket forces; and dismantle its weapons stocks and infrastructure--below- and aboveground--that it had built up along Israel's borders. Israel also retaliated against Iran after its October 1 ballistic-missile attack on Israel, destroying Iran's strategic air and missile defense and 90 percent of its ballistic-missile-production capability. In doing so, it reminded us once again of Henry Kissinger's maxim that you can achieve at the negotiating table only what you have won on the battlefield.

A related lesson of good statecraft is recognizing opportunities and moving quickly to act on them. Timing matters, and the Biden administration recognized that Israel's military achievements had created an opening to mediate a cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah, working through the Lebanese government. The administration also believed that Iran recognized that Hezbollah's weakness made it vulnerable to its adversaries in Lebanon and that Iran, not wanting to lose the crown jewel of its Axis of Resistance, would want to end the war.

Hussein Ibish: A late win for Biden in the Middle East

Diplomacy also requires good timing. The conflict was not ripe for settlement until Hezbollah and Iran had been sufficiently weakened by Israel's attacks. Only then was Hezbollah willing to abandon its insistence that ending its missile and drone attacks against Israel would first require a permanent cease-fire in Gaza.

Additionally, negotiations worked because Israel had clear, limited, and achievable political objectives. The Israelis understood that they could not eliminate Hezbollah; instead, they aimed to ensure that Hezbollah could have no forces south of the Litani River and could not easily rearm there. Both of these steps had been mandated by UN Security Council Resolution 1701 in 2006--but its terms were never enforced, and Hezbollah violated its terms from day one. Hochstein used Israel's military achievements and the Lebanese government's desire to reestablish sovereignty over its territory to create a far more serious approach to implementation: As many as 10,000 Lebanese soldiers will be deployed to the border, while the U.S., France, and others will help improve the capabilities of the Lebanese army. The U.S. will also provide intelligence to monitor implementation of the agreement, and will chair the committee through which any violation will be immediately addressed. Israel has reportedly received assurances from the U.S. that, if violations are not reversed, it can act militarily.

In Gaza, Israel has also successfully destroyed the military threat posed by an adversary--before October 7, 2023, Hamas had five brigades, with 24 battalions. Those are now gone, along with most of its weapons depots, labs, and production facilities. More than 60 percent of its tunnels have been blown up, including some as deep as a 25-story building. But unlike in Israel's conflict with Hezbollah, in which it set more limited goals, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has repeatedly pledged "total victory" over Hamas. Just as Israel could not eliminate Hezbollah--and the U.S. could not eliminate the Taliban in Afghanistan--Israel can defeat Hamas but not eradicate it, as IDF leaders have recognized. Hamas's ideology has been profoundly destructive to the Palestinian people, and polls show that they know it. Israel now needs to translate its military achievements against Hamas in Gaza into a sustainable political outcome.

Israel has repeated the mistake in Gaza that the George W. Bush administration made in Iraq and Afghanistan, and failed to marry its military action to achievable political goals at the outset.

In Gaza, Israel must avoid either a vacuum, in which Hamas could reemerge, or an indefinite stay, which would guarantee an insurgency. Israel did not adopt the successful model that General David Petraeus employed in Iraq, clearing an area of terrorists and then holding it, while building a better life for civilians. Such a model applied to Gaza would have provided Palestinians with both security from Hamas and confidence that it would not return. Instead, the IDF is still fighting in northern Gaza, even though it has cleared the area multiple times.

The most viable alternative is a mixed interim administration. The United Arab Emirates is prepared to be part of a stabilization force in Gaza, and Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, and Bahrain might also participate--not to bail out Israel, but to ensure that it withdraws and to end Palestinian the suffering. They would join with others, including the United States and European nations, to administer Gaza. Rebuilding Gaza will be an enormous task in its own right, but it will also require the restoration of law and order, the prevention of smuggling, and the permanent demilitarization of the area.

The aim of such an administration would be to have the Palestinian Authority assume control over Gaza in 18 to 24 months. The PA today is weak, dysfunctional, and corrupt, but it can be reformed, as it was during Salam Fayyad's tenure as prime minister from 2007 to 2012. Once reformed, it could assume responsibility for Gaza. But none of this will happen unless there is an end to the war, conditioned on the release of all the hostages, and accompanied by a withdrawal of Israeli forces--which, as in Lebanon, Netanyahu can rightly claim resulted from Israel's military achievements.

In Gaza, as in Lebanon, Israel has won militarily--and so it must focus now on producing a diplomatic outcome. The Biden administration can again use the leverage of Israel's military achievements to push a political process in which Arab states and others can come into Gaza, as Secretary of State Antony Blinken has been attempting.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

Our experience is that personal relationships are crucial to successful diplomacy, especially in the Middle East. President-Elect Donald Trump has great credibility with the Israeli government, and with the Gulf States, including Saudi Arabia. That he has made it clear that he wants the war in Gaza to end no doubt contributed to Netanyahu's acceptance of the U.S.-brokered cease-fire in Lebanon and adds to the prime minister's need to find an acceptable way out of Gaza. Producing an international and regional administration in Gaza and phasing out the IDF will take some time--and should be done in coordination with the incoming Trump administration. It would be a mistake for Israel to wait for the new administration, as it will take time for Trump to put in place officials who can do what the Biden administration is already doing.

The smart application of statecraft has produced a cease-fire in Lebanon, and it has now created an opening to end the war in Gaza. Peace in Gaza would also create an opportunity for Trump to expand the Abraham Accords to include the normalization of ties between Israel and Saudi Arabia, which he has declared a priority. The Saudis want a credible pathway to a Palestinian state as the precondition of any deal, while the Israeli public and the current government are not ready to accept that. Trump will need to move quickly to leverage his political capital with the Saudis and Israelis if he hopes to pull off a deal. But if he can, a Saudi-Israeli breakthrough would transform the Middle East, creating a coalition to counter Iranian threats and promoting stability and progress in the region.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/12/israel-gaza-war-lebanon-ceasefire/680846/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 1, 2024

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            It's time once more for one of my favorite holiday traditions: the 17th annual Space Telescope Advent Calendar, featuring remarkable images from both NASA's Hubble telescope and James Webb Space Telescope. Every day until Wednesday, December 25, this page will present a new, incredible image of our universe from one of these two telescopes. Be sure to come back every day until Christmas, and follow us on social media for daily updates. I hope you enjoy these amazing and awe-inspiring images, as well as the continued efforts of the science teams that bring them to Earth--it is a joy to put this calendar together each December.


Wishing you all a Merry Christmas, happy holidays, and peace on Earth.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A telescope view of a swirling spiral galaxy lined with bright pink patches and lanes of dark dust]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grand spiral: The spiral galaxy NGC 5248, located 42 million light-years from Earth, is one of the so-called grand-design spirals, with prominent spiral arms that reach from near the core out through the disc. It also has a faint bar structure in the center, which is difficult to see in this visible-light portrait from the Hubble space telescope. Features like these, which break the rotational symmetry of a galaxy, can feed gas from a galaxy's outer reaches to inner star-forming regions, and even to a galaxy's central black hole, where it can kick-start an active galactic nucleus. These flows of gas have shaped NGC 5248 in a big way; the spiral has many bright starburst regions of intense star formation spread across its disc, and it is dominated by a population of young stars.
                #
            

            
                
                
                ESA / Hubble & NASA, F. Belfiore, J. Lee, and the PHANGS-HST Team
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The interior of a nebula filled with many stars and clumpy clouds of gas illuminated shades of blue, orange, and red]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Inside a Stellar Nursery. This image shows the center of the Serpens Nebula as seen by the James Webb Space Telescope's Near-InfraRed Camera. The Serpens Nebula, located 1,300 light-years from Earth, is home to a particularly dense cluster of newly-forming stars, some of which will eventually grow to the mass of our Sun. Webb's image of this nebula reveals a grouping of aligned protostellar outflows (seen in the top left). These jets are identified by bright clumpy streaks that appear red, which are shock waves caused when the jet hits the surrounding gas and dust. Throughout this image filaments and wisps of different hues represent reflected starlight from still-forming protostars within the cloud.
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                [image: A telescopic view of a hazy galaxy lined with lanes of dust that form a rough wavy pattern]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ripples from a galactic merger. The Hubble Space Telescope brings us this nearly edge-on view of the lenticular galaxy NGC 4753. Lenticular galaxies have an elliptical shape and ill-defined spiral arms. NGC 4753 sits about 60 million light-years from Earth, and is believed to have merged with a nearby dwarf galaxy about 1.3 billion years ago, creating the distinctive wavy dust lanes around its nucleus.
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                [image: A view of the planet Jupiter, showing many broad and multi-colored bands of swirling storms in its atmosphere, and one small moon that casts a shadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stormy Weather. A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street" as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like the alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to each other and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentially rivaling the current size of the Great Red Spot. The orange moon Io photobombs this view, casting a shadow onto Jupiter's cloudtops. For a sense of scale, Io is about one quarter of the Earth's own diameter, or just a bit larger than our own moon.
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                [image: A telescope view of a cloud-like structure of gas and dust at the bottom of the image, with distant stars and galaxies visible above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beyond the Mane. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.
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                Only two weeks left
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                One week to go!
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                One more day!
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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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What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military

Politicizing the U.S. armed forces won't just hurt democracy. It will make the military weaker.

by Kori Schake




In 1783, George Washington faced a potential mutiny of the Army. Two years after Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown, Congress still hadn't paid American servicemen and was repudiating promised pensions. Alexander Hamilton, then in Congress, encouraged soldiers to rebel, because he thought the pressure would lead Congress to approve the taxing authority he sought. Washington reproached Hamilton in a letter: An army is "a dangerous instrument to play with," he wrote. In this, as in so much else, President-Elect Donald Trump does not share Washington's sensibilities.

Trump has spoken repeatedly of his plans to use the American military domestically: for policing the border, deporting millions of undocumented immigrants, repressing protests. He would not be the first president to use the military for some domestic purpose. Others have done so to break strikes, tamp down election or race riots, and enforce court orders or tax collection. But overreach in this area can do real damage to the relationship between the American military and the public. In his first term, Trump showed that he was willing to push that boundary.

The Constitution prohibits domestic use of the U.S. military unless the country is invaded or the president declares that an insurrection is occurring. The 1878 Posse Comitatus Act further restricts the American military from getting involved in law enforcement, unless Congress legislates it or the president invokes the Insurrection Act.

From the November 2024 issue: Donald Trump is the tyrant Geoge Washington feared

The Insurrection Act does give the president wide latitude to call up National Guard troops and deploy active-duty military, including to enforce domestic law. As the scholars Lindsay Cohn and Steve Vladeck emphasized in 2020, "The authorities governing the domestic uses of military force are notoriously open-ended." And yet presidents very rarely invoke the act. It was last used more than 30 years ago, in 1992, when California's governor requested federal reinforcement to restore order during the Los Angeles riots.

During his first term as president, Trump stopped short of invoking the Insurrection Act, but he did set about corroding the professionalism of the armed forces by making its use as a partisan political force acceptable and attempting to create military loyalty that was personal to him. As commander in chief, he used meetings with service members as campaign stops, encouraging them to agree with him that "we had a wonderful election, didn't we? And I saw those numbers--and you like me, and I like you." He asked military audiences to lobby their members of Congress in support of his policies, and he pardoned a serviceman who had been convicted of serious crimes--including war crimes--by court-martial and then included him in campaign events.

Trump also attempted to reach past the senior leaders who discipline the rank and file by ridiculing "the generals" and accusing them of stupidity, cowardice, and betraying the fighting forces. He has since said that, once back in office, he will fire all the "woke" generals and that he's considering creating an external board of preferred veterans to determine which active-duty military leaders to remove. He insinuated that retired General Mark Milley in particular should be executed for treason. The scholar Risa Brooks has written that these are efforts to create a military coalition committed to keeping him in office.

Is Trump disciplined enough to devise and enact a plan to use the military against constitutional authority? To believe that he's not is tempting. Unfortunately, it also underestimates the protean instincts that have made him successful and the authoritarian ambitions that animate him and many around him.

In the final months of Trump's first term, the "adults in the room" left the building, and the president appointed such reckless partisans as Christopher Miller, Kash Patel, and Douglas MacGregor into senior defense roles. Some of Trump's current Cabinet picks, such as defense-secretary nominee Pete Hegseth, resemble these appointees in their attitudes and positions. If confirmed, they will likely inject partisan politics into the military, creating dissension within the ranks, driving out experienced commanders, and alienating a large segment of the public.

Americans have not had to worry about military threats to democracy in the past. The armed forces have never aspired or organized to overthrow the government, and their professional ethos of subordination to civilian control is deeply ingrained. But a determined president and his civilian officials could change this relationship, even radically, through entirely legal means, such as by using the Insurrection Act.

The American military has an obligation to refuse illegal orders, but it cannot simply decline to obey those it deems immoral or unethical if they are allowed under the law. That is as it should be. A military that placed its judgment above that of the civilian government, which was elected to make policy decisions, would be operationally ineffective and a danger to democracy.

But making the military a political tool of civilian leaders is also a threat, not only to democracy, but to the integrity of the military itself. A politicized military--dragged into confrontations on behalf of party or president, rather than country--will have a hard time recruiting and retaining personnel, and its legitimacy will suffer both at home and overseas.

Read: Trump's 'deep state' revenge

An important line of defense against this possibility still exists, and that is Congress. Much of U.S. defense policy is actually controlled by Congress under the law, and the Armed Services Committees in both chambers can and should rein in excesses. The Senate also has the authority to confirm or deny Trump's Cabinet picks, and it should establish clear qualifications for running the Defense Department--which is, after all, an $841 billion business with nearly 3 million employees. Senators should confirm only appointees who pledge to respect the legislature's prerogative to set military policy (Congress should be the body to decide whether servicewomen can be assigned to combat duty, for example), and they should not accept appointees who would allow a politically selected group of veterans to decide which military leaders to fire.

Legislators and governors can also press the president not to invoke the Insurrection Act. There is objectively no insurrection occurring in our country, and manipulating executive privilege to declare one would be an abuse of power. It would also cause the public to view the military as a tool of domestic repression. In a volunteer army, such a perception will affect not just recruitment but also the types of people who choose to serve, and this will further erode public trust in the military, which has already been on the wane since Trump and Republican opinion leaders began attacking senior military officials.

Both the professional ethos that keeps the American military out of politics and the restrictions on its domestic use exist for a reason. Americans probably won't like the military or the democracy that results from destroying them. Donald Trump may not understand these stakes the way that George Washington did, but Congress has reason to, and the latitude to act.
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How a Strongman Made Himself Look Weak

Narendra Modi has picked a needless fight with the United States and Canada.

by Daniel Block




For Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, strength is everything. At home, that means repressing minorities and co-opting the press. Abroad, it means responding to any criticism of New Delhi with anger--and even, it seems, with political assassinations on friendly soil.

On September 18, 2023, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau alleged that the Indian government had killed Hardeep Singh Nijjar in British Columbia over his useless push for Sikh separatism. Two months later, the United States Department of Justice announced that it had foiled an attempt by India to kill another Sikh nationalist, later identified as Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, in New York. And last month, Trudeau alleged that India was still harassing and threatening Sikh Canadians. The Indian government has responded by denying the allegations and ridiculing Ottawa.

Modi's base has largely viewed the prime minister's spat with America and Canada as a show of courage and evidence that India cannot be intimidated. "We slapped [Trudeau] much harder than he expected," said Arnab Goswami, a prominent pro-Modi TV anchor, during a news broadcast. The prime minister proved that he was "much smarter" than U.S. leaders, Goswami added: "We sent a message to America that we are not so dependent."

Read: The killing in Canada shows what India has become

But India isn't so independent, either, that it can afford to strain its friendships without reserve. The country's intelligence agency is now in a standoff with the U.S. Department of Justice. India could lose out on economic investment. Its foreign-policy team is scrambling with damage control. And the very fact that the assassination plots were exposed has undermined the country's reputation. Posing as a strongman at home turns out to be different from actually being strong overseas.

Modi's strongman style is fundamental to his appeal. He rose to power by polarizing the country's Hindu religious majority against its Muslim minority, suggesting that Muslims stand in the way of restoring Hindu greatness. (According to made-up Hindu nationalist mythology, India was a world-leading Hindu nation until Muslim conquerors subjugated it.) When he governed the Indian state of Gujarat, he stood by as a pogrom killed at least 790 Muslims. His party won more seats in elections right after this. By contrast, it lost seats in the most recent vote, where economic concerns were central to the political debate.

Since coming to power, the prime minister's party has tolerated little dissent, and it has been perfectly comfortable with the use of violence for nationalist aims. Hate crimes have spiked, and Modi has done virtually nothing to control them. Neither Modi nor his officials have themselves been convicted of murder, but media reports have tied them to suspicious deaths. In 2010, Amit Shah, Modi's longtime deputy, was charged with the kidnapping, extortion, and killing of two people, as well as the killing of a third. Four years later, after Modi became prime minister, a judge dismissed the cases. According to Ottawa, Shah is behind the campaign of intimidation against Canadian Sikhs.

The Modi government's frustration with Sikhs goes back to at least 2020. That year, the government attempted to deregulate India's agricultural sector, and Sikh farmers protested the legislation for months, until New Delhi withdrew it. The Modi government--rarely graceful in defeat--responded to this loss by arguing that the protests were the work of Sikh separatists bent on breaking up the state. The claim was patently false: Within India, Sikh separatism has not been a force since the 1990s. But the government could always point to separatists in the diaspora. If New Delhi did order the hits on Nijjar and Pannun, it could have done so either to show that it was serious about this supposed menace or out of anger at the religious minority.

Hindu nationalism, however, has not played well abroad. Rather, it has been an irritant to all kinds of countries. Many Hindu nationalists want to create Akhand Bharat: a greater India encompassing all or parts of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, the Maldives, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Tibet. New Delhi unveiled a mural of this entity on its new Parliament building in May 2023. In response, three states lodged formal complaints. Western officials and human-rights groups have repeatedly criticized the government's Hindu-first policies. Congressional Democrats and Republicans--including the Trump loyalist Lindsey Graham--protested India's revocation of the partial autonomy of Jammu and Kashmir, India's only Muslim-majority state, in 2019 (it also stripped the entity of statehood altogether).

Read: India is starting to see through Modi's nationalist myth

But few things have irked the West more than the successful hit on Nijjar and the attempted one on Pannun. The fallout prompted Trudeau to expel six Indian diplomats, including India's high commissioner to Canada. According to The Print, an Indian news outlet, the United Kingdom also kicked out a senior Indian intelligence official. The Print further reported that the United States made an Indian intelligence official leave San Francisco and blocked the country's spy agency from replacing its Washington station chief. If these reports are accurate, India may face new difficulties in gathering information overseas. Certainly Western countries could start withholding intelligence from India if their trust is strained.

Under Trump, the United States is likely to care less about the extraterritorial assassinations than it did under Joe Biden. The incoming president has praised Modi, and his nominee for director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, is a Hindu nationalist with ties to India's governing party. But Trump might not put a stop to the investigations, for several reasons.

Trump is mercurial, and he hates trade deficits. America has one with India. (In April, Trump described India as "very difficult to deal with on trade.") The Justice Department has already indicted a former Indian operative in the Pannun case--an indictment that an insecure Attorney General Pam Bondi, consumed with silencing Trump's domestic critics, might let play out. And regardless of what happens in government, the killings could hurt India's reputation in the private sector. Mihir Sharma, an Indian economist and Bloomberg columnist, recently fretted that the two incidents would make investors "who previously had no real interest in Indian politics" less open to doing business in the state.

Beyond North America and Europe, even countries that care little about the fight between India and the West are unlikely to come away from the incidents impressed with New Delhi. In both the U.S. and Canada, India was caught. The New York plot outright failed. And the details of the operations are hardly inspiring. According to Canadian sources, India contracted with a criminal gang to carry out the Nijjar killing. In America, it allegedly tried to hire a DEA agent. The operation, in other words, was sloppy--not the work of a crack intelligence agency.

Read: The humbling of Narendra Modi

Modi should have known that fighting with America and Canada would not help India. The world is full of leaders who pick stupid fights that hurt their countries. Under President Xi Jinping, China has embraced what's become known as "wolf warrior diplomacy"--or responding aggressively to even small affronts to Beijing. The country, for example, upbraided Australia after it called for an independent investigation into the origins of COVID-19. Beijing slapped punitive restrictions on many Australian exports. As a result, Australia rerouted those exports and deepened ties with the United States. President-Elect Donald Trump spent his first term repeatedly clashing with friendly countries. Washington's allies went on to cut economic deals that excluded the United States. At a 2019 NATO summit in London, a video caught then-British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, Trudeau, and other leaders mocking Trump. America's international approval ratings sank.

Of course, states must sometimes upset neutral countries and friends. Multiple U.S. administrations, including Trump's and Barack Obama's, have criticized Europe for not spending enough on defense. Washington and Kyiv repeatedly debate the amount and parameters of American military aid. New Delhi has even needed to argue with Ottawa over Sikh separatists before: In the late 20th century, Canada harbored serious terrorists who fueled a violent insurgency in India's north.

Yet a line divides necessary arguments from wanton confrontation, and New Delhi routinely crosses it. Modi will not destroy his country's position; India is too important for its partners to simply walk away. But he certainly makes his life harder than is necessary. He limits what would be valuable opportunities for cooperation. And after the quick hit of feeling strong comes the long hangover of humiliation.
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        Photos of the Week: Doo Dah, Horse Play, Cloud Falls

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 29, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            An autonomous delivery robot in Barcelona, a heat wave in Australia, a triceratops auction in France, a reef shark in the Red Sea, a lava flow in southwestern Iceland, migratory birds in flight over China, Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City, and much more
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                [image: President Joe Biden stands beside a turkey during an event at the White House.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Joe Biden pardons the National Thanksgiving Turkeys Peach and Blossom during an event on the South Lawn of the White House, in Washington, D.C., on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: A large parade float featuring a turkey in a top hat moves past a crowd under a cloud of confetti.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Confetti is fired in the air at the start of the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, in New York City, on November 28, 2024.
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                [image: Many people record video with various devices in a crowd in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People record video as Christmas illuminations are switched on at Passeig de Gracia, in Barcelona, Spain, on November 28, 2024.
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                [image: People walk through a long corridor walled with many mirrors at varying angles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk in a corridor with mirrors at the exhibition "Ice. Life" in St. Petersburg, Russia, on November 23, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd crushes in around a prison van as a man in the van's doorway raises a hand, making a "V" with two fingers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Bangladeshi Hindu leader Krishna Das Prabhu shows a victory sign as he is taken in a police van after a court ordered him detained pending further proceedings, in Chattogram, Bangladesh, on November 26, 2024. Das faces sedition charges; his Hindu supporters and other minorities in Bangladesh are calling for stronger protections, alleging targeted attacks in recent months.
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                [image: Autumn-colored trees surround a traditional covered bridge in Japan.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Autumn leaves, seen at their peak, surround Tsutenkyo Bridge on the grounds of Tofukuji Temple, in the city of Kyoto, Japan, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: A large flock of waterfowl flies above wetland.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migratory birds fly over Hongze Lake Wetland National Nature Reserve, in Suqian, Jiangsu province, China, on November 23, 2024.
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                [image: Many small distorted images of a mural of the artist Frida Kahlo are seen refracted in raindrops on a car window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A mural of the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo is seen refracted in raindrops on a car window in Fulton, California, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: A diver, seen from above, tumbles during a dive into pool water below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An athlete practices prior to the boys' three-meter-springboard preliminaries at Julio Delamare Aquatics Centre on day two of the World Aquatics Junior Diving Championships 2024, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of lava flowing over a road and rocky ground dusted with snow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Molten lava flows over the road to the Blue Lagoon, Grindavik, after the most recent volcanic eruption that started last week, on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on November 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person paddles a small raft past burning houses built on pilings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man watches houses burn at Tondo, in Manila, Philippines, on November 24, 2024. Raging flames and thick smoke billowed into the sky as a fire ripped through hundreds of houses in a closely built slum area.
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                [image: A sea of clouds cascades like a waterfall down a mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sea of clouds cascades like a waterfall down the peaks of Mount Yingpan on November 26, 2024, in Ji'an, Jiangxi province, China.
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                [image: A shark swims with several striped fish companions.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ji'an reef shark swims in the Red Sea off Egypt, seen on November 18, 2024.
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                [image: Standing in shallow lake water, flamingos rest, their long necks twisted around and their heads resting on their backs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flamingos rest in Gediz Delta, where they spend their winter, in Izmir, Turkey, on November 24, 2024.
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                [image: Bomb-damaged structures and a water-filled crater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damaged structures at the Lebanese-Syrian border crossing of Arida, seen following an Israeli strike that occurred late on Tuesday, in Lebanon, photographed on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke and flames erupt from a building hit in an Israeli air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke and flames erupt from a building hit in an Israeli air strike in Chiyah, in the southern suburb of Beirut, Lebanon, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people crushes outside a bakery, reaching out to try to buy bread.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hundreds of Palestinians wait for their turn in front of a bakery to buy bread under hard conditions in Deir al Balah, Gaza, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded trailer park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Billing Aquadrome Holiday Park, flooded after heavy rain in Northampton, England, on November 25, 2024
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                [image: The sun rises behind tall city buildings, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the buildings of the banking district in Frankfurt, Germany, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: Two Osprey aircraft sit on the ground, their twin rotors spinning and making green circles as lights at the tips of the blades spin around.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in President Joe Biden's entourage disembark from an Osprey aircraft after landing on Staten Island, New York, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a small, narrow boat with a roof covered in grass and plants]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A light shines in a window of an old and wrecked boat that has sat for more than 30 years in a side arm of the river Main in Frankfurt, Germany, on November 26, 2024.
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                [image: Complex scaffolding on Notre-Dame]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph shows scaffolding on Notre-Dame de Paris a few days before its reopening, on November 25, 2024. The cathedral is set to reopen early December 2024, five years after the devastating 2019 fire, with a planned weekend of ceremonies on December 7 and 8.
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                [image: The holiday-decorated multistory gallery of a shopping mall in France]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Christmas tree stands inside the Galeries Lafayette Paris Haussmann, in central Paris, France, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: A bird flies past a statue of three men reaching forward, making it appear as if the bird is escaping the men.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bird flies past a statue in Bucharest, Romania, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: A person tends to the fossilized skull of a triceratops while on a sidewalk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iacopo Briano, an expert in paleontology and natural history, unloads the skull of a triceratops during a preview before it is put up for auction in Boulogne-Billancourt, France, on November 28, 2024.
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                [image: A deer faces the camera, squinting during a snow storm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer stands in an area designed to introduce wild animals into the natural environment in Siklik Nature Park, in Corum, Turkey, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: A black squirrel with tufted ears perches on a wall on a snowy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A squirrel looks for food after a snowfall in Shenyang, Liaoning province, China, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two horses interact, throwing their heads around, displaying wild manes and expressions.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Icelandic horses play at a stud farm in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on November 26, 2024.
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                [image: A shirtless soccer player jumps in celebration as his teammates run toward him on a soccer pitch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Liverpool striker Mohamed Salah celebrates after shooting a penalty kick and scoring his team's third goal during the English Premier League football match between Southampton and Liverpool at St Mary's Stadium, in Southampton, England, on November 24, 2024.
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                [image: A supporter of a presidential candidate wears red, white, and blue full-face makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A supporter of Yamandu Orsi, Uruguay's presidential candidate for the Frente Amplio party, waits for the results of the presidential runoff election at the Rambla of Montevideo, on November 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person tends to the long veil of a bride as a couple has wedding photos taken atop a mountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple takes photos at the summit of Haleakala National Park, near Kula, Hawaii, on November 23, 2024.
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                [image: Surfers paddle toward waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers paddle toward waves at Bondi Beach, in Sydney, Australia, on November 27, 2024. Australians are at risk of enduring rolling blackouts this week amid a heat wave sweeping through the region and unexpected coal outages across the state of New South Wales.
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                [image: A small six-wheeled autonomous vehicle rolls past a flower shop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A delivery robot called Ona rolls past a flower shop in the center of Barcelona during a pilot test on November 22, 2024. Researchers with the Institute of Robotics and Industrial Informatics are testing an autonomous electric vehicle for last-mile delivery services, designed to reduce the noise, environmental, and traffic impact associated with traditional freight-transport vehicles.
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                [image: Lights illuminate a traditional Christmas market in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lights illuminate a traditional Christmas Market that opened in Frankfurt, Germany, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: A child in a dinosaur costume rides on his father's shoulders on a street after a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young spectator dressed as a dinosaur rests on his father's shoulders during the annual Pasadena Doo Dah Parade, in Pasadena, California, on November 24, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The International Criminal Court Shows Its Mettle

International law has always been aspirational. The decision on Israel brings it closer.

by Arash Azizi




Passing judgment on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was never going to be simple for the International Criminal Court. Even harder than acting fairly and impartially would be appearing to have done so, in a conflict that stirs fierce passions the world over.

On top of that, equality before the law is a basic principle of justice, but until this point, the ICC has mainly prosecuted authoritarian and non-Western leaders. Almost all of the court's top funders are Western democracies or their allies. Now, for the first time in its history, the ICC would be asked to assess the actions of a democratically elected government allied with the West, and to show that it could do so without special favor.

Last Thursday, the ICC rose to this challenge. A three-person panel at the court approved arrest-warrant requests for Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and former Defense Minister Yoav Gallant. The Israeli officials are accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity, including the murder and starvation of Palestinians.

Eugene Kontorovich: The International Criminal Court's folly

Back in May, prosecutors also asked for arrest warrants for three Hamas leaders, who stand accused of extermination, murder, rape, and sexual assault against Israeli citizens during the attacks of October 7. Two of the three (Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya Sinwar) have since been killed by Israel. The ICC issued the arrest warrant for the third, Mohammed Deif. Israel claims to have killed him too, but Hamas has not confirmed his death.

The three judges who made the decision hail from Benin, France, and Slovenia, but were elected by all 124 member states of the ICC and went through a rigorous vetting process. Their months-long deliberations included engaging with the Israeli government and assessing its claim that its own courts could handle the matter.

Since its foundation, in 2002, the ICC has investigated crimes all over the world. It is limited in both the types of crimes it can investigate (genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and aggression) and its territorial jurisdiction (restricted mostly to its member states, which include countries in the European Union, Latin America, the antipodes, and half of Africa). Yet it has managed to levy charges for crimes committed in 17 countries and issue arrest warrants for despots such as Vladimir Putin, Muammar Qaddafi, and Omar al-Bashir.

For years, however, many non-Western leaders have accused the court of having a pro-Western bias. The arrest warrants against Israeli leaders offer the ICC an opportunity to prove otherwise. But much will depend on how seriously countries allied with Israel take the court's orders.

The court's members include the majority of Western countries, which will now be obligated to arrest Netanyahu or Gallant if either sets foot in their territory. Canada, one of the court's biggest funders, was among the first to commit to doing so. Belgium, Ireland, Portugal, Norway, Australia, Spain, Liechtenstein, the Czech Republic, Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Slovenia have followed suit. Most other Western countries have treated the warrant with vagueness, generally agreeing that it is valid without committing specifically to arresting Netanyahu and Gallant.

Initially, only one EU member, Viktor Orban's Hungary, a self-described "illiberal democracy," outright opposed the warrant and even asked Netanyahu to visit. But on November 27, France declared that it considered Netanyahu immune from the ICC's order because Israel is not a member of the court. If this principle is to be applied elsewhere, Putin, too, should be considered immune, given Russia's non-membership in the ICC. The United States is also not a member of the court and is in fact openly hostile to its operations. The Biden administration has declared its disagreement with the arrest warrants, and surrogates of President-Elect Donald Trump have accused the court of anti-Semitism, promising a much tougher approach when Trump comes into office.

Netanyahu, like many others wanted by the court, will probably never appear before it. But that doesn't make the ruling meaningless. International law has always been aspirational, in part because the world lacks an international law-enforcement agency (Interpol serves only to coordinate among various national police forces). But international justice has more significance in the world today than at any previous time in human history. Dozens of treaties obligate countries around the world and are referenced every day in national and transnational courts, sometimes leading to real results for victims and perpetrators. Viewed from a long historical perspective, this is a grand achievement. And last week's ruling, by demonstrating an equal application of international law to a Western country, advances that cause.

In Governing the World: The History of an Idea, the historian Mark Mazower writes that the quest for a global court began before the First World War, with an enthusiastic, international group of peace activists who hoped that arbitration could bring an end to war. President Theodore Roosevelt, an ardent supporter of that movement, helped give teeth to the Permanent Court of Arbitration, founded in 1899 at The Hague. But advocates' hopes soon crashed into the gory realities of the 20th century. The First World War killed millions. The League of Nations, created in its aftermath, was soon overtaken by events: Liberalism retreated behind fascism and communism in the 1930s, and a Second World War followed the first, culminating in atrocities with little precedent in human history.

Arash Azizi: The problem with boycotting Israel

Still, the quest for international justice did not die. The defeat of Nazi Germany and of Japan, and the revelation of the extraordinary extent of their crimes, led to international trials in Nuremberg and Tokyo and the foundation of the United Nations.

Nearly a century later, the International Criminal Court was founded during the optimistic period that followed the fall of the Soviet Union, in 1991. Democracy appeared ascendant, maybe even inevitable. The genocides in Rwanda and the territories of the former Yugoslavia tempered that period's hopes--but they were met with international tribunals, which held out the promise that war criminals could no longer expect impunity. A United Nations conference in 1998, attended by representatives of 161 states, adopted the Rome Statute, which established the ICC four years later.

Many of the legal professionals who went to work for the ICC had been shaped by the experience of working for the ad hoc tribunals for Rwanda and Yugoslavia, which were relatively successful in delivering verdicts against human-rights offenders. For example, the Iranian Canadian lawyer Payam Akhavan served as a legal adviser at the tribunals for both Rwanda and Yugoslavia and then argued cases before the ICC, where he represented post-Qaddafi Libya as the country attempted to bring officials of the former regime to justice. In his book, In Search of a Better World: A Human Rights Odyssey, Akhavan describes the establishment of the ICC as the consummation of the idea of justice propounded at Nuremberg.

But the ICC has been bedeviled by controversy for much of its short life. In its early years, the court focused largely on African war criminals, because many of its member states were African. This led to allegations of bias. In the years since, it has expanded its operations across the world. And yet, most people live in countries where the court has no jurisdiction. Powerful nations such as China, India, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia never joined. The United States, Israel, and Russia signed the Rome Statute but then withdrew their signatures. The year the court was founded, the United States adopted the American Service-Members' Protection Act, in which it promised to take any necessary measures to release "any U.S. or allied personnel" detained by the court.

A far simpler way of denying the court's authority is to ignore it. In 2015, South Africa refused to arrest Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir despite an ICC warrant. Earlier this year, Mongolia all but rolled out the red carpet for a visit from Russian President Vladimir Putin, the ICC's warrant for his arrest notwithstanding.

But none of this means that the court, or the quest for international justice more broadly, is ineffectual. Putin has had to skip many an international summit (he skipped the recent Group of 20 meeting in Brazil, just as he did last year's BRICS meeting in South Africa). And the ICC's legal work can be used by other courts to prosecute alleged perpetrators. In the case of Israel, Netanyahu and Gallant are unlikely to ever be tried in The Hague, but the world has become much smaller for them. The warrants also provide an opportunity for Israel's judicial system to prove its mettle: The ICC has declared that if Israel chooses to prosecute the allegations in its national court system, the warrants will be dropped.

The quest to have human conflicts decided by men and women in robes and wigs, and not just those in berets and boots, should resonate deeply with Israel's founding ideals. The state's declaration of independence in 1948 promised that it was "the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign State." But it anchored this right in international law, pointing to the newly formed United Nations, which is mentioned seven times in the declaration.

Israel's first government was led by nationalists and socialists. But the country's first justice minister, and the architect of its judicial system, was one of the few signatories of the declaration who defined himself primarily as a liberal. A Berlin-born lawyer, Pinchas Rosen had moved to the British Mandate for Palestine in 1926, at the age of 39, having earned law degrees in Germany before the country's liberal traditions were destroyed by Nazism.

Israel was hardly a liberal paradise in its early years. It enforced a military rule over its Arab citizens until 1966. But Rosen did establish a robust court system and was adamant that the State of Israel was to be a state of law. The country joined the United Nations and, with such legendary diplomats as the British-educated Abba Eban, overcame the isolation of its early years to establish a seat for itself at the table of international law. Israel's occupation of Palestinian territories since 1967 has rightly called that commitment to the law into question; but it has also been the subject of contestation within the country.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

Practically all of Israel's political leaders have condemned the ICC's decision. But some voices of dissent are audible. Naama Lazimi, a progressive member of the Knesset, called Thursday "a sad day for Israel" and put the blame for the decision on Netanyahu, not the court. "This was unnecessary," she wrote on X, adding that it could have been avoided if the Israeli government had undertaken an independent inquiry and pursued a settlement to end the war and return the hostages held by Hamas. "But Netanyahu chose and still chooses his own position and cynical and personal interests," she concluded: "The Hague has come out against Netanyahu, Netanyahu against Israel." The Israeli organization Peace Now has taken a similar position, blaming the country's leadership.

The long-term interests of Israel and those of enthusiasts for international law need not diverge. As a small country with many ill-wishers, surrounded by militias that clamor for its destruction, Israel often feels itself under siege and classifies any action against it as an unforgivable betrayal. But the country owes much of its past success to its recognition under international law and its membership in the community of democratic nations. Illegally occupying the Palestinian territories, and disregarding competent international forums such as ICC, serve to undermine that status. A world where liberal democratic norms, such as respect for international legal institutions, are more prevalent will ultimately be a safer one for Israel, especially if it wishes to fulfill the dream of its founders to be a Jewish and democratic state.

The call from The Hague should thus be seen as an urgent message that the country needs to correct its course and step back from the campaign it has pursued since October 2023. True friends of Israel are not those who attempt to shield it from international justice. They are those who remind it that as a sovereign nation, it has the right to defend itself--but not the right to be immune from legal judgment.
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        A 'Radical' Approach to Reclaiming Your Attention
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        To enter the Strother School of Radical Attention, you have to walk through what has come to be known as "influencer alley." Any time of day or night, dozens of people will be standing along this brick-paved part of Brooklyn, snapping the same Instagram photo with the Manhattan Bridge and East River in the background. There's nothing wrong with this, but it struck me as a little funny while I headed to a course about unraveling the coercive powers of social media, phones, and digital life.That cl...
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A 'Radical' Approach to Reclaiming Your Attention

It's not just about putting your phone away.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




To enter the Strother School of Radical Attention, you have to walk through what has come to be known as "influencer alley." Any time of day or night, dozens of people will be standing along this brick-paved part of Brooklyn, snapping the same Instagram photo with the Manhattan Bridge and East River in the background. There's nothing wrong with this, but it struck me as a little funny while I headed to a course about unraveling the coercive powers of social media, phones, and digital life.



That class, "How to Build an Attention Sanctuary," was a six-week workshop focused on teaching parents and other caretakers how to "rediscover the joy of undivided attention" and help their family do the same. The problem this description gestures at is broadly familiar by now: A lot of people view fractured attention, caused by omnipresent technology, as a primary trouble of our times. This fracturing makes them feel anxious, depressed, disconnected from one another and from reality.



The narrative that digital technology has produced a new kind of alienation and distraction has been popularized in recent years in best-selling books such as Jenny Odell's How to Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy and buzzy documentaries such as Netflix's The Social Dilemma. But where parenting is concerned, the issue feels especially urgent, as young people struggle with a rise in mental-health problems that some have blamed on social media and screen time. Some parents also worry that their kids, even if they avoid the worst negative outcomes, are growing up without the urge to play outside or read for fun or do other abstract but important-seeming things, such as making stuff up in their head, to fend off boredom.



I was attracted to the class, despite not having any children, because I am interested in the idea that our devices have become obstacles in the pursuit of a fulfilling life--and I wanted to know more about what a "radical" change might look like. The Strother School of Radical Attention, or SORA, is obviously offering a niche product for a very specific milieu (I learned about it from the Instagram Story of a professional book critic who lives in New York; it cost $560), but it is also part of a bigger picture. For years and years, people have regretted the time and autonomy they've lost to their phone--the time and autonomy that their children will lose.



Is there actually a problem that "radical attention" can solve? I enrolled to find out.



SORA is really just one room on the seventh floor of a basic commercial building. It's cozy: Trains rumble past the windows; wine bottles are repurposed as vases; a bookshelf offers a mix of reportage on the tech industry and creative nonfiction about spirituality and interior life (John Carreyrou's book about the downfall of Theranos, Simone Weil's Waiting for God).



The school is part of a nonprofit organization called the Institute for Sustained Attention and was founded by a group ("collective") of people who call themselves the Friends of Attention, borrowing from the Quakers. A year ago, some of them wrote a New York Times opinion article that repeatedly compares the "extractive profit models" of Big Tech to fracking and invokes Rousseau's social contract: "Our attention is born free, but is, increasingly, everywhere in chains." In other materials, the school's creators describe themselves as attention activists. (They have published a Manifesto for the Freedom of Attention.)



The class was led by Jac Mullen, a New Haven, Connecticut, public-school teacher and writer. My classmates were a small group of very kind people in their 30s and 40s, most of them raising young children in the same generally affluent area of Brooklyn. An English teacher from a wealthy neighborhood in Manhattan was the only parent of a teenager. We spent much of the first class saying why we were there. The English teacher said she was at a loss after seeing kids get worse at reading and other basic skills each year. "This is the only place I've found that seems focused on this change," she said. The others feared the example they were setting for their kids with their doomscrolling and craned necks. I said my job is to stare at a computer all day and receive Slack messages, which I fear is programming me to focus only in 20-second intervals.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

We started with our own childhoods and searched for answers there. Mullen pressed us to remember the "attentional values" we had learned as children, back when the world was gloriously boring. What had our minds been like? Where did they wander? I talked about sitting in Sunday school; the English teacher talked about sitting in a car.



It reminded me of a trend I've noticed on TikTok the past few years. People will post a video of a window on a rainy day and say something about how, when they were kids, they would watch raindrops "race" down the glass or "eat" each other when they crossed paths, for lack of anything better to do, and their minds would wander. (I did this too.) They long for these times, they say, as they post about them on TikTok.



Most weeks, the class involved some kind of group activity. One night we paired up for a "world-giving" walk, in which we wandered the surrounding area while describing what we were seeing and asking each other questions about it. On another, we watched two of our classmates use their phones for five minutes and then tried to guess what they had been doing. We spent nearly two hours one week looking at and then discussing a nearby giant sculpture of a baby's head. (For this, we followed, mysteriously, instructions written by "Order of the Third Bird," in reference to a story by Pliny the Elder.)



There were also exercises for us to complete. On the first day, we received a homework assignment to conduct a "household attention audit." Throughout the week, we were to jot down whenever we observed ourselves or a family member "deeply absorbed in their device," as well as times that we experienced strong connection and tech-free moments. We were also supposed to notice the spaces where these things were happening: the living room, the subway, a park. The goal was to start to develop "a basic meta-attentional awareness"--to notice when our attention was moving from one thing to another and why.



I wrote down that I was annoyed with my boyfriend when he texted while we were walking together, and that I felt a strong connection to him while watching baseball together. As far as our living space, well, our bedroom doesn't have a TV, so that's good--but we plug our phones in on our nightstands, so maybe that's bad. When a worksheet asked me to think about "specific changes" I could make to improve my family's "attention ecology," I worried that there was not much to be done. (Leave our laptops outside the front door at the end of the workday?) But I was hopeful. I came up with some little ideas, such as "no reaching for my phone before coffee" and "no taking my phone with me to the lunchroom at work."



Those adjustments were easy, so for my next homework assignment, I wrote boldly about my truer desires, which embarrassed me to articulate, because they were real. I wanted to be more patient. I didn't want to dismiss things out of hand as boring just because I was having a hard time concentrating. I didn't want to waste my time watching the stupidest videos ever made just because they're there. Mullen asked us to imagine what our lives would be like at the end of the course and write a diary entry from the future. "I am happy to be alone with my thoughts or together in conversation with other people," I wrote, covering the page with my arm like a middle schooler.



More than activities and worksheets, though, the classes were anchored by short lectures followed by group discussions. "I feel a little like Al Gore walking around with a growing slideshow," Mullen joked when he started his presentation one week. "This is as important as climate change."

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

That day, he walked us through an emerging field of study called "parental technoference," spending some time on recently published spin-offs of the famous "Still Face" experiments conducted by the child psychologist Ed Tronick in the 1970s. The original experiments showed that infants will try to engage their parents by babbling, laughing, waving, and so forth, and that they become frantic and disturbed when their parents react with a stony expression.



The updated versions involve tests in which parents are distracted by their phone. The idea is that modern parents have "still" faces fairly often, which could be detrimental to their children's emotional development. This made for lively discussion, though not of the potential or limitations of the research itself. Again, we talked about our lives and the small things that we wanted to be different.



Adam Pearce, a writer and life coach who helped instruct the class, talked about teaching his kids that phones are tools to be used for specific purposes. He was thinking about buying extra phone chargers and placing them throughout the home. In each room, the phone would have its own house. This way, the phone would be out of sight and out of reach, while staying charged. The effect would be helped by adding some ritual, such as shouting, "The phone is going home!" or doing a choreographed dance.



This seemed ridiculous but promising. It reminded everyone of the archaic idea of the "computer room": that things were better when the computer had one room, instead of being everywhere. I didn't disagree, but I was a little frustrated. If this was as important as climate change, as Mullen said, why did we keep talking about things that felt so small?



Before I started the class, I wondered what a truly radical approach to personal technology would be. Would we be encouraged to throw our smartphones away, at a minimum, and maybe even quit our laptop jobs and dedicate our free time to data-poisoning and blowing up cell towers?



The course's answer was what I feared it would be: What you can mostly do, if you have the time and the resources, is snatch back some small pieces of territory along the edges. No phone before coffee. Consider a statue. Don't let the baby watch Cocomelon. (I saw my first clip from the show in the class and regretted it.) Try a little harder and be a little better. At times, we spoke of "relapse," as if we were in some kind of Anonymous program.



The final week of class took place just after the presidential election. Only one other classmate and I showed up. The rest were busy or had had enough. Our first task was to write down the answers to a few questions, which served to summarize the previous weeks: "How do you build an attention sanctuary?" and "Have we always needed attention sanctuaries? Or is there something specific about right now?" I struggled. I still don't know how to build an attention sanctuary; I also don't know how people lived in other times. Who cares if I look at my phone too much anyway? Mullen didn't take offense. "'Attention sanctuary' is a very precious name; there's no getting around it," he allowed. "I never liked the name."

Read: The end of high-school English

Then he moved on. I was surprised again when, with 45 minutes left in the course, Mullen's presentation took a turn toward the hard-core. "What's happening to us?" he asked sharply. He hustled through an explanation of Shoshana Zuboff's popular concept of "surveillance capitalism," which articulates that personal data have been turned into a wildly profitable product by the giant tech companies. Following the same logical trajectory that many tech critics have taken, Mullen arrived at the end point of artificial intelligence: All of this data extraction has been in the service of that huge goal, but they never told us. We wrote all over the internet and then the internet was scraped. Our brains created the neural nets and we just thought we were living our lives. The room got quiet and sad--omnipotent AI was a horse of a different color. You can't simply make a tiny bed for it in another room.



The course, like the broader issues it aimed to address, created a lot of big feelings that the few of us remaining did not seem to know what to do with. We began from a place of concern and ended there, as well. Mullen told us that he had been experimenting with Anthropic's Claude chatbot for a while. When he projected his laptop screen onto the wall, we could see that his computer held dozens of saved chats. "The future leaks backward through the cracks," Claude said in the one he pulled up. Mullen told us he was afraid that chatbots would "fuck kids up" majorly and that people might start worshipping AI models like gods. We all agreed. And then we went home.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/12/strother-school-radical-attention/680830/?utm_source=feed
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A New Reckoning for Nuclear Energy

The U.S. is softening toward the idea of building a new fleet of nuclear reactors.

by Matteo Wong






This spring kicked off the best stretch for America's nuclear industry in decades. It started in April, when, for the first time since 1990, the United States added nuclear capacity for the second year in a row. In June, Congress passed a major law to accelerate nuclear-energy development. The Republican Party's national platform trumpeted nuclear power, as did Kamala Harris in describing her economic agenda; this fall, three of the world's largest companies--Amazon, Google, and Microsoft--announced substantial investments in nuclear-energy facilities. In November, the U.S. issued official goals to massively expand its nuclear capacity. "We have ambitious targets for the next 10 years," Michael Goff, the acting assistant secretary of the Department of Energy's Office of Nuclear Energy, told me, as well as for the decade after. The DOE aims to add roughly 60 times more nuclear power in a quarter century than the country built in the previous one.



As recently as 15 years ago, or perhaps even five, imagining all of this would have been a stretch. For decades, the industry was stagnant and vehemently opposed by environmentalists. But nuclear energy--a potential source of abundant, reliable, emissions-free electricity--is a powerful tool to fight climate change, and now the federal government, major companies, and a growing number of climate advocates are supporting a series of nuclear-energy projects that could transform America's grid. This is at least the country's third attempt to do so--the original push to install a nationwide fleet of reactors ground to a spectacular halt in the 1980s, and a so-called nuclear "renaissance" in the late 2000s, which included dozens of proposed reactors, also failed to materialize. This round, "the industry itself has really got to deliver," Goff said. The next few years might be the country's last chance to get nuclear right.



America's opposition to nuclear power runs deep. Some of the oldest and most influential environmental groups, including Greenpeace, the Sierra Club, and the Natural Resources Defense Council, have long opposed the fallout from nuclear-weapons testing and, as an extension, the environmental risk of nuclear-power plants. Broader public attitudes turned against nuclear power when Pennsylvania's Three Mile Island facility suffered a meltdown in 1979. The Democratic Party officially opposed new nuclear plants the following year, and after the Chernobyl accident in 1986, nearly three-quarters of Americans said they were against the building of a nuclear plant within five miles of their home.



Economic factors might have doomed nuclear build-out anyway. Energy companies did build many nuclear-power plants in the 1970s--and those plants still provide about one-fifth of the United States' electricity today--but skyrocketing costs and interminable construction delays, combined with plateauing electricity demand, eventually made new facilities unattractive investments. The emergence of cheap natural gas in the 2000s has helped doom any nuclear growth since, Jessica Lovering, an expert on nuclear economics and the executive director of the Good Energy Collective, told me. (The Great Recession also helped squelch plans for new facilities, she said.)



The result has been that, from 1979 to 1988, 67 reactors were canceled; for more than three decades, the nation has added barely any new nuclear capacity. The reactors that did open were years behind schedule. Beginning in the 1960s, the number of nuclear-engineering degrees granted each year steadily climbed, to a peak of roughly 1,500 in 1978, then plummeted to fewer than 400 by 2000.



But then, slowly, Americans started studying nuclear engineering again. When Kathryn Huff, who led the U.S. Office for Nuclear Energy for two years prior to Goff, finished her Ph.D. in 2013, more than 1,000 nuclear-engineering degrees were being issued annually, a number that has remained roughly steady since. Huff now teaches nuclear engineering at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and she told me that the motivation of her own cohort and her students is clear: "The reason people are in nuclear now is the environment."



Beginning in the 2000s, greenhouse-gas emissions and all their consequences for the planet were becoming a pressing concern for growing numbers of scientists, government officials, and even corporations. The link between commercial nuclear power and the Cold War and nuclear radiation had faded; more people learned that the technology was safer than fossil fuels, or even wind power, measured by deaths per unit of energy produced. As more places in the U.S. started building more renewable energy, experts found that a decarbonized grid running purely on solar panels and wind turbines might be impossible, or prohibitively expensive. The Department of Energy estimates, for instance, that each unit of energy from a renewable grid with nuclear power will cost 37 percent less than from a grid without. Huff told me her students "understand how much carbon-free power we need, and that's what's driving them into nuclear energy--and that's also what's happening in the Democratic Party."



In the past decade or so, more scientists and advocacy organizations began to mobilize around nuclear power. The Clean Air Task Force, for instance, concluded that nuclear energy was the "most advanced and proven" source of carbon-free, weather-independent power, the group's executive director, Armond Cohen--who was a staunch anti-nuclear activist in the 1980s--told me. In 2015, four of the world's most influential climate scientists wrote an editorial in The Guardian that called nuclear energy "the only viable path forward on climate change." A 2018 United Nations special report found that limiting global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels would require "unprecedented changes"--including in the world's energy systems, which made nuclear, as a scalable source of copious and clean electricity, still more appealing.



The support for nuclear power in the U.S.--particularly among climate advocates--is far from unequivocal, but relative to a couple of decades ago, it represents an epochal shift, Ted Nordhaus, an early nuclear-energy advocate and the executive director of the Breakthrough Institute, an environmental research center that promotes nuclear energy, told me. In 2020, the Democratic Party's platform endorsed nuclear energy for the first time since 1972. Bernie Sanders is a long-standing opponent of nuclear energy, but the Biden-Sanders Unity Taskforce--a group formed to unify the party's more moderate and radical wings in 2020--listed nuclear as a key technology for combatting climate change. Federal efforts to build nuclear energy have run through the Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden presidencies. Republicans have long supported nuclear as a matter of energy security and reliability; President Joe Biden's Inflation Reduction Act includes substantial incentives for nuclear projects. Billions of dollars in corporate investment have gone to nuclear facilities and start-ups. Similar support exists across states as politically varied as Texas, California, Pennsylvania, and New York.



One more factor has propelled the nuclear industry. After decades of relatively flat power use nationwide, AI and data-center growth are sending projections for electricity demand soaring upward, Goff said. Because many of the companies operating large data centers have made substantial climate commitments, they need abundant sources of carbon-free electricity, and see nuclear as the quickest and most reliable way of generating it. These giant tech firms appear willing to pay above-market rates to get those new nuclear-power sources up and running. "I just can't think of any precedent for it," Matt Bowen, a nuclear-energy researcher at Columbia, told me.



Still, to speak of a nuclear "revival" might be premature--it's more accurate to say that the industry is approaching an inflection point. To meet its ambitious nuclear targets, Goff said, the U.S. will likely need a mixture of existing and more experimental reactors. The next several years will be crucial for demonstrating that America can build a large nuclear fleet. Two recently completed reactors at a Georgia power plant--the project that made 2023 and 2024 the first consecutive years of added nuclear capacity in decades--have made that facility the nation's largest single source of clean energy, but both were years behind schedule.



Meanwhile, the "advanced nuclear" projects drawing attention from the federal government and tech companies will need to prove their case. These technologies, Lovering said, are smaller and simpler than the behemoth facilities of old, which should reduce costs and construction times. But more advanced nuclear technologies have been the industry's promised future for decades now, and yet have never made the leap to regular deployment in the U.S. And the first commercial deployments will be expensive (efficiency gains and savings will likely accompany later iterations). Experts I spoke with had mixed opinions about whether a Republican-controlled government will continue the generous loans and tax incentives the initial projects depend on.



Perhaps the greatest risk is that expectations are too high--that politicians and tech companies hope to be awash in abundant, cheap, nuclear-generated electricity within five years, instead of 10 or 20. An industry with so many decades of setbacks and failures cannot afford many more; if nuclear power really is so vital to decarbonization, then neither can the climate. The door is open for nuclear power, Cohen told me. "The question is whether we can have an industry that can walk through."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/12/america-nuclear-power-revival/680842/?utm_source=feed
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        The Future of the Executive Branch
        The Editors

        Editor's Note: Washington Week With The Atlantic is a partnership between NewsHour Productions, WETA, and The Atlantic airing every Friday on PBS stations nationwide. Check your local listings or watch full episodes here. Although how the country is going to change after Donald Trump takes office remains uncertain, it's clear that he will be one of the most powerful--and emboldened--U.S. presidents. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined Jeffrey Goldberg to discuss how Americans cou...
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The Future of the Executive Branch

The Trump administration has plans to overhaul the federal government--but how will the president-elect and his allies actually bring about this radical change?

by The Editors




Although how the country is going to change after Donald Trump takes office remains uncertain, it's clear that he will be one of the most powerful--and emboldened--U.S. presidents. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined Jeffrey Goldberg to discuss how Americans could react to Trump's changes.

Trump and his allies have plans to overhaul the federal government, and the president-elect has nominated loyalists to key Cabinet positions to further this agenda. On this front, Trump has two major things in mind, Dan Balz explained last night: transforming how the executive branch works and significantly cutting spending across various federal agencies. "He has his eyes on trying to radically transform the executive branch ... in a way he was never able to do in his first term," Balz said. "He sees the executive branch as resistance rather than being part of his team."

Meanwhile, Trump has announced plans to impose massive tariffs against the U.S.'s big trading partners, including Canada and Mexico. But the question remains as to how these tariffs might affect foreign policy.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Dan Balz, a chief correspondent at The Washington Post; Elisabeth Bumiller, an assistant managing editor and the Washington bureau chief at The New York Times; and Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent for ABC News.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2024/11/trump-executive-branch-washington-week/680837/?utm_source=feed
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        Bedbugs Could Be More Horrifying Than You Think
        Kristen V. Brown

        Updated at 11:23 a.m. on December 4, 2024

The second time I freaked out about bedbugs, my landlord suggested I might be overreacting, just a tad. My husband and I had fought back an infestation just five months earlier; now, after finding a single bedbug on my pillow--sated because, I presumed, it'd bitten me--I was demanding that the building respond. "You know they don't cause disease," the landlord told me.Common wisdom holds that bedbugs do not spread diseases to humans, just as my landlord sa...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Is in the Wrong Agency
        Nicholas Florko

        Leading the Department of Health and Human Services seems, at first glance, like a dream job for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., quite possibly America's most infamous anti-vaxxer. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the agencies that play a central role in researching, reviewing, and recommending vaccines. But promoting his own vaccination views will likely be a long push for subtle changes--rulings that Americans may get vaccinated, rather than should--and he's said, at least, that he's not aiming to "take...

      

      
        The Next Abortion Battlefront
        Kristen V. Brown

        Abortion policy in America is at a stalemate. Republicans will take control of Congress in January, ready to block any national protections--but with a slim majority, making a national ban unlikely. At the state level, pro-choice advocates have focused for the past two years on ballot measures to protect abortion rights. Most of those measures have passed; now there are only two states left that have severe restrictions, allow constitutional amendments, and haven't already failed to pass constitut...

      

      
        America Stopped Cooking With Tallow for a Reason
        Yasmin Tayag

        Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s latest spin on MAGA, "Make frying oil tallow again," is surprisingly straightforward for a man who has spent decades downplaying his most controversial opinions. Last month, Kennedy argued in an Instagram post that Americans were healthier when restaurants such as McDonald's cooked fries in beef tallow--that is, cow fat--instead of seed oils, a catchall term for common vegetable-derived oils including corn, canola, and sunflower. Americans, he wrote, are "being unknowingly poisoned" by seed oils;...

      

      
        It's Never Too Late to Learn an Instrument
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        The recorder used to be an instrument people wanted to hear. As a 1946 article in The Atlantic explained, it gets mentioned lovingly in Shakespeare's Hamlet and Milton's Paradise Lost. One 17th-century English-navy leader wrote in his diary that it made the best sound he'd ever heard. The recorder was the instrument of kings and queens: Henry VIII had a collection of more than 70.But by 1946, recorders were already commonly associated with terrible screeching noises, most often made by children. ...

      

      
        Imagine a Drug That Feels Like Tylenol and Works Like OxyContin
        Richard A. Friedman

        Doctors have long taken for granted a devil's bargain: Relieving intense pain, such as that caused by surgery and traumatic injury, risks inducing the sort of pleasure that could leave patients addicted. Opioids are among the most powerful, if not the most powerful, pain medications ever known, but for many years they have been a source of staggering morbidity and mortality. After the Civil War, thousands of veterans became addicted to morphine and opium, which were used to treat battle injuries ...
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Bedbugs Could Be More Horrifying Than You Think

They might capable of spreading disease, recent research shows.

by Kristen V. Brown




Updated at 11:23 a.m. on December 4, 2024
 
 The second time I freaked out about bedbugs, my landlord suggested I might be overreacting, just a tad. My husband and I had fought back an infestation just five months earlier; now, after finding a single bedbug on my pillow--sated because, I presumed, it'd bitten me--I was demanding that the building respond. "You know they don't cause disease," the landlord told me.



Common wisdom holds that bedbugs do not spread diseases to humans, just as my landlord said--or at least that the bugs are so widespread and bite humans so often that if they were carrying dangerous diseases, we'd know it. Most other bloodsucking insects that regularly bite humans, such as mosquitoes and ticks, are vectors for horrifying human pathogens. But recent research suggests that bedbugs might be capable of transmitting human diseases after all--if they're not quietly doing so already.
 
 Proving that bedbugs transmit human disease would mean demonstrating three key things: first, that those microorganisms can survive and thrive in the body of a bedbug. And recent studies have demonstrated that bedbugs naturally harbor plenty of viruses. The genetic material of several human pathogens--among them MRSA, Bartonella quintana, and hepatitis C--has also been found in bedbugs outside the laboratory.



The second criterion is that bedbugs are capable of transmitting the pathogen. In a laboratory study published in January, Jose Pietri, an associate entomology professor at Purdue University, and his colleagues showed that bedbugs were capable of both contracting and transmitting MRSA while feeding. (They used a membrane contaminated with MRSA to stand in for human skin.) Research from 2014 showed that bedbugs were capable of spreading to mice the pathogen that causes Chagas disease.



And third--the missing piece--transmission must occur in the wild, not just in the lab. "There could be some variables that we're not understanding" that have prevented us from detecting bedbug disease transmission, Pietri told me. "Or it could simply be that it's not so common."

Pietri, like several scientists I spoke with, was drawn to studying bedbug disease-transmission potential because existing research didn't seem conclusive to him. Scientists first confirmed that insects could act as disease vectors in the late 19th century, and in the decades after, researchers tried to discern whether bedbugs were dangerous too. They attempted to infect bedbugs with microbes; they crushed bedbugs and injected them under a monkey's skin; they looked at whether a sexually transmitted infection might reproduce in bugs sampled from a West African brothel. None of the experiments directly linked bedbugs to human illness.

With no real-world evidence of human disease transmission and enough failures to make a connection in the lab, eventually many researchers concluded that bedbugs were harmless, at least in this one way. As a 2012 paper put it, "With over 200 million bed bugs biting (and biting multiple times), and without any evidence of any disease resulting, the indications are that the risk of contracting an infectious disease through the bite of a bed bug is almost nonexistent."

To Pietri, who studies urban pests and vector-borne disease, all of this evidence is not only inconclusive, but out of date. Plenty of bedbugs' close relatives transmit diseases, so why not bedbugs? "I don't think it's a solid scientific argument to say we haven't seen this thing, so it doesn't happen," he told me. "It's an incomplete picture."

About 15 years ago, bedbugs were reinvading cities around the world, including New York, after disappearing for decades because of DDT and other pesticides. Amid the growing bedbug panic, Pietri wasn't the only scientist who started wondering whether bedbugs' potential as disease vectors had been understudied. The lab that demonstrated bedbugs' potential as vectors of Chagas disease got the idea from a paragraph-long description of a study from 1912, says Michael Levy, an epidemiology professor at the University of Pennsylvania who led the 2014 study. The team confirmed the century-old results, and found that the bugs' fecal matter could transmit the disease via mouse skin punctured by a needle or a bite. Technology that allows researchers to more easily identify any microorganism in an insect, such as genetic sequencing, has made it much easier to explore this question. Only in the past five years, Pietri said, have researchers been able to comprehensively survey the viruses and bacteria that a bedbug might carry.

None of the researchers I spoke with thinks that a bedbug is likely to be as harmful a vector as, say, a mosquito. For one, bedbugs don't fly, are lousy walkers, and must hitch a ride to travel any significant distance. So they have relatively little potential for spreading disease far and wide. "The ecology of the bedbug makes it an unlikely transmitter of disease," Coby Schal, an entomologist at North Carolina State University, told me. "But is it capable of doing that? Probably so." In certain places, though--such as hospitals and shelters, where infection rates are high and beds turn over quickly--more significant transmission could be possible. Pietri thinks researchers may simply not be looking in the right places for bedbugs transmitting human disease. Bartonella, a bacterium commonly spread by fleas and body lice but also carried by bedbugs, is especially common among people experiencing homelessness, for instance, but very little research on bedbugs has been done in transient homeless populations. Levy told me he also worries that bedbugs could spread diseases such as Chagas among people sleeping in the same bed in a home.

The bedbug-research community is small, and some within it hold fast to the old wisdom: Bedbugs very likely do not spread disease. If you Google bedbugs, or go to the CDC website, or talk with your friendly local exterminator, you'll find that's the consensus. And if bedbugs don't transmit disease, that could yield important insights, too. One hypothesis is that the bedbug immune system may have evolved to be especially robust because of a brutal copulation ritual that routinely exposes them to microbial invasion. Understanding the mechanism preventing transmission could, for example, help fight transmission by other insect vectors, such as mosquitoes, Pietri said.

If researchers do prove a link between bedbugs and human illness, it would add a new dimension to the already significant torment that the bugs unleash on their hosts. At the same time, the discovery might help marshal more funding toward understanding a pest that's broadly viewed as a lesser public-health threat than those that clearly spread disease, Levy told me. (In his experience, he said, the sleep center was the only part of the National Institutes of Health interested in funding bedbug research.) Better knowledge of bedbugs could be especially important as their numbers and ability to evade treatment continue to grow. Into my own life, they've brought insomnia, paranoia, and the itchiest, longest-lasting bites I have ever experienced. Whether or not they spread disease, bedbugs certainly aren't harmless.



This story originally misstated Levy's experience with government funding for bedbug research.
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RFK Jr. Is in the Wrong Agency

He could be a great agriculture secretary.

by Nicholas Florko




Leading the Department of Health and Human Services seems, at first glance, like a dream job for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., quite possibly America's most infamous anti-vaxxer. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the agencies that play a central role in researching, reviewing, and recommending vaccines. But promoting his own vaccination views will likely be a long push for subtle changes--rulings that Americans may get vaccinated, rather than should--and he's said, at least, that he's not aiming to "take away anybody's vaccines." Based on his recent public statements, he appears much more interested in cutting down on America's consumption of seed oils, and frozen school-lunch pizza. In nominating Kennedy to lead the health department, Trump is kneecapping one of the few bipartisan issues he campaigned on this election: improving the diet, and overall health, of Americans. If Trump truly wanted RFK Jr. to fulfill those parts of their pledge to "Make America healthy again," he should have picked a different job for the would-be health secretary.



Since endorsing Donald Trump for president, Kennedy has pledged that he will "get processed food out of school lunch immediately," argued that the government must stop subsidizing the crops that make seed oils, and urged Trump to stop allowing people to buy soda with federal food benefits. The "Make America healthy again" agenda also advocates for more comprehensive pesticide regulation, and for regenerative agriculture, which aims to improve soil biodiversity and limit chemical inputs. Kennedy won't be able to do any of this as the head of the federal health department.



Trump has already signaled that the EPA, which has the power to crack down on pesticides, is off-limits, because RFK Jr. "doesn't like oil." But Kennedy could have been an era-defining leader of the USDA, which regulates school lunches, doles out subsidies for oilseed crops, and sets rules for public-assistance programs including SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. Before being nominated for HHS, RFK Jr. even posted an Instagram video filmed outside the Department of Agriculture, promising in the caption to enact the MAHA agenda "when @realDonaldTrump gets me inside the USDA."



At HHS, he'll still have some influence over his favorite food-related issues, such as banning certain food additives. He'll also have direct impact on the next round of federal dietary guidelines, which are due to be released in 2025. But HHS's powers to change Americans' food intake are either indirect or slow.



To remove a food ingredient as health secretary, for instance, Kennedy would have to pressure the FDA to issue ingredient bans. Because Kennedy would oversee the agency, Marty Makary, Trump's pick for FDA commissioner, would have to at least entertain that request, but even so, the agency would likely need years to pull any ingredient off shelves. Banning an ingredient requires significant science and legal justification. Earlier this year it banned brominated vegetable oil, a chemical added to certain sodas that has been banned in Europe and the United Kingdom for years. Right now, the agency relies on just a few people to do this kind of work. (The staff reviewing the safety of food additives is small enough that the head of the FDA's food center recently boasted that he was able to add five full-time staffers.) Speeding up the office's work--which includes policing new additives that food companies are regularly launching--would require more funding and cut against Trump's pledge to limit government spending.

But the negative effect of the food additives that Kennedy seems most worried about is felt by only a small subset of eaters. He has spoken, for instance, about a yellow dye known as tartrazine. He has claimed that the dye is tied to asthma, but a 2001 meta-analysis found that avoiding tartrazine "may not benefit most patients, except those very few individuals with proven sensitivity." (Many of Kennedy's other claims about the dye's harms are highly debated among toxicology experts.) By contrast, a program to restrict soda in SNAP, as Kennedy has proposed, might require its own bureaucratic finagling at USDA, but could affect a significant portion of the 42 million people who use the program. Changes to school lunch, similarly, would affect some 28 million young people.



Putting RFK Jr. at HHS also doesn't totally make sense as a political decision. Confirmation fights are less contentious when the nominee has bipartisan bona fides; few Democrats support most of Kennedy's health-care views, and his historically liberal views on abortion could cost him some Republican votes. But plenty of liberals like his take on food and agriculture. As HHS secretary, RFK Jr. is also likely to be dragged into the politics of Trump's mass-deportation plan, an issue he's largely steered clear of, because Health and Human Services is in charge of caring for unaccompanied children who are apprehended for being in the United States illegally. Trump's last HHS secretary, Alex Azar, quickly became what Politico called the "public explainer and punching bag for the migrant crisis." While Azar was getting tongue-lashed by Congress in 2018, RFK Jr. was tweeting that the policy amounted to immigration officials "forcing beleaguered parents to make Sophie's Choice at America's borders." Trump's USDA secretary will have to navigate calls from the farm industry to spare agricultural laborers from the administration's mass-deportation plan, but as health secretary, Kennedy will likely have to be the face of any policy detaining migrant children, or openly criticize his boss.



The person Trump did pick to lead the Department of Agriculture--America First Policy Institute CEO Brooke Rollins--has much less obvious interest in its purview than Kennedy does. Beyond an undergraduate degree in agricultural development, she doesn't have any direct agricultural experience that prepares her for the job, and her current organization's related policy work seems focused on concern over U.S. agricultural land being purchased by China.



Trump's choice to nominate RFK Jr. for HHS seemed like a last-minute decision. After all, in late October, a co-chair of the Trump transition team promised that Kennedy would not be picked to lead the department, only for Trump to name him to that position two weeks later. Maybe it just resonated as a sound-bite to have the head of the "Make America healthy again" movement lead the health department. Maybe Trump wanted to stash RFK Jr. at an agency where he can't actually do much harm to the big food companies that have historically allied with the Republican Party. Either way, the result is that RFK Jr.'s desires to improve our food supply--the parts of his agenda that have the most bipartisan appeal--will be stymied at HHS. Trump put Kennedy in the position where he will both face the most political friction and be least effective. RFK Jr. might try to nudge or influence Rollins to his way of seeing things, but the health secretary demanding that the agriculture secretary change farm and food policy is the equivalent of the governor of California urging the governor of Texas to change that state's immigration policy. It just won't happen.
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The Next Abortion Battlefront

Plane tickets and gas money will shape the future of abortion in the United States.

by Kristen V. Brown




Abortion policy in America is at a stalemate. Republicans will take control of Congress in January, ready to block any national protections--but with a slim majority, making a national ban unlikely. At the state level, pro-choice advocates have focused for the past two years on ballot measures to protect abortion rights. Most of those measures have passed; now there are only two states left that have severe restrictions, allow constitutional amendments, and haven't already failed to pass constitutional protections.

Since Roe v. Wade was overturned in 2022, U.S. abortion rates have held steady, or even risen. That's in part because tens of thousands of women in states with extensive restrictions have ordered the two-pill medication-abortion regimen, mifepristone and misoprostol, by mail. Many thousands more have sought out procedural abortions in states with more lenient rules, and that number may soon begin to rise more steeply. The pills don't work in every scenario, many women who use them to circumvent restrictions fear being prosecuted, and a lawsuit brought by the attorneys general of three conservative states seeks to both outlaw mifepristone for minors and prevent it from being mailed. Project 2025, a blueprint for Donald Trump's second term created by people with close ties to his incoming administration, outlines a plan to have the FDA pull mifepristone from the market. (Trump himself has flip-flopped repeatedly on whether he might try curbing access to the pill.)

Further restrictions on abortion pills could push more women to cross state lines to receive an abortion. That travel can cost thousands of dollars. Since Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, a network of so-called practical-support groups has played a growing role booking and funding abortion-related travel. Their work is quieter than the fights in courts and legislatures, but perhaps as crucial to determining the future of abortion in America. As options for major policy changes winnow, this approach is likely to play an even more important role in maintaining access to abortion in the U.S.--and to attract more opposition.
 
 Abortion care, like virtually all medical treatment in America, has always been geographically fractured, with people in poor and rural areas traveling farther to reach services. A study published last month found that people who travel out of state for an abortion are more likely to face expenses that threaten their ability to pay for basic needs. The tighter restrictions get, and the more states put them in place, the greater the distance the average patient must cross, and the greater the average cost of doing so. Practical-support organizations might provide gas money, arrange airport pickups and drop-offs, or even fund the purchase of a winter coat if the travel involves a colder climate. Nancy Davis, a Louisiana resident, sought help from a group called the Brigid Alliance in 2022 when an ultrasound revealed at about 10 weeks that her fetus had acrania, a rare and fatal condition in which the skull does not fully form. Her doctor recommended ending her pregnancy, but abortion had just been banned in Louisiana, so Davis booked an appointment in New York. Brigid took care of the cost of plane tickets, a hotel, and food for Davis and her fiance, as well as funding child care for her three kids at home. Megan Kovacs, a volunteer and board member with the Northwest Abortion Access Fund, told me that this level of logistical support is becoming more and more necessary.

Until recently, practical-support organizations such as the Northwest Abortion Access Fund existed mainly to help, say, someone in rural eastern Oregon travel a few hours to a clinic in Boise, Idaho. But when Dobbs overturned Roe in 2022, aid organizations' work became more in demand, more expensive, and more complicated, Marisa Falcon, the executive director of a hub for practical-support groups called Apiary, told me. A patient from Arkansas who has scheduled a procedure in Chicago, for example, might rely on a group in Illinois to book flights and hotels and another in Arkansas to drive them to the airport. Because of new restrictions in Idaho, the Northwest Abortion Access Fund spends more money sending patients from eastern Oregon to farther-away urban areas like Portland, as well as helping patients in Idaho leave the state. According to data that Kovacs shared with me, the organization spent an average of $585 on things like hotels and gas money per client in the two years before Dobbs; since Dobbs, the average is nearly $875. The number of clients seeking practical support has almost tripled.

Read: There's no coming back from Dobbs

Support groups also told me that costs are rising because, as the number of clinics dwindles, appointment waiting lists are getting longer, so people wind up having abortions further into pregnancy. The longer a person waits to end their pregnancy, the more complicated and expensive abortion becomes; patients also take longer to recover. "What used to be a one-day activity is now a four-day activity where people need to leave their kids behind," Falcon said. "Not only are the logistics more complicated, but it costs significantly more."

In the Dobbs decision, Justice Brett Kavanaugh wrote that U.S. citizens have a "constitutional right to interstate travel," including for abortions. But abortion opponents are nonetheless trying to prevent people from crossing state lines for care that they see as a threat to unborn life. In Alabama, for example, Attorney General Steve Marshall has said helping someone travel for an abortion is akin to a "criminal conspiracy." Last year, Idaho outlawed helping a minor travel out of state for an abortion without parental permission. Tennessee passed a copycat law this year. So far both of these efforts have faced legal challenges, and similar bills introduced in other states have failed to advance. Texas has taken a different approach: Some local laws allow residents to sue anyone who assists a woman in traveling through their city or county to get an abortion in another state. At least one Texas man has already taken legal action against his former girlfriend, expressing an intent to file a wrongful-death suit against anyone who assisted her in allegedly pursuing an abortion out of state.

Even if none of these legal efforts succeed, abortion opponents can try to limit the work of practical-support groups by restricting their funding. The organization representatives I spoke with said that the pace of their funding has not kept up with demand for their services. Some smaller groups simply don't have enough money to meet demand. If abortion is further restricted--if, for example, mifepristone's FDA approval is revoked, or if the lawsuit challenging it succeeds--demand for out-of-state travel will skyrocket again.

Read: Abortion pills have changed the post-Roe calculus

Abortion support services rely mostly on donations, but some also receive funding from state or local governments. That government money has already become a target for anti-abortion groups seeking to curtail abortion travel. In 2023, for example, Ohio voters approved a constitutional amendment enshrining the right to an abortion; in response, a state legislator introduced a bill that would withhold state funding from cities and counties that give money to practical-support groups. Last month, ballot measures protecting abortion rights passed in seven states, and legislators in some of them may attempt to repeat the Ohio strategy. Kristi Hamrick, the vice president of media and policy for the anti-abortion group Students for Life Action, told me that the group opposes using any taxpayer funding for abortion travel and has already asked that Trump restrict the military's funding of travel for service members seeking abortions.

As travel plays a larger role in how Americans access abortions, it will also inevitably become a bigger target for abortion opponents. Practical-support groups told me that in recent years, abortion-rights advocates have focused on funding campaigns to pass legislation, leaving practical support groups short of the money necessary to serve a growing number of would-be travelers. People still need to travel or obtain medication to end their pregnancy in huge swaths of the country--even in places where abortion rights have notched recent victories. In Missouri, for example, a November ballot initiative made abortion legal, but a host of other laws could mean a long wait before abortions are widely available there. "Without abortion support organizations, people just won't access abortion," Serra Sippel, the executive director of the Brigid Alliance, told me. If advocates could wave a magic wand and reinstitute Roe tomorrow, it wouldn't make a difference if people can't get to a clinic--many of which no longer exist post-Dobbs. The most consequential fights, for now, may be the practical ones, even if they're just about some gas money, a babysitter, and a winter coat.
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America Stopped Cooking With Tallow for a Reason

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s view on fats is about bucking convention, not promoting health.

by Yasmin Tayag




Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s latest spin on MAGA, "Make frying oil tallow again," is surprisingly straightforward for a man who has spent decades downplaying his most controversial opinions. Last month, Kennedy argued in an Instagram post that Americans were healthier when restaurants such as McDonald's cooked fries in beef tallow--that is, cow fat--instead of seed oils, a catchall term for common vegetable-derived oils including corn, canola, and sunflower. Americans, he wrote, are "being unknowingly poisoned" by seed oils; in his view, we'd all be better off cooking with solid fats such as tallow, butter, and lard. In a video that Kennedy posted on Thanksgiving, he deep-fries a whole turkey in beef tallow and says, "This is how we cook the MAHA way."

Cardiologists shuddered at the thought. Conventional medical guidance has long recommended the reverse: less solid fat, more plant oils. But in recent years, a fringe theory has gained prominence for arguing that seed oils are toxic, put into food by a nefarious elite--including Big Pharma, the FDA, and food manufacturers--to keep Americans unhealthy and dependent. Most nutrition scientists squarely dismiss this idea as a conspiracy theory. But the movement probes some unresolved, fundamental questions about nutrition. Are saturated fatty acids--the kind in animal fat--actually dangerous? And are polyunsaturated ones--found in plant-derived oils--really all that great for your heart? The fact that these debates remain unsettled does not validate Kennedy's view on fats, which represents a complete reversal of conventional health beliefs. But it does leave plenty of room for his philosophy to proliferate.

When McDonald's started using beef tallow in the 1950s, relatively little was known about the relationship between fat and heart health. Tallow was used because it was cheap and tasty. Previous animal studies had already hinted at a link between fat intake and heart disease. Subsequent research on humans pegged the correlation to saturated fat, which comes from animals and is typically solid at room temperature. In contrast, polyunsaturated fat, which is derived from plants and is generally liquid at room temperature, was found to reduce levels of the "bad" LDL cholesterol associated with increased risk of heart disease. By the 1970s, a large body of research had demonstrated that the typical American diet, high in saturated fat and cholesterol, was associated with a high risk of heart disease. The first U.S. dietary guidelines, released in 1980, recommended reducing total fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol. (They also advocated for eating more carbohydrates, which backfired.) In 1988, a Nebraska-based businessman launched a passionate nationwide crusade calling on McDonald's to end its use of tallow and stop its "poisoning of America." (This rhetoric, like Kennedy's, is an exaggeration, but at least it was rooted in reality.) In 1990, McDonald's switched to 100 percent vegetable oil, as did chains such as Wendy's and Burger King.

Read: Americans have lost the plot on cooking oil

The shift from saturated to polyunsaturated fats--not just in restaurants but in home kitchens--corresponded with major health gains in the United States. In 1962, Americans began to consume more vegetable fats, largely in the form of margarine; four years later, cardiovascular deaths began a decades-long decline. From 1940 to 1996, deaths from heart disease fell by 56 percent, and they continued falling through 2013, albeit at a lower rate. Although the decline can be partly attributed to factors such as better blood-pressure control and lower rates of smoking, "the increase in polyunsaturated fat is probably one of the primary factors, if not the primary factor, in dramatically reducing heart-disease death" as well as lowering the risk of diabetes, dementia, and total mortality, Walter Willett, a Harvard professor of nutrition and epidemiology, told me.

The research has continued to bear out the dangers of saturated fats--and, crucially, the benefits of replacing them with polyunsaturated ones. The most recent version of the U.S. dietary guidelines caps saturated fat intake at roughly 20 grams a day. Federal guidance holds that "the best way to protect your health is not just to limit saturated fat--it's to replace it with healthier unsaturated fats." That is to say, no one should be replacing their seed oils with beef tallow.

The arguments in favor of saturated fats can largely be split into three categories. The first questions the validity of the research that established the harms of saturated fats. Two commonly cited meta-analyses--studies of existing studies--published in 2010 and 2014 concluded that the evidence for consuming less saturated fat and more polyunsaturated fat was inconclusive. Both stoked fiery debates and rigorous scrutiny. A correction to the 2014 study essentially nullified its findings. Neither study accounted for what people ate in place of saturated fat. More to the point, the authors of these studies questioned the existing consensus on dietary fats--but did not call for the total elimination of seed oils from the American diet.

Read: The vindication of cheese, butter, and full-fat milk

The second category alleges the harms of seed oil. Some tallow truthers claim that consuming too much omega-6, a polyunsaturated fatty acid commonly found in seed oils, allows it to outcompete its more healthful cousin, omega-3, which is found in nuts and fish. But, according to Willett, the body's regulatory mechanisms prevent such imbalances, and viewing individual fatty acids as competitors is "an extreme oversimplification of what actually goes on in our metabolic system." The physician Catherine Shanahan's book Dark Calories, an exhaustive account of the arguments against seed oil, posits that polyunsaturated seed oils promote oxidative stress, which drives all disease. When I asked Shanahan, popularly known as Dr. Cate, why this was not reflected in the existing scientific literature, she questioned its credibility. "They haven't seen all the data," she told me. "They've only seen what we've been fed." Another popular wellness influencer known as Carnivore Aurelius, who advocates for an all-meat diet, has claimed without evidence that seed oils are "toxic sludge" that disrupts the functioning of mitochondria.

The third category, which is perhaps the most puzzling, comprises a bona fide enthusiasm for tallow--which, to be fair, makes a delicious french fry. Tallow, according to certain corners of the internet, can drive weight loss, boost the immune system, and improve cognition. (No substantial evidence exists to support any of these claims.) Americans aren't just eating beef tallow--they're also smearing it on their faces as a supposedly natural alternative to conventional moisturizer, despite a lack of scientific evidence, and, sometimes, the faint smell of cow.

The crux of the anti-seed-oil, pro-tallow position is a belief that the medical consensus on dietary fats is compromised by financial interests--of the seed-oil and medical industries, of universities, of the government. Suspicion of corporate interests is central to Kennedy's views on health in general. His campaign to "Make America healthy again" is rooted in stamping out corruption in government health agencies. As I wrote previously, this anti-establishment attitude resonates throughout the wellness space: among seed-oil truthers, sure, but also proponents of raw milk, carnivorism, and alternative nutrition in general. Arguments for these dietary choices have been endlessly debunked by mainstream scientists and journalists. But such corrections will hold little sway over people who fundamentally distrust the data they are based on.

Read: 'Make America Healthy Again' sounds good until you start asking questions

For Kennedy and his supporters, the science isn't really the point--bucking convention is. Rejecting the consensus about saturated fats makes a political statement. (As a bonus, it creates a market for Make Frying Oil Tallow Again crop tops, trucker caps, and dog bandanas.) But as far as scientists can tell, it's not going to make anyone healthier. Between potatoes deep-fried in tallow or in seed oils, the latter is "for sure better," Willett said. Still, no matter your political stance, no french fry is ever going to be healthy.
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It's Never Too Late to Learn an Instrument

You don't have to be talented for jamming to be worthwhile.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




The recorder used to be an instrument people wanted to hear. As a 1946 article in The Atlantic explained, it gets mentioned lovingly in Shakespeare's Hamlet and Milton's Paradise Lost. One 17th-century English-navy leader wrote in his diary that it made the best sound he'd ever heard. The recorder was the instrument of kings and queens: Henry VIII had a collection of more than 70.



But by 1946, recorders were already commonly associated with terrible screeching noises, most often made by children. And today, few adults play them. In fact, they don't really play instruments at all--certainly not recorders, but not piccolos or pianos either. A 2022 survey run by the National Endowment for the Arts found that about 11 percent of American adults play a musical instrument. Kids receive plenty of music education, but as people get older, they fall out of practice. Many stop picking up their instrument.



This is unfortunate, in part because plenty of research shows that adults could benefit from playing music. Doing so is neuroprotective. "It helps you build up larger brain networks and new pathways," Daniel Levitin, the author of the recent book I Heard There Was a Secret Chord: Music as Medicine, told me. You build these pathways by listening to music, he told me, but physically playing an instrument strengthens motor pathways as well: "You're building up a lot of brain capacity." Musicians tend to have better attention than nonmusicians. Banging on a drum or tooting a horn can also relieve stress, reduce burnout, and help with anxiety and depression. For older people specifically, research has shown potential cognitive benefits along with a possible decrease in dementia risk.

So why aren't more adults doing it? Part of the issue may indeed be that music education is associated with childhood and coursework. "When it looks like a school-based thing, it looks like something you age out of," Mandi Schlegel, a music-education professor at the University of South Carolina, told me. (Another way of thinking about this: Have you ever done a math worksheet for fun?) Anybody can make music, but that notion is "taught out of us," Michael Spitzer, a British musicologist and the author of The Musical Human: A History of Life on Earth, told me. After people grow out of music education in their childhood, they tend to think "that music is a special talent," he said. When I tell people I play the flute, I always caution them that I do not play like Lizzo. Even though I'm very proud of my tone, I acknowledge that most people may not want to spend a lot of time listening to an intermediate flautist.



Of course, people are busy; they simply may not have the luxury of sitting down to study Bach once a week, much less the money to pay for an instrument or private lessons. Once you've gotten over those humps, finding others who have done the same is another challenge: It's easy to go to a park or gym and pull together a game of pickup basketball, but piecing together people at the same skill level to play a concerto or even just jam in a garage is another matter. Few adults play musical instruments at all, and even fewer do so in a group. Which is a shame, because research has shown that playing music together has additional benefits: "We become more trusting; we feel more connected to others--maybe even more connected to the world at large," Levitin said.



Still, I can attest that it's worth the effort to pick up an instrument, even if you can't do so in a group. Once a week, you can find me at my local music school, waiting in the lobby alongside the cool kids of Los Angeles. One night this past summer, my flute teacher, Derrick, surprised me with a recorder. It was partially a gag gift--I'd sent him a viral video of a man playing a recorder while surfing, and pledged to learn to do the same. But it was also serious: Derrick teaches the recorder as well, and I was touched by the gesture.



We spent most of that lesson laughing--I would get a few notes out, then burst out giggling mid-song. The recorder can sound positively medieval, like you're suddenly in a Game of Thrones episode when you're really just playing "Old MacDonald Had a Farm." But I learned that it can also be lovely, and that it's a whole lot of fun to play. I plan to keep learning, not because it strengthens my neuropathways per se (though I certainly don't mind that), but because making music, even when it's silly--perhaps especially when it's silly--is just a whole lot of fun.
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Imagine a Drug That Feels Like Tylenol and Works Like OxyContin

New research points to a future in which pleasure and pain relief can be independently controlled.

by Richard A. Friedman




Doctors have long taken for granted a devil's bargain: Relieving intense pain, such as that caused by surgery and traumatic injury, risks inducing the sort of pleasure that could leave patients addicted. Opioids are among the most powerful, if not the most powerful, pain medications ever known, but for many years they have been a source of staggering morbidity and mortality. After the Civil War, thousands of veterans became addicted to morphine and opium, which were used to treat battle injuries and illnesses. In the 1990s, overprescribing by doctors, along with aggressive and deceptive drug marketing by pharmaceutical companies, led to a deadly and ongoing opioid epidemic that has killed more than 800,000 Americans.

The devil's bargain has radically shaped the practice of medicine in 21st-century America. Since the opioid epidemic began, doctors have cut down severely on the amount of opioid medication they prescribe. Inevitably, this means some patients with real need for pain relief go undertreated or completely untreated. Though estimates vary, one 2018 analysis found that about 5 percent of people who are prescribed opioids for pain will develop a dependence; for many doctors, easing some patients' suffering just isn't worth the risk of saddling them with a potentially fatal drug dependence.

New research, published today in Science Advances, suggests that using opioids to relieve physical suffering without risking addiction is in fact possible. In the study, a team of researchers led by the neuroscientists Francis Lee at Weill Cornell Medicine and Anjali Rajadhyaksha at the Lewis Katz School of Medicine at Temple University blocked the rewarding properties of opioids in mice while preserving the drugs' analgesic effects. (I'm a clinical psychiatrist at Weill Cornell and Lee is the chair of the psychiatry department, but we have never collaborated on research.) These findings, although preliminary, could fundamentally shift the paradigm of pain. They offer an opportunity for doctors and researchers to seriously consider a future in which pain and pleasure can be isolated and independently controlled.

The new study focuses on a type of drug called an MAGL inhibitor, which increases the level of an endocannabinoid, known as 2-AG, in the brain. Endocannabinoids are cannabis-like molecules that bind to the same receptors in the brain that the THC in marijuana does, but they produce a more powerful response. In one experiment, some mice received the MAGL inhibitor while others were designated as a control group. All of the mice were given opportunities to self-administer doses of a potent opioid. To the researchers' surprise, the mice that received the MAGL inhibitor displayed less interest in the opioids while their counterparts more avidly self-administered. In a separate test, when heat was applied to the tails of mice (a mildly painful stimulus), those that had received the MAGL inhibitor did not flinch any more than those that received only opioids. In other words, the MAGL inhibitor seemed to diminish the rewarding effect of the opioids while preserving their painkilling benefit.

Read: The true cause of the opioid epidemic

Psychiatrists have assumed for some time that opioids and endocannabinoids should, if anything, enhance each other's pleasurable effects, because they both have receptors in the brain's reward pathway. But Lee and Rajadhyaksha's team determined that when 2-AG binds its receptor in the reward pathway, it inhibits the release of dopamine, thereby blunting the reward that an opioid would otherwise provide. Meanwhile, opioids' analgesic effects are unimpeded in the body's pain circuits, which have few receptors to which 2-AG can bind.

Neuroscientists I spoke with who were not involved in the study told me that the findings, if confirmed in future research, have the potential to meaningfully change pain medicine. Eric J. Nestler, a professor of neuroscience at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, called the study "a novel and exciting approach" to separating the addictive and painkilling properties of opioids. He also pointed out that, based on preliminary research, MAGL inhibitors seem to cause only minimal side effects in humans, such as slight sedation and lightheadedness. "The real proof will be in humans," Nestler told me. Matthew Hill, a neuroscientist and cannabinoid expert at the University of Calgary, in Canada, was optimistic about the prospects for such proof. "The exciting aspect is that when it comes to the endocannabinoid system, a lot of what we learn from animal models translates to humans quite well," he told me.

The flashiest implication of the new study is that, if it can indeed be replicated in humans, MAGL inhibitors could help curtail the opioid epidemic. Imagine that, after surgery or serious injury, you could leave the hospital with a bottle of pills that contain a compound of, say, Percocet and an MAGL inhibitor. Such a pill could feel as neutral as an Advil or Tylenol, though it would be a far stronger painkiller. MAGL inhibitors may even prove helpful in the treatment of people who are already addicted to opioids. Currently, the standard of care is managing patients' withdrawal symptoms with drugs such as methadone and buprenorphine, which are themselves opioids and still retain some euphoric effects and potential for abuse. Adding an MAGL inhibitor to the mix could make methadone and buprenorphine safer to use.

Listen: The drug that could help end the opioid epidemic

The medical profession has struggled with a kind of pharmacologic Calvinism--the notion that if something feels good, it must be bad for you. That assumption has led some health-care providers to exaggerate the addictive risk of drugs such as Valium and Klonopin, which are used to treat anxiety, among other things. Similar myths abound in American culture, which frequently casts pain relief and pleasure as inseparable physical and psychological experiences--different sides of the same coin. For example, many advertisements for painkillers or muscle relaxants depict people experiencing not just relief from pain but a magical return to some pleasure, like playing sports or enjoying nature. Psychological adversity, including that caused by pain, is often thought to be conducive to personal growth. And as any trainer will tell you: No pain, no gain.

But the more scientists study pain and pleasure, the more their findings test existing assumptions about psychology and philosophy. Since the 1950s, researchers have understood that the neural circuits that give rise to pleasure and pain are largely distinct, though they are located near one another and interact. If you've ever been seriously injured in an accident, you might have experienced this separation for yourself: Your pain is kept temporarily in check by a surge of endorphins, the brain's own painkiller, but chances are that you won't feel euphoric. Other recent advances might also expand the boundaries of painkilling without causing addiction. Earlier this year, for example, the drugmaker Vertex Pharmaceuticals submitted an FDA application for a drug that blocks pain signals in peripheral nerves before they reach the brain. Because pleasure is an experience that arises in the central nervous system, the drug has little potential for abuse. If further research supports Vertex's existing results, this will be a meaningful advance in the treatment of pain that arises from things like broken bones. But such a drug will likely leave deep internal pain untouched.

If Lee and Rajadhyaksha's new study replicates in humans, it will have profound implications not just for how physicians treat pain but also for how all of us think about the very nature of pain. I would hope that doctors would be more generous about relieving pain if they can confidently impede or even block the risk of addiction. And understanding that pleasure and pain relief are not necessarily joined at the hip might help the rest of us be less moralistic about adversity in everyday life. Chronic pain is a major cause of disability, interferes with healthy habits such as exercise, and might even modestly shorten one's lifespan. Why not keep it at bay?

Read: Why does chronic pain hurt so much?

For too long, doctors have feared pain relief while patients have suffered through intense discomfort--or risked addiction. Now researchers have the opportunity to reassess the risk-benefit calculus of pain. What a boon it would be for medicine to have a new generation of drugs that could take away our agony and leave the work of finding pleasure to us.
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Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Beyond the mane

by Alan Taylor




Day 5 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures one of the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead Nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Winter Is Cooked

It's getting not only warmer but wetter.

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 12:47 p.m. ET on December 5, 2024

Bing Crosby's performance of "White Christmas" has, in recent years, sounded to me like an elegy. Some people might still get white Christmases, but where I live, in New York City, 2002 is the last time any snowflakes fell on Christmas Day. That is not a statistic of climatalogical significance, really. It's more like an omen.



This winter most places in the U.S. should expect less snow than what many people--and the historical record--would consider normal. Climate change might be making summer days and nights hotter, but across most of the U.S., winter is getting warmer faster than any other season. Cold streaks are shorter, freezing nights are fewer, and extremely cold days are just not as cold. The places with the most dramatic warming are also some of the country's classic winter wonderlands: In Albany, New York, winter is 6.8 degrees (Fahrenheit) warmer on average than it was some 50 years ago, according to an analysis by the nonprofit research group Climate Central. Winters in Concord, New Hampshire, and in Green Bay, Wisconsin, are each 7 degrees warmer, and winter in Burlington, Vermont, is more than 8 degrees warmer. In the places of much of America's winter mythmaking, the image of a reliably snow-frosted landscape might be more suitably replaced with an image of bare trees and rain.



Snow will still fall for many years to come, sometimes in great quantities. But both the extent of snow cover in North America and the length of the season that would support it have been gradually shrinking. Springtime snows are particularly disappearing. And last winter, researchers identified a "snow-loss cliff"--an average winter-temperature threshold below which snowpack is fairly stable, but above which snow loss happens fast. Justin Mankin, a climate scientist at Dartmouth who contributed to that finding, lives in New Hampshire, which exists well on the other side of that snow-loss cliff, where each additional degree of temperature rise dramatically diminishes snowpack. He now considers the "marginal use cost" of cross-country-ski gear he bought for his kids to be going up and up. "There's really no snowmaking for cross-country skiing. You just have what nature's giving you," he told me. And now there are simply fewer days with worthy conditions to go cross-country skiing than there once were.



When I called him this week, he could see fresh snow outside his window. But that is still perfectly in line with climate predictions. "This is the kind of cognitive dissonance of global warming writ large that we need to hold," he said. "There will be winters where there probably won't be much snow accumulation. And then there'll be other winters where there will be." What will change--and what already has--is any kind of consistency. The snow system will get far more jumpy with each additional degree of warming. "Snow just doesn't have the reliability that it has had in our imagination from the 20th century. That's just gone," Mankin said. "That's the thing that is challenging our imagination for a place like New Hampshire."



But winter precipitation isn't going away. A study published in September found that the likelihood of extremely wet winters, especially in the Northeast and Midwest, is set to rise significantly. Whereas about one in 30 winters would be classified as very wet now, that rate could rise to six or seven winters out of 30 by the end of this century. But because temperatures will be higher, much more of that precipitation will fall as rain, rather than snow.



Akintomide Akinsanola, a climate scientist at the University of Illinois at Chicago and the lead author of that paper, told me he's lived in Chicago for four years without seeing one of the midwestern city's notorious major winter storms. His findings imply that most places across the country (except the southern Great Plains region) should be girding themselves for more winter flooding as the century wears on. "The average person is going to experience that firsthand," he told me. Most places should be planning for that future, and thinking about how they will withstand those new extremes.


 In parts of the U.S. that rely on snowpack for water, such as the Mountain West, the implications of both Mankin's and Akinsanola's papers are about water security. But in the Northeast and Midwest, that research points to a less concrete loss, of ice fishing and pond skating and dogsledding, and other parts of life that just aren't as possible in a sopping wet, muddy winter. The identity of these places will continue to vanish as long as the global temperature keeps going up, which it will until carbon emissions halt. "The odds of a winter being snow-free just increases with each gigaton of emissions," Mankin said. In New Hampshire, he is expecting both "mud season" and "stick season," when trees are bare of leaves but also bare of snow, to extend further into the best part of the year in his state, when downy white should be blanketing everything.



This article originally misidentified Dartmouth College as Dartmouth University.
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Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Stormy weather

by Alan Taylor




Day 4 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street," as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to one another and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentially rivaling the current size of the Great Red Spot. The orange-colored moon Io photobombs this view, casting a shadow onto Jupiter's cloudtops. For a sense of scale, Io is about one quarter of the Earth's own diameter, or just a bit larger than our own moon.

See the full advent calendar here, as a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Day 3 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Ripples from a galactic merger

by Alan Taylor




Day 3 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: The Hubble Space Telescope brings us this nearly edge-on view of the lenticular galaxy NGC 4753. Lenticular galaxies have an elliptical shape and ill-defined spiral arms. NGC 4753 sits about 60 million light-years from Earth, and is believed to have merged with a nearby dwarf galaxy about 1.3 billion years ago, creating the distinctive wavy dust lanes around its nucleus.

See the full advent calendar here, as a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Day 2 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

Inside a stellar nursery

by Alan Taylor




Day 2 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: This image shows the center of the Serpens Nebula, as captured by the James Webb Space Telescope's Near-InfraRed Camera. The Serpens Nebula, located 1,300 light-years from Earth, is home to a particularly dense cluster of newly forming stars, some of which will eventually grow to the mass of our sun. Webb's image of this nebula reveals a grouping of aligned protostellar outflows (visible in the top left). These jets are identified by bright, clumpy streaks that appear red, which are shock waves caused when a jet hits the surrounding gas and dust. Throughout this image, filaments and wisps of different hues represent reflected starlight from still-forming protostars within the cloud.

See the full advent calendar here, as a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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When a Telescope Is a National-Security Risk

How do you know what you're not allowed to see?

by Ross Andersen




In the early months of 2023, the astronomer Zeljko Ivezic found himself taking part in a highly unusual negotiation. Ivezic is the 59-year-old director of the Vera Rubin Observatory, a $1 billion telescope that the United States has been developing in the Chilean high desert for more than 20 years. He was trying to reach an agreement that would keep his telescope from compromising America's national security when it starts stargazing next year.

This task was odd enough for any scientist, and it was made more so by the fact that Ivezic had no idea with whom he was negotiating. "I didn't even know which agency I was talking to," he told me on a recent video call from his field office in Chile. Whoever it was would communicate with him only through intermediaries at the National Science Foundation. Ivezic didn't even know whether one person or several people were on the other side of the exchange. All he knew was that they were very security-minded. Also, they seemed to know a great deal about astronomy.

The Vera Rubin is housed in a sleek building on a mountaintop in the Atacama Desert. The chamber that holds its primary mirror juts up from the end of the elongated structure like the head of a sphinx. The observatory represents a freakish augmentation of human vision. Like the James Webb Space Telescope that NASA launched a few years ago, it will be able to see to the far edge of the universe. But the Webb can observe only a tiny region of sky. The Vera Rubin will be able to lock onto a tile of sky that is much larger and, after 30 seconds, return an image of that tile that extends 13 billion light-years into space. Then it will pan over and lock onto an adjacent tile of sky and do the same thing. After just three nights of going tile-by-tile like a handyman redoing a bathroom wall, it will have captured a deep image of the entire sky.

National-security types worry about what the Vera Rubin will be able to see. Ivezic told me that each of its full-sky images will contain more than 40 billion objects. That's several times more than all previous surveys of this sort combined. When the Vera Rubin sees an object that it hasn't seen before, it will alert astronomers. If a star explodes billions of light-years away, an algorithm will spot it, and the community will be notified. If a near-Earth asteroid comes hurtling right toward us, scientists will know to zoom into it, immediately, with other observatories. The problem is, if a spy satellite, or some other secret spacecraft, moves into view, that too could get flagged and have its location distributed, in real time, to people all across the world.

The Pentagon doesn't like much of anything to be known about its satellites. During the Cold War, the United States was more secretive about what it did in space than what it did in the nuclear realm, says Aaron Bateman, a historian at George Washington University and the author of Weapons in Space. The U.S. acknowledges the general contours of its nuclear arsenal--how many weapons and delivery vehicles it has--but tends to be far more circumspect about its military space capabilities. Bateman told me that the very existence of the National Reconnaissance Office, the agency responsible for developing U.S. spy satellites, was classified until 1992. The NRO still operates a fleet of these satellites, but exact details about how many, and what kind, remain secret.

The Vera Rubin Observatory will likely make awkward eye contact with some of them. Many of them are telescopes in their own right, but instead of tilting up toward the sky, they point down at Earth. This dual nature of the telescope dates back to its inception; after inventing his, Galileo wrote to the ruler of Venice about its ability to spy enemy ships. He also vowed to keep the device a secret. During the early Cold War, the British government monitored Soviet satellites and missile tests with the Jodrell Bank Observatory, in Manchester.

Assistance of this kind has also flowed in the opposite direction, from the spies to the civilians. During the Apollo missions, NRO spy satellites captured images of potential landing sites on the moon. They also inspected damaged panels on SkyLab, NASA's first space station. In 1981, during the space shuttle's maiden flight, a NASA astronaut flipped the shuttle over so that an NRO satellite could grab a close-up of its heat shield, to see how it had held up through the atmospheric friction. Only a few people at the agency were aware of the operation.

The public learns about the true extent of the government's seeing powers only after a long lag. The space historian Dwayne Day recently told me that the intelligence community operated large optics in space before NASA even started working on the Hubble, in 1977. He said that the technology helping today's ground-based observatories see through the blur of the atmosphere was first developed by the military, and then later shared with civilian astronomers. The NRO may have all kinds of telescopes. In 2012, the agency even gave NASA a Hubble-class observatory as a surprise gift. It had just been lying around.

Ivezic knew that the Vera Rubin Observatory would need to avoid revealing the full extent of America's space-based surveillance apparatus. He agreed to set up a system that would remove classified information from the telescope's images, but he and his mysterious interlocutors did not initially agree about how it should work. Some of their concerns were easy to assuage. The Defense Intelligence Agency sometimes asks to be informed when foreign nationals use America's most powerful radio observatories, in case those people were to point them at something sensitive, presumably. No such protocols would be necessary for the Vera Rubin's Chilean operators, because the telescope has a fixed, 10-year observation plan. Ivezic said he showed it to his government counterparts and assured them that no one would be able to deviate from it.

Ivezic was most worried about the possibility that he would be made to adopt a system like one that he said the Air Force had imposed on a much less powerful astronomical survey called Pan-STARRS, about a dozen years ago. The images taken by that project's telescopes in Hawaii were routed to a military facility--"the dark side," as Ivezic put it--where they were edited before being sent on to astronomers. The edits weren't especially surgical. "You would get back your image, and all the military assets would be blacked out," Ivezic told me. "It looked like someone had streaked a marker across it, and it had a huge impact on the science that people were able to do."

Read: One satellite crash could upend modern life

After some back-and-forth, Ivezic said, he and his counterparts came up with a less invasive way to remove secret American assets from the observatory's instant alerts. A government agency--no one told him which one--would chip in $5 million for the construction of a dedicated network for moving sensitive data. Each time the telescope were to take one of its 30-second tile images of the sky, the file would be immediately encrypted, without anyone looking at it first, and then sent on to a secure facility in California.

Next, an automated system would compare the image with previous images of the same tile. It would cut out small "postage stamp" pictures of any new objects it finds, be they asteroids, exploding stars, or spy satellites. It would filter out the postage stamps that might depict secret U.S. assets and, one minute later, send all the rest, together with their coordinates, to an alert service available to astronomers worldwide. Three days and eight hours later, the entire tile image would be released to astronomers, untouched by black marker or any other technology of redaction.

By then, the spy satellites would likely have gone somewhere else. They are elusive, after all. Their orbits are irregular, and they shift direction often. Not even the world's most accomplished astronomers would be able to infer their present locations from a line of light streaking through a three-day-old image.

Read: That time the CIA bugged a cat to spy on the Soviets

Ivezic told me that the length of the data embargo was the most difficult term to work out. He had initially asked for the full images to be released after 10 hours. He said that his negotiating partners wanted it to be closer to seven days. In the end, Ivezic was happy with the middle ground that they settled on.

This account of the negotiation comes primarily from Ivezic. National Science Foundation and Department of Energy staff confirmed some of the general outlines of his story but would not disclose with whom he'd been negotiating, or the name of the agency that paid for the encrypted network. The Space Force declined to comment on the process. The NRO said that it had no information to offer me about any observatories.

Ivezic had nothing bad to say about his mysterious interlocutors. To the contrary, he told me that they seemed genuinely concerned about the risk of compromising the Vera Rubin's science mission. "They did not come and say, 'The law is on our side; you must do this, and that's the end of it,'" Ivezic said. "After all, we are spending $1 billion of the government's money," he added, with a laugh.
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Imagine a Drug That Feels Like Tylenol and Works Like OxyContin

New research points to a future in which pleasure and pain relief can be independently controlled.

by Richard A. Friedman




Doctors have long taken for granted a devil's bargain: Relieving intense pain, such as that caused by surgery and traumatic injury, risks inducing the sort of pleasure that could leave patients addicted. Opioids are among the most powerful, if not the most powerful, pain medications ever known, but for many years they have been a source of staggering morbidity and mortality. After the Civil War, thousands of veterans became addicted to morphine and opium, which were used to treat battle injuries and illnesses. In the 1990s, overprescribing by doctors, along with aggressive and deceptive drug marketing by pharmaceutical companies, led to a deadly and ongoing opioid epidemic that has killed more than 800,000 Americans.

The devil's bargain has radically shaped the practice of medicine in 21st-century America. Since the opioid epidemic began, doctors have cut down severely on the amount of opioid medication they prescribe. Inevitably, this means some patients with real need for pain relief go undertreated or completely untreated. Though estimates vary, one 2018 analysis found that about 5 percent of people who are prescribed opioids for pain will develop a dependence; for many doctors, easing some patients' suffering just isn't worth the risk of saddling them with a potentially fatal drug dependence.

New research, published today in Science Advances, suggests that using opioids to relieve physical suffering without risking addiction is in fact possible. In the study, a team of researchers led by the neuroscientists Francis Lee at Weill Cornell Medicine and Anjali Rajadhyaksha at the Lewis Katz School of Medicine at Temple University blocked the rewarding properties of opioids in mice while preserving the drugs' analgesic effects. (I'm a clinical psychiatrist at Weill Cornell and Lee is the chair of the psychiatry department, but we have never collaborated on research.) These findings, although preliminary, could fundamentally shift the paradigm of pain. They offer an opportunity for doctors and researchers to seriously consider a future in which pain and pleasure can be isolated and independently controlled.

The new study focuses on a type of drug called an MAGL inhibitor, which increases the level of an endocannabinoid, known as 2-AG, in the brain. Endocannabinoids are cannabis-like molecules that bind to the same receptors in the brain that the THC in marijuana does, but they produce a more powerful response. In one experiment, some mice received the MAGL inhibitor while others were designated as a control group. All of the mice were given opportunities to self-administer doses of a potent opioid. To the researchers' surprise, the mice that received the MAGL inhibitor displayed less interest in the opioids while their counterparts more avidly self-administered. In a separate test, when heat was applied to the tails of mice (a mildly painful stimulus), those that had received the MAGL inhibitor did not flinch any more than those that received only opioids. In other words, the MAGL inhibitor seemed to diminish the rewarding effect of the opioids while preserving their painkilling benefit.

Read: The true cause of the opioid epidemic

Psychiatrists have assumed for some time that opioids and endocannabinoids should, if anything, enhance each other's pleasurable effects, because they both have receptors in the brain's reward pathway. But Lee and Rajadhyaksha's team determined that when 2-AG binds its receptor in the reward pathway, it inhibits the release of dopamine, thereby blunting the reward that an opioid would otherwise provide. Meanwhile, opioids' analgesic effects are unimpeded in the body's pain circuits, which have few receptors to which 2-AG can bind.

Neuroscientists I spoke with who were not involved in the study told me that the findings, if confirmed in future research, have the potential to meaningfully change pain medicine. Eric J. Nestler, a professor of neuroscience at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, called the study "a novel and exciting approach" to separating the addictive and painkilling properties of opioids. He also pointed out that, based on preliminary research, MAGL inhibitors seem to cause only minimal side effects in humans, such as slight sedation and lightheadedness. "The real proof will be in humans," Nestler told me. Matthew Hill, a neuroscientist and cannabinoid expert at the University of Calgary, in Canada, was optimistic about the prospects for such proof. "The exciting aspect is that when it comes to the endocannabinoid system, a lot of what we learn from animal models translates to humans quite well," he told me.

The flashiest implication of the new study is that, if it can indeed be replicated in humans, MAGL inhibitors could help curtail the opioid epidemic. Imagine that, after surgery or serious injury, you could leave the hospital with a bottle of pills that contain a compound of, say, Percocet and an MAGL inhibitor. Such a pill could feel as neutral as an Advil or Tylenol, though it would be a far stronger painkiller. MAGL inhibitors may even prove helpful in the treatment of people who are already addicted to opioids. Currently, the standard of care is managing patients' withdrawal symptoms with drugs such as methadone and buprenorphine, which are themselves opioids and still retain some euphoric effects and potential for abuse. Adding an MAGL inhibitor to the mix could make methadone and buprenorphine safer to use.

Listen: The drug that could help end the opioid epidemic

The medical profession has struggled with a kind of pharmacologic Calvinism--the notion that if something feels good, it must be bad for you. That assumption has led some health-care providers to exaggerate the addictive risk of drugs such as Valium and Klonopin, which are used to treat anxiety, among other things. Similar myths abound in American culture, which frequently casts pain relief and pleasure as inseparable physical and psychological experiences--different sides of the same coin. For example, many advertisements for painkillers or muscle relaxants depict people experiencing not just relief from pain but a magical return to some pleasure, like playing sports or enjoying nature. Psychological adversity, including that caused by pain, is often thought to be conducive to personal growth. And as any trainer will tell you: No pain, no gain.

But the more scientists study pain and pleasure, the more their findings test existing assumptions about psychology and philosophy. Since the 1950s, researchers have understood that the neural circuits that give rise to pleasure and pain are largely distinct, though they are located near one another and interact. If you've ever been seriously injured in an accident, you might have experienced this separation for yourself: Your pain is kept temporarily in check by a surge of endorphins, the brain's own painkiller, but chances are that you won't feel euphoric. Other recent advances might also expand the boundaries of painkilling without causing addiction. Earlier this year, for example, the drugmaker Vertex Pharmaceuticals submitted an FDA application for a drug that blocks pain signals in peripheral nerves before they reach the brain. Because pleasure is an experience that arises in the central nervous system, the drug has little potential for abuse. If further research supports Vertex's existing results, this will be a meaningful advance in the treatment of pain that arises from things like broken bones. But such a drug will likely leave deep internal pain untouched.

If Lee and Rajadhyaksha's new study replicates in humans, it will have profound implications not just for how physicians treat pain but also for how all of us think about the very nature of pain. I would hope that doctors would be more generous about relieving pain if they can confidently impede or even block the risk of addiction. And understanding that pleasure and pain relief are not necessarily joined at the hip might help the rest of us be less moralistic about adversity in everyday life. Chronic pain is a major cause of disability, interferes with healthy habits such as exercise, and might even modestly shorten one's lifespan. Why not keep it at bay?

Read: Why does chronic pain hurt so much?

For too long, doctors have feared pain relief while patients have suffered through intense discomfort--or risked addiction. Now researchers have the opportunity to reassess the risk-benefit calculus of pain. What a boon it would be for medicine to have a new generation of drugs that could take away our agony and leave the work of finding pleasure to us.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/11/opioid-pain-addiction-magl-medicine-neuroscience/680818/?utm_source=feed
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        Trump's Predatory Version of 'America First'
        Isabel Fattal

        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.Ronald Reagan, invoking the 17th-century Puritan John Winthrop, once compared America to "a shining city on a hill." This image of visibility and power, my colleague David Frum writes in a new essay, "imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers." In the next Trump era, David argues, Reagan's...

      

      
        Behind the Brain Rot
        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The image is black-and-white, lending it an air of "historical artifact": A modern-day Donald Trump standing next to Elvis Presley. The president-elect posted the picture on Truth Social last night. Presley is strumming a guitar; Trump is idling in the frame. Of course, this scene is impossible, and it'...

      

      
        The Hunter Biden Pardon Is a Strategic Mistake
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        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.President Joe Biden's pardon of his son Hunter is a done deal. The president has not only obviated the existing cases against Hunter; the sweep of the pardon effectively immunizes his son against prosecution for all federal crimes he may have committed over the course of more than a decade. This pardon ...

      

      
        Six Stories on Love and Family
        Stephanie Bai

        Spending time with loved ones during the holiday season can prompt some people to reflect on the roles that family and parenting have played in their life. In today's reading list, our editors have compiled stories on make-or-break marriage lessons, how to raise confident kids, the plight of the eldest daughter, and more.Your Reading ListLighthouse Parents Have More Confident Kids
Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.
By Russell ShawWhy Parents Struggle So Much in the World...

      

      
        How Humans Handle Housework
        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.In 2019, Sophie Knight reflected on the unusual way she and her husband tried to deal with the imbalance of time spent on home chores: He paid her for housework. "It made sense to us," she wrote: "While our goal was to divide the work equally, I ended up doing much more because he worked in an office ...

      

      
        What Breaking Up Google's Search Monopoly Could Do to AI
        Matteo Wong

        This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.Google is taken for granted as a dominant force in the generative-AI market--so it's easy to forget that, in the initial frenzy following the release of ChatGPT, the search giant was caught flat-footed. The company raced to catch up with OpenAI, and its early models made some basic and highly publicized errors.But now the company is at the tech...

      

      
        How Gen Z Came to See Books as a Waste of Time
        Rose Horowitch

        Updated at 10:24 a.m. ET on December 1, 2024This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.An alarming phenomenon has sprung up over the past few years: Many students are arriving at college unprepared to read entire books. That's a broad statement to make, but I spoke with 33 professors at some of the country's top universities, and over and over, they told me the same story. As I noted in my recent article on the topic, a Columbia professo...

      

      
        The Trends <em>Atlantic</em> Writers Love and Hate
        Isabel Fattal

        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.Thanksgiving can be a time to reconnect with the things we watched, wore, and listened to in the past (especially for those staying in their childhood bedrooms this weekend). Today we asked six Atlantic writers and editors to answer the question: What's a trend you wish would come back, and one you wish...
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Trump's Predatory Version of 'America First'

A conversation with<strong> </strong>David Frum on the dangers of Trump's approach to the world

by Isabel Fattal




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.


Ronald Reagan, invoking the 17th-century Puritan John Winthrop, once compared America to "a shining city on a hill." This image of visibility and power, my colleague David Frum writes in a new essay, "imposed extra moral responsibility on the city dwellers." In the next Trump era, David argues, Reagan's vision of America will disappear: "The hilltop will become a height from which to exercise arrogant control over those who occupy the lower slopes and valleys."

I called David to chat about the Trump administration's zero-sum view of the world during Donald Trump's first term and what to expect from the president-elect's approach to foreign relationships come January.





A Powerful Teacher

Isabel Fattal: You write that Trump's version of "America First" is not exactly isolationist but instead predatory. How so?

David Frum: "America First" hearkens back to the 1940s, when it was the slogan about keeping America out of the Second World War. "America First" as a phrase is often associated with the idea of isolationism. But Trump is not an isolationist. He is very keen on involvement with foreign countries. He has business in foreign countries. He collects all kinds of benefits from foreign countries, for himself and his family and his businesses. What he is interested in is a more predatory approach to foreign countries, where countries pay the United States for military protection, and where trade is organized in a way in which the United States wins and other countries lose.

Isabel: How might Trump use his relationships with foreign countries as a way to pay off the money he owes in civil penalties for defamation and fraud?

David: Trump has about half a billion dollars in legal penalties over his head, and he has posted some bonds to meet those penalties. But if he loses his cases on appeal, he will have to pay. It isn't that Trump doesn't ultimately have the resources, but a lot of his resources are locked up in buildings that his family has owned for a long time and would be subject to high capital-gains taxes. One of the things that Trump might do is look to foreign sources to help him with that problem. And a lot of people around the world with a lot of resources are eager to help him.

Isabel: You note in your piece that the Biden administration maintained most of the protectionist measures it inherited from Trump. Where do the past eight years leave America in its approach to global trade?

David: If Donald Trump was the most protectionist president since the Depression, Joe Biden was the second-most-protectionist president since the Depression. The Biden administration wanted to do a very aggressive industrial policy. The so-called Inflation Reduction Act had a lot of protectionist measures in it. They kept most of the Trump tariffs in place and added some of their own. They did no trade-expanding negotiations, unlike, for example, their predecessors Barack Obama and George W. Bush. The United States has not completed a major trade-expanding agreement since Obama signed the free-trade agreements with Colombia and Panama.

Isabel: Let's talk a bit about how the American people feel. You write in your essay that Americans who experienced the Truman era understood that "America alone meant America weakened." How has an ingrained understanding of the importance of expanding global trade "curdled," as you write, "into regrets and doubts"?

David: The Great Depression was an exceedingly nasty experience, and everybody who lived through it learned some powerful lessons, including that trade barriers made depressions worse and bad depressions easily turned into deadly world wars. The people who recovered from that world wanted to do things in a different way.

Isabel: In the absence of firsthand experience, do you think Americans will ever come to value the "city on a hill" idea again?

David: There are lots of ways to learn things, but direct personal experience is a very powerful teacher. Those experiences of the 1930s and '40s have faded into time. Meanwhile, Americans have had new experiences of the shock of NAFTA and China. It's very easy for people to blame foreigners for difficulties at home, and to forget the deeper history that explains why we need to grow together in prosperity, that the prosperity of some doesn't come at the expense of others.

Related:

	America's lonely future
 	What Europe fears






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: The sound of fear on air
 	Democratic states' new anti-Trump strategy
 	The 10 books that made us think the most this year




Today's News

	Brian Thompson, the CEO of UnitedHealth Group's insurance unit, was fatally shot in a premeditated attack in Manhattan this morning, according to Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch. The suspect fled the scene and is not in custody.
 	French Prime Minister Michel Barnier was ousted after French lawmakers passed a no-confidence motion. His successor will be selected by President Emmanuel Macron.
 	A majority of the Supreme Court justices appeared skeptical about overturning a Tennessee law that denies gender-affirming care to transgender minors.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is a bellwether for some of the most powerful trends in politics and society, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read




McNeal

By Ayad Akhtar

In November 2022, OpenAI released ChatGPT to the world. Soon after, a software developer asked it to provide instructions for removing a peanut-butter sandwich from a VCR, and to write these instructions in the style of the King James Bible. ChatGPT complied: "And the Lord said, 'Verily I say unto thee, seek not to put thy peanut butter sandwiches in thy VCR, for it is not a suitable place for such things.'"
 Many of us read these results with wonder and amazement and then went about our business. Ayad Akhtar, the Pulitzer Prize-winning author and playwright, started thinking about a new play.
 -- Jeremy Strong


Read the full play.

More From The Atlantic

	The American people deserve DOGE.
 	Bedbugs could be more horrifying than you think.
 	Any parent would have done the same.
 	The case against despair in Trump's second term




Culture Break


Giles Keyte / Universal Pictures



Watch. Wicked (in theaters now) is a musical blockbuster that didn't play by the rules, Shirley Li writes. It makes the case that audiences aren't so tired of the genre after all.

Read. These five essay and short-story collections are easy to read at your own pace.

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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Behind the Brain Rot

Oxford's controversial Word of the Year captures how chronically online life has become.

by John Hendrickson




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


The image is black-and-white, lending it an air of "historical artifact": A modern-day Donald Trump standing next to Elvis Presley. The president-elect posted the picture on Truth Social last night. Presley is strumming a guitar; Trump is idling in the frame. Of course, this scene is impossible, and it's not a real photograph. Elvis died in 1977, when Trump was 31 years old. Nevertheless, here's Trump, side by side with the King, not smiling, not singing, just ... hanging out. There is no punch line, or even a semblance of a joke. It is literally just something to look at.

Amid a string of recent Cabinet-nomination announcements, the incoming president chose to share this image with his millions of social-media followers. The people responding in the comments loved it, and some replied with similar images, most of which appeared to be AI-generated. You could say that this is harmless. But what is it adding to the world? How is this even entertainment?

The heavy sigh and slightly hungover feeling this type of content elicits might best be described as brain rot--Oxford's 2024 Word of the Year.

Brain rot is marked by a "supposed deterioration of a person's mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as a result of overconsumption of material (now particularly online content) considered to be trivial or unchallenging." It has a symbiotic relationship with internet garbage, or, as shoddily made AI-generated content has been deemed, slop, some of which is created by spammers who find financial incentive in flooding social platforms. Brain rot is the symptom, not the disease: It stems from this daily avalanche of meaningless images and videos, all those little tumbling content particles that do not stir the soul.

And yet these ephemera nonetheless seep into our skulls. Slop has a way of taking up valuable space while simultaneously shortening our attention span, making it harder to do things like read books or other activities that might actually fulfill us. Brain rot doesn't hurt; it's dulling, numbing, something more like a steady drip. You know you have it when you have consumed but you are most certainly not filled up. And the deluge of disposable digital stuff often feels like a self-fulfilling, self-deadening prophecy: Rotting brains crave more slop.

The Trump era, and especially the current phase in which we find ourselves, is likewise the era of brain rot, of junk, of exhaustion. My colleague Charlie Warzel argued over the summer that the MAGA aesthetic, in a word, is slop: "The high-resolution, low-budget look of generative-AI images appears to be fusing with the meme-loving aesthetic of the MAGA movement," he wrote. He's right, though it's important to acknowledge that slop (and its attendant brain rot) transcend politics. Even if you tune out the news, you're still bound to deal with the never-ending stream of meaningless digital debris. Take, for example, the slate of popular Netflix reality shows, which often feel designed to watch while you're looking at something else on your phone. These programs are like a televised Yule Log, flickering in the background for comfort but not actually providing much of anything.

Though it seems highly modern, brain rot, as a phrase, dates back to Henry David Thoreau, the transcendentalist contemporary of Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of the founders of this magazine.

As Oxford University Press notes on its website:

The first recorded use of 'brain rot' was found in 1854 in Henry David Thoreau's book Walden, which reports his experiences of living a simple lifestyle in the natural world. As part of his conclusions, Thoreau criticizes society's tendency to devalue complex ideas, or those that can be interpreted in multiple ways, in favour of simple ones, and sees this as indicative of a general decline in mental and intellectual effort: "While England endeavours to cure the potato rot, will not any endeavour to cure the brain-rot--which prevails so much more widely and fatally?"


Today, Walden Pond, outside of Boston, is one of the surest places one can visit to alleviate brain rot. You can swim in the cool reflective water, stare at the swaying trees, wander along the muddy shore. I went a few summers ago and felt more offline than I had in a while.

Oxford itself has received flack for being too online in its Word of the Year choices: Last year was the comparatively peppy rizz, while the year before was something more of a brain rot brethren: goblin mode. But getting mad at words is like getting mad at the weather. For better or worse (almost certainly worse), the distinction between our online and offline lives has been vanishing for years, and the line is now all but gone. The best thing we can do is see it all as life itself, and know that whatever feeling we are dealing with is a version of what Thoreau dealt with 170 years ago. Only slightly more stupid.

Related:

	The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop.
 	"What I learned when my AI Kermit slop went viral"




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	South Korea's warning for Washington
 	Musk and Ramaswamy are making a big mistake.
 	The slow, quiet demise of American romance




Today's News

	South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol announced that he would lift the emergency martial law he imposed earlier today after the National Assembly unanimously voted to end it.
 	A judge dismissed the federal gun case against Hunter Biden, who was scheduled to be sentenced next week, after President Joe Biden pardoned his son.
 	The United States will send Ukraine an additional $725 million military-aid package, which includes missiles, ammunition for High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems, and counter-drone systems, according to a State Department announcement yesterday.




Evening Read


Photo Media / ClassicStock / Getty



It's Never Too Late to Learn an Instrument

By Caroline Mimbs Nyce

The recorder used to be an instrument people wanted to hear. As a 1946 article in The Atlantic explained, it gets mentioned lovingly in Shakespeare's Hamlet and Milton's Paradise Lost ...
 But by 1946, recorders were already commonly associated with terrible screeching noises, most often made by children. And today, few adults play them. In fact, they don't really play instruments at all.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": Since the election, I fear Men.
 	The next abortion battlefront
 	Adam Serwer: Trumpists don't seem to mind claims of sexual assault.
 	RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency.
 	Why Syria matters to the Kremlin




Culture Break


Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Netflix; Martha Stewart / Courte.



Watch. Martha, a new Netflix documentary, explores the cost of Martha Stewart's chase for domestic perfection.

Read. Check out these seven books that can be read by a family, featuring titles that speak to a wide array of ages and tastes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Hunter Biden Pardon Is a Strategic Mistake

The blunder will haunt Democrats during the next Trump administration.

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.


President Joe Biden's pardon of his son Hunter is a done deal. The president has not only obviated the existing cases against Hunter; the sweep of the pardon effectively immunizes his son against prosecution for all federal crimes he may have committed over the course of more than a decade. This pardon is a terrible idea--"both dishonorable and unwise," in the words of the Bulwark editor Jonathan Last--and, as my colleague Jonathan Chait wrote yesterday, it reflected Biden's choice "to prioritize his own feelings over the defense of his country."

But it was also a tremendous strategic blunder, one that will haunt Democrats as they head into the first years of another Trump administration.

The Constitution vests American presidents with the power to pardon anyone for crimes against the United States. (They cannot pardon people for offenses at the state level.) Usually, such pardons involve clemency for ordinary criminals; occasionally, they include distasteful personal or political favors to friends, allies, and in rarer cases, family. Donald Trump, however, has promised to start the process of issuing deeply controversial pardons the minute he gets into office.

Perhaps most disturbing, he has said he's going to start reviewing cases of the January 6 insurrectionists--whom he has called "warriors" and "hostages"--and to let many of them out of prison. Nothing will stop Trump from doing such things, nor will he pay any political price for such future pardons: All he ever cared about was winning the White House to stay out of jail, and he's accomplished that mission.

But the Republican Party is now a wholly owned subsidiary of Trump World, and had Biden not pardoned his son, elected Republicans at every level would have had to answer for Trump's actions without reference to the Bidens. They would have had to say, on the record, whether they agreed with Trump letting people who stormed the Capitol and assaulted law-enforcement officers out of jail. Although Trump would have remained beyond the reach of the voters, the vulnerable Republicans running for reelection might have pleaded with him to avoid some of the more potentially disgusting pardons.

Forget all that. Joe Biden has now provided every Republican--and especially those running for Congress in 2026--with a ready-made heat shield against any criticism about Trump's pardons, past or present. Biden has effectively neutralized pardons as a political issue, and even worse, he has inadvertently given power to Trump's narrative about the unreliability of American institutions. Biden at first promised to respect the jury's verdict in Hunter's gun trial, and vowed he would not pardon Hunter--and then said that because "raw politics" had "infected this process," he had to act. And so now every Republican can say: When it comes to pardons, all I know is that I agree with Joe Biden that the Justice Department can't be trusted to treat Americans fairly. I'm glad he finally saw the light.

Some people see Joe's pardon of Hunter as an act of mercy, an expression of a father's love for a son who has been through the hell of addiction. I understand those arguments. (In 2020, I wrote about the relationship between Joe and Hunter.) I also know that many Americans believe that Hunter would have been targeted by the Justice Department next year as part of Trump's carnival of revenge. I am less convinced about this, not least because Joe Biden could have waited until Hunter was sentenced for his federal crimes later this month and then commuted his punishments while fashioning a more limited pardon for other issues. Instead, the father gave the son a pass on any federal crimes committed during more than a decade of his life.

And I fully understand that pleas about norms have little impact on Democrats who are tired of adhering to such quaint notions while Trump trashes them at will. It's stomach-turning to watch Republicans criticize Biden for this pardon after Trump handed them out during his first term like a guy spreading around drink vouchers in front of a casino. And besides, some might say, who cares about norms and the rule of law if Trump is back in power? The Bidens should get what they can get while giving Trump the finger, shouldn't they?

I think anyone making these nihilistic arguments will come to regret them, but that's a discussion for another day. In the meantime, I am more worried about the Hunter pardon as a practical political matter.

Biden has now hobbled an effective case that his own party could have made going into 2026, even against Trump. Most people understand corruption, and though they may not care about it very much, they don't like it shoved in their faces. Some of Trump's pardons could have been politically damaging to Republicans: Just over a week ago, a poll found that 64 percent of Americans would object to pardoning those convicted for January 6-related offenses.

But how do Democrats make that case now that Biden sounds so much like Trump when it comes to the justice system? Biden's statement on the pardon had a kind of Trumpian, unspecific paranoia to it: "In trying to break Hunter," the president stated, "they've tried to break me--and there's no reason to believe it will stop here. Enough is enough."

As Chait asks: "Trying to break Hunter? And his father? To what end?" This pardon has more than a whiff of panic around it, and if President Biden is unnerved about the outcome of a process controlled by his own Justice Department, how can any of us object to a future President Trump letting people out of jail based on the same fears? The reality, of course, is that Trump's malevolent and trollish pardoning of various cranks and cronies is not in the same universe as an anguished father pardoning his son, but President Biden has now ensured that no one will really care much about the difference.

Joe Biden is at the end of his career and angry at a political world that has made his son into an object of hate and ridicule. With the stroke of a pen, he saved Hunter and stuck it to everyone else--including, perhaps, the people who forced him to give up his campaign while Hunter was reportedly pleading with him to stay the course. Every parent can understand why he wanted to yell screw you into the wind before he headed out the door. Unfortunately, he may have also screwed many members of his own party in the process--and undermined the resolve they'll need to defend the rule of law.

Related:

	Biden's unpardonable hypocrisy
 	Trump's dangerous January 6-pardon promise (From March)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The end of Democratic delusions
 	Ronald Brownstein: Why they lost
 	A constitutional crisis greater than Watergate
 	The great grocery squeeze




Today's News

	Trump announced on Saturday that he picked Kash Patel, a former public defender and Trump loyalist, to be the FBI director. The nomination would require ousting the Trump-appointed FBI director Christopher Wray.
 	Rebel forces opposing Syrian President Bashar al-Assad advanced over the weekend and took over Aleppo, the country's second-largest city.
 	French lawmakers introduced no-confidence motions against Prime Minister Michel Barnier; if successful, the vote could break apart his government.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Minimizing gender disparities in housework means reconsidering some deeply held societal truths, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Sources: Rebecca Noble / Getty; Pixel-shot / Alamy; Reading Room 2020 / Alamy.



America Stopped Cooking With Tallow for a Reason

By Yasmin Tayag

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s latest spin on MAGA, "Make frying oil tallow again," is surprisingly straightforward for a man who has spent decades downplaying his most controversial opinions. Last month, Kennedy argued in an Instagram post that Americans were healthier when restaurants such as McDonald's cooked fries in beef tallow--that is, cow fat--instead of seed oils, a catchall term for common vegetable-derived oils including corn, canola, and sunflower. Americans, he wrote, are "being unknowingly poisoned" by seed oils; in his view, we'd all be better off cooking with solid fats such as tallow, butter, and lard. In a video that Kennedy posted on Thanksgiving, he deep-fries a whole turkey in beef tallow and says, "This is how we cook the MAHA way."
 Cardiologists shuddered at the thought.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A "radical" approach to reclaiming your attention
 	When a telescope is a national-security risk
 	The fall of Aleppo was oddly familiar, Graeme Wood writes.
 	How to end the war in Gaza
 	A new reckoning for nuclear energy




Culture Break


Thomas Le Clear / Smithsonian



Take a picture. Would you pay $1,000 for a family photo? Some parents are shelling out money to capture the perfect image, Erin Sagen writes.

Play. Wyna Liu, the editor of the New York Times game Connections, discusses her process and the particular ire her puzzles inspire.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Looking for your next read? Sign up for our Books Briefing newsletter, and on Wednesday you'll receive our editors' list of the 10 books that made them think the most this year.



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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Six Stories on Love and Family

Read about marriage lessons, how to raise confident kids, the plight of the eldest daughter, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




Spending time with loved ones during the holiday season can prompt some people to reflect on the roles that family and parenting have played in their life. In today's reading list, our editors have compiled stories on make-or-break marriage lessons, how to raise confident kids, the plight of the eldest daughter, and more.




Your Reading List

Lighthouse Parents Have More Confident Kids

Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.


By Russell Shaw

Why Parents Struggle So Much in the World's Richest Country

Raising kids shouldn't be this hard.


By Stephanie H. Murray

The Marriage Lesson That I Learned Too Late

The existence of love, trust, respect, and safety in a relationship is often dependent on moments you might write off as petty disagreements.


By Matthew Fray

The Plight of the Eldest Daughter

Women are expected to be nurturers. Firstborns are expected to be exemplars. Being both is exhausting.


By Sarah Sloat

Find the Place You Love. Then Move There.

If where you live isn't truly your home, and you have the resources to make a change, it could do wonders for your happiness.


By Arthur C. Brooks

A Shift in American Family Values Is Fueling Estrangement

Parents and adult children alike often fail to recognize how profoundly the rules of family life have changed over the past half century.


By Joshua Coleman



The Week Ahead 

	 Star Wars: Skeleton Crew, an action series starring Jude Law as a Force-user who encounters four lost children trying to get back home (premieres Monday on Disney+)
 
 	 Y2K, a comedy-horror film directed by the Saturday Night Live alum Kyle Mooney about machines and technology turning against humans in the year 2000 (in theaters Friday)
 
 	Havoc, a suspenseful novel by Christopher Bollen about an elderly widow whose past resurfaces when she meets a young mother and her son at a hotel (out Tuesday)




Essay


Everett



The Fairy Tale We've Been Retelling for 125 Years

By Allegra Rosenberg

Oz persists primarily through the books' many adaptations, which established the series' enduring iconography. [The author L. Frank] Baum's world is best remembered as it has appeared on-screen, especially in the 1939 musical film starring Judy Garland as Dorothy: a place bursting with songs such as "Over the Rainbow" and visuals such as the yellow brick road, which have become the franchise's most memorable features. And with The Wonderful Wizard of Oz's 1956 entry into the public domain, allowing for new, noncanonical works, subsequent generations have iterated on these hallmarks to tell Oz stories of their own.
 No transformation has been more vital to Oz's longevity than Wicked.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Kendrick Lamar makes his point clearer.
 	Thanksgiving should be in October.
 	"Dear James": My home is a horror of unfinished tasks.
 	Taylor Swift is a perfect example of how publishing is changing.
 	The sense that most defines a culture




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Moderation is not the same thing as surrender.
 	Revenge of the COVID contrarians
 	Caitlin Flanagan on the Democrats' billionaire mistake




Photo Album


A supercell and tornado in Silverton, Texas (Laura Hedien / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year)



Take a look at the winning entries of the 2024 International Landscape Photographer of the Year competition, including a tornado in Texas, fireflies in a forest, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Humans Handle Housework

Minimizing gender disparities in house chores means reconsidering some deeply held societal truths.

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.


In 2019, Sophie Knight reflected on the unusual way she and her husband tried to deal with the imbalance of time spent on home chores: He paid her for housework. "It made sense to us," she wrote: "While our goal was to divide the work equally, I ended up doing much more because he worked in an office and I worked at home as a freelancer, using my breaks to cook, vacuum, and do laundry."

Ultimately, the couple found that communicating about the imbalance and finding a compromise was more sustainable than the invoicing method. But it's not easy to work through this sort of discrepancy. The straight couples who do so are fighting against an entire cultural history: "Caretaking is a central way that women perform their gender," my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote recently. Getting to a more equal setup means reconsidering some deeply held societal truths. But on the other side of this effort might be a world where women feel content to put down the vacuum and say, "It's clean enough."

Today's newsletter is a collection of stories on the gender gap in housework, as well as how the human mind thinks about chores and cleaning.



On Cleaning

My Husband Paid Me to Do Housework

By Sophie Knight

We wanted to address a systemic, gendered imbalance. It didn't really work.

Read the article.

Put Down the Vacuum

By Annie Lowrey

Americans need to get off the tidiness treadmill.

Read the article.

Why People Wait 10 Days to Do Something That Takes 10 Minutes

By Amanda Mull

Chores are the worst.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Three theories for why you have no time: Better technology means higher expectations, and higher expectations create more work, Derek Thompson wrote in 2019.
 	The myth that gets men out of doing chores: They're just as good at recognizing messes as women--they just don't feel the same pressure to clean them up, Joe Pinsker wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	Taylor Swift is a perfect example of how publishing is changing.
 	The sense that most defines a culture
 	The fairy tale we've been retelling for 125 years




P.S.


Courtesy of Joe Brennan



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Joe Brennan, 73, sent this photo "taken at low tide in San Felipe Baja California."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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What Breaking Up Google's Search Monopoly Could Do to AI

The most powerful chatbot may not be the most successful one.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Google is taken for granted as a dominant force in the generative-AI market--so it's easy to forget that, in the initial frenzy following the release of ChatGPT, the search giant was caught flat-footed. The company raced to catch up with OpenAI, and its early models made some basic and highly publicized errors.

But now the company is at the technology's vanguard. Its flagship Gemini AI models are being integrated into seven different Google-owned products with at least 2 billion users each. That's not because Gemini is so much better than ChatGPT, Claude, or any other competitor--but because Google already had that sprawling ecosystem and user base.

That ecosystem advantage, perhaps more so than the talent of their research teams, is what makes Google, Apple, Meta, and other corporate behemoths formidable in the AI wars. Their AI-powered assistants seamlessly integrate across their personal and enterprise software, gadgets, and social-media platforms. And "this is why a recent proposal from the Department of Justice is so significant," I wrote on Tuesday. "The government wants to break up Google's monopoly over the search market, but its proposed remedies may in fact do more to shape the future of AI." Making it harder for Google to give its own products preferential treatment might not actually drive people away from the company's search engine--but it could make them second-guess Gemini. The DOJ's requests might be under the auspices of search, I wrote, but they "are really shots at Google's expansive empire."




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The AI War Was Never Just About AI

By Matteo Wong

For almost two years now, the world's biggest tech companies have been at war over generative AI. Meta may be known for social media, Google for search, and Amazon for online shopping, but since the release of ChatGPT, each has made tremendous investments in an attempt to dominate in this new era. Along with start-ups such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, their spending on data centers and chatbots is on track to eclipse the costs of sending the first astronauts to the moon.
 To be successful, these companies will have to do more than build the most "intelligent" software: They will need people to use, and return to, their products. Everyone wants to be Facebook, and nobody wants to be Friendster. To that end, the best strategy in tech hasn't changed: build an ecosystem that users can't help but live in. Billions of people use Google Search every day, so Google built a generative-AI product known as "AI Overviews" right into the results page, granting it an immediate advantage over competitors.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	The case against spinning off Chrome: "People who like and are familiar with Google might just choose it again," Ian Bogost wrote about the DOJ decision.
 	The iPhone is now an AI Trojan Horse: "Adding up iPhones, iPads, Apple TVs, Macs, and AirPods, billions of the company's devices are used by people all over the world, perfect delivery vehicles for AI," Charlie Warzel and I wrote in June.




P.S.

Donald Trump is considering naming an "AI czar," according to Axios, and Elon Musk will be heavily involved in the selection. Musk has long-standing feuds with executives at other leading AI companies, including Sam Altman, and earlier this year my colleague Ross Andersen wrote an astute summary of the feud: "Musk, who cannot seem to stand the idea that there might be tech drama somewhere that does not involve him, has been trolling OpenAI relentlessly on X."

-- Matteo
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How Gen Z Came to See Books as a Waste of Time

Young people might be responding to a cultural message: Reading just isn't that important.

by Rose Horowitch




Updated at 10:24 a.m. ET on December 1, 2024

This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


An alarming phenomenon has sprung up over the past few years: Many students are arriving at college unprepared to read entire books. That's a broad statement to make, but I spoke with 33 professors at some of the country's top universities, and over and over, they told me the same story. As I noted in my recent article on the topic, a Columbia professor said his students are overwhelmed at the thought of reading multiple books a semester; a professor at the University of Virginia told me that his students shut down when they're confronted with ideas they don't understand. Criticizing young people's literacy stretches back centuries, but in the past decade, something seems to have noticeably shifted. Most of the professors I spoke with said they've seen a generational change in how their students engage with literature.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:


	The sense that most defines a culture
 	Taylor Swift is a perfect example of how publishing is changing
 	The road dogs of the American West


Why is this happening? The allure of smartphones and social media came up, and it appears that many middle and high schools are teaching fewer full books. (One student arrived at Columbia having read only poems, excerpts, and news articles in school.) But one possible cause that I nodded to in my article is a change in values, not ability. The problem does not appear to be that "kids these days" are incurious or uninterested in reading. Instead, young people might be responding to a cultural message: Books just aren't that important.

The professors I spoke with didn't think their students were lazy. If anything, they were shocked at how overscheduled and anxious college kids are today--and they saw that their students' schedules are crowded with activities that are less about personal development and more relevant to future employment.

"I've been teaching literature at the college level (at Dartmouth, Goucher, and since 1985 at Columbia). Reports that undergraduates are struggling to comprehend primary works of literature (or criticism of them) strike me as greatly exaggerated. I've witnessed little change over time. If anything, the current crop of students are far more incisive readers and I'm surprised at how much I'm learning from them about texts I thought I was thoroughly familiar with," James Shapiro, an English professor at Columbia, told me in an email. "I teach plays (which take 3-5 hours to read) and poetry (which takes a lot less). Colleagues who teach the novel have, for a couple of decades now, recognized that attention spans are shorter and those doorstop George Eliot novels--Daniel Deronda or Middlemarch--are more challenging to assign. It's not that students are unaccustomed to reading long texts; it's that there are too many demands on their time and focus to immerse themselves easily or fully in works of literature that might take 20 hours to consume."

In 1971, 37 percent of students said that a central objective of their college years was to become well-off financially. Seventy-three percent said they attended college to develop a meaningful philosophy of life. By 2015, those numbers had almost reversed. Eighty-two percent of students said that it was essential for them to use college to become well-off financially, while 47 percent said they wanted to develop a meaningful philosophy of life. Pundits and parents alike have emphasized preprofessional courses and downplayed the importance of humanistic study, Joseph Howley, a classics professor at Columbia, told me. In this environment, spending hours reading a novel may seem unproductive.

In some ways, this is a hopeful conclusion: If we've shifted what we hold in esteem, then it stands to reason that we could, as a society, shift back. The responsibility doesn't lie only with Gen Z. Everyone who's upset about the change has a role to play in reversing it.




The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books

By Rose Horowitch

To read a book in college, it helps to have read a book in high school.

Read the full article.





What to Read

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."

From our list: What to read if you're angry about the election



Out Next Week

? The Rivals, by Jane Pek

? The Shutouts, by Gabrielle Korn

? When We Sold God's Eye, by Alex Cuadros





Your Weekend Read




Thanksgiving Should Be in October

By Ellen Cushing

There's a better way to do things, and in fact another country already does it. That country is Canada, and it celebrates Thanksgiving in October. We should too.

Read the full article.



This article has been updated to more fully and accurately reflect James Shapiro's perspective.

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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The Trends <em>Atlantic</em> Writers Love and Hate

Six answers to the question: "What's a trend you wish would come back, and one you wish would go away?"

by Isabel Fattal




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.


Thanksgiving can be a time to reconnect with the things we watched, wore, and listened to in the past (especially for those staying in their childhood bedrooms this weekend). Today we asked six Atlantic writers and editors to answer the question: What's a trend you wish would come back, and one you wish would go away?



Come back: The most glamorous design for a hardcover book is when the front cover has text only--in a very dramatic typeface--and the back cover has a giant photo of the author. This trend had a good 20-year run at least. I'm talking about a gorgeous edition of Nabokov's Speak, Memory (1966), the first edition of John le Carre's Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (1974), the first edition of Don DeLillo's White Noise (1985). Instantly recognizable E. B. White (1977) and Joan Didion (1979) essay collections. Patty Hearst's memoir (1982)! Today's tiny photos and floral designs (or whatever) are too demure.

Go away: You order a glass of wine, in part, so that you can hold a wine glass. And that's why you're happy to pay $15 for a glass of wine poured from a $15 bottle--because you're sitting in a restaurant and holding a wine glass and feeling elegant. Tragically, hip restaurants and trendy wine bars now serve wine in juice glasses (for children) or other stubby, unelegant vessels inspired by "tavern" glassware. And for what reason? Because it seems less pretentious? I can be unpretentious at home!

-- Kaitlyn Tiffany, staff writer

***

Come back: My parents disconnected their landline, but the number is seared in my mind alongside the other home numbers of my childhood friends. I recently learned that my internet provider offers a free landline, and my apartment has a number of its own. All I have to do is plug a phone into the jack. It's an idyllic thought: coming home, putting my cellphone--and all its distractions--away, but not being disconnected. I can still chat aimlessly with my sister while doing chores, or catch up with a long-distance friend. I'm all for bringing back the landline as a way to create a just-large-enough opening for the outside world to reach me.

Go away: The quantification of the body through fitness trackers can be helpful when they show you your activity levels or other health markers, but I'm ready to let go of sleep scores. Seeing a negative score can make you feel more tired (no matter how you slept), or lead to orthosomnia, the obsession with getting "perfect" sleep. I'm also wary of what the philosopher C. Thi Nguyen calls "value capture," when we adopt simplified metrics as our goals, often because technology provides them to us. I used to struggle with my sleep, and I addressed it through making more time for rest, managing anxiety, and, paradoxically, paying less attention to whether I was getting an A in sleeping. The last thing I want to see after a fitful night is a number telling me how badly I've slept. I promise, I already know.

-- Shayla Love, staff writer

***



Come back: It happened to me: I wore transition lenses. It was 2009, and I was living in Washington, D.C., the global capital of un-fashion. I somehow let the optometrist convince me that I could save money if I bought eyeglasses that doubled as sunglasses. As a result, for five minutes after going indoors or out, I saw the world through a fuzzy gray veil. It was an off-putting choice even by D.C. standards. Friends questioned my judgment; second dates were rare. But in retrospect, it expressed something real: both pragmatism and a proud disregard for good taste.

It's time for us to re-embrace fashion with a practical purpose. Cargo shorts, thank goodness, are back. What can match the joy of striding down the sidewalk, bag-free yet with any item--phone, wallet, tissues, Advil, sunscreen, water bottle, loose fruit, paperback novels--within easy reach? (Plus, an article of clothing so visually heinous now connotes rebellion.) The fanny pack went from trend to joke to respectable garment. And walking is nice, but have you tried gliding gracefully across the cityscape? This is why God invented Heelys.

Go away: Then again, utilitarian fashion has led to some dark places. The first time I saw an Apple Watch, I was skeptical--who'd want to be harassed by text messages 24/7? I was wrong about what my fellow humans wanted, but I stand by the principle. Digital garments are the opposite of their analog analogues: They invade our psychic space in the name of convenience. They provide the illusion of control while in fact controlling the user. There's a slippery slope from Apple Watches and Meta glasses to AirPods that pipe conversation topics into your ears and beanies that scan your brain waves. Too much pragmatism turns us all into tools.

-- Christopher Beam, writing fellow

***

Come back: I want what was known as the "Global Village Coffeehouse" aesthetic of the late 1980s to early 2000s back. The style was in part a reaction to the ascent of the early tech boom and invoked an ambiguous bohemian warmth. Global Village Coffeehouse recalled a global culture that made no sense and referred to no specific place. It was perfect because it was flawed. Its designs--commonly found in second-wave coffee shops--were loopy and bordered on messy, but they had an internal logic: a sort of contained chaos unlike modern Scandinavian minimalism and mid-century modern. Global Village Coffeehouse interiors were inclusive and not intimidating, and they did not photograph particularly well. The point was to not have an experience that could be broadcast later via an image on an app. It was to have the experience and walk away feeling good.

Go away: LinkedIn posting is eternally baffling, and it needs to be stopped. In the way that TikTok turned humans into marionettes as it puppeteers them into doing viral dances ad infinitum, LinkedIn has turned people I am fond of into something utterly unrecognizable: people who post about their passion for "finding unique solutions to hurdles in developing brand strategy." I suspect that the LinkedIn posters I know personally are not actually passionate about these things, because they never come up in real-life conversation. This stuff is not good for the soul. It's not good for my soul to see people I know turn into this, and it's not good for your soul to be forced to publicly say that you love things you actually do not.

-- Ali Breland, staff writer

***

Come back: Albums, especially those released by the legendary jazz company Blue Note Records, used to feature essays printed on the back of the sleeve. Usually written by music critics or knowledgeable scenesters, the essays could be explanatory, evocative, and at times esoteric; the dispatch accompanying Wayne Shorter's 1966 release Speak No Evil, for instance, links the tenor saxophonist to Edgar Allen Poe within two sentences. These notes were informative introductions to the tunes, but they also contextualized the musicians' stylistic influences and artistic development. At a time when recordings have been atomized into algorithmically selected tracks and stan culture encourages the artists' enshrinement as purveyors of perfection, it is valuable to be reminded that music is a craft produced by fallible, striving souls, in a room with others.

Go away: Until recently, the sky was one of the few precious parts of our world where the internet couldn't reach us. Now, at the click of some buttons (albeit for a ransom), a dark plane becomes a steampunk arcade of glowing screens.

Bah! Once, humans accomplishing sustained flight was so magical that the appearance of the first hot-air balloons started "balloonomania" across Europe, as well it should have. Now we're so desensitized to our bodies vaulting between cities that we need TikTok, Netflix, and email to keep our attention aloft. But without Wi-Fi we could chat with strangers, read a good magazine or a bad book, or just stare out the window and enjoy a good old-fashioned Ponder. Let's go back to a time when nothing on our phones or laptops could possibly feel as magnificent as simply being in the air.

-- Evan McMurry, senior editor overseeing audience

***

And staff writer Jennifer Senior kept her replies concise:

Come back: Big hair.

Go away: The internet.



Here are three stories from The Atlantic:

 	How the Ivy League broke America
 	A guide for the politically homeless
 	A ridiculous, perfect way to make friends
 




The Atlantic Gift Guide


Photograph by Joanna McClure for The Atlantic. Set design by Abby Walton for The Atlantic.



The Atlantic has chosen 65 gifts for bringing more merriment, adventure, and wonder to the ones you love. Read our gift guide.



Culture Break


Nanna Heitmann / Magnum



Watch. In 2020, our critic compiled a list of 25 feel-good movies you'll want to watch again and again.

Read. "Ours was a sky real estate so dark, we could track / the Milky Way cartwheeling over our house / could hold the plasmic whiskers of its twilit clouds / accountable for our paradoxes"

Spend time with a poem by Miciah Pendarvis.



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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        2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar (25 photos)
        It's time once more for one of my favorite holiday traditions: the 17th annual Space Telescope Advent Calendar, featuring remarkable images from both NASA's Hubble telescope and James Webb Space Telescope. Every day until Wednesday, December 25, this page will present a new, incredible image of our universe from one of these two telescopes. Be sure to come back every day until Christmas, and follow us on social media for daily updates. I hope you enjoy these amazing and awe-inspiring images, as w...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Doo Dah, Horse Play, Cloud Falls (35 photos)
        An autonomous delivery robot in Barcelona, a heat wave in Australia, a triceratops auction in France, a reef shark in the Red Sea, a lava flow in southwestern Iceland, migratory birds in flight over China, Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City, and much more
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        2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            It's time once more for one of my favorite holiday traditions: the 17th annual Space Telescope Advent Calendar, featuring remarkable images from both NASA's Hubble telescope and James Webb Space Telescope. Every day until Wednesday, December 25, this page will present a new, incredible image of our universe from one of these two telescopes. Be sure to come back every day until Christmas, and follow us on social media for daily updates. I hope you enjoy these amazing and awe-inspiring images, as well as the continued efforts of the science teams that bring them to Earth--it is a joy to put this calendar together each December.


Wishing you all a Merry Christmas, happy holidays, and peace on Earth.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A telescope view of a swirling spiral galaxy lined with bright pink patches and lanes of dark dust]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grand spiral: The spiral galaxy NGC 5248, located 42 million light-years from Earth, is one of the so-called grand-design spirals, with prominent spiral arms that reach from near the core out through the disc. It also has a faint bar structure in the center, which is difficult to see in this visible-light portrait from the Hubble space telescope. Features like these, which break the rotational symmetry of a galaxy, can feed gas from a galaxy's outer reaches to inner star-forming regions, and even to a galaxy's central black hole, where it can kick-start an active galactic nucleus. These flows of gas have shaped NGC 5248 in a big way; the spiral has many bright starburst regions of intense star formation spread across its disc, and it is dominated by a population of young stars.
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                [image: The interior of a nebula filled with many stars and clumpy clouds of gas illuminated shades of blue, orange, and red]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Inside a Stellar Nursery. This image shows the center of the Serpens Nebula as seen by the James Webb Space Telescope's Near-InfraRed Camera. The Serpens Nebula, located 1,300 light-years from Earth, is home to a particularly dense cluster of newly-forming stars, some of which will eventually grow to the mass of our Sun. Webb's image of this nebula reveals a grouping of aligned protostellar outflows (seen in the top left). These jets are identified by bright clumpy streaks that appear red, which are shock waves caused when the jet hits the surrounding gas and dust. Throughout this image filaments and wisps of different hues represent reflected starlight from still-forming protostars within the cloud.
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                [image: A telescopic view of a hazy galaxy lined with lanes of dust that form a rough wavy pattern]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ripples from a galactic merger. The Hubble Space Telescope brings us this nearly edge-on view of the lenticular galaxy NGC 4753. Lenticular galaxies have an elliptical shape and ill-defined spiral arms. NGC 4753 sits about 60 million light-years from Earth, and is believed to have merged with a nearby dwarf galaxy about 1.3 billion years ago, creating the distinctive wavy dust lanes around its nucleus.
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                [image: A view of the planet Jupiter, showing many broad and multi-colored bands of swirling storms in its atmosphere, and one small moon that casts a shadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stormy Weather. A prominent string of alternating storms is visible across the low northern latitudes of Jupiter, forming a "vortex street" as some planetary astronomers call it. Hubble recently observed this wave pattern of nested cyclones and anticyclones, locked together like the alternating gears. If the storms get close enough to each other and merge together, they could build an even larger storm, potentially rivaling the current size of the Great Red Spot. The orange moon Io photobombs this view, casting a shadow onto Jupiter's cloudtops. For a sense of scale, Io is about one quarter of the Earth's own diameter, or just a bit larger than our own moon.
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                [image: A telescope view of a cloud-like structure of gas and dust at the bottom of the image, with distant stars and galaxies visible above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beyond the Mane. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope captures the sharpest infrared images to date of the Horsehead Nebula, and a night sky full of distant galaxies beyond. It shows a section of the sky in the constellation Orion, above the turbulent waves of dust and gas of the Horsehead nebula, otherwise known as Barnard 33, which resides roughly 1,300 light-years away.
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                Only two weeks left
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                One week to go!
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                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coming soon
                #
            

            
                
                
                The Atlantic
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    
  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/2024/12/2024-space-telescope-advent-calendar/680839/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Doo Dah, Horse Play, Cloud Falls

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 29, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus
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                [image: President Joe Biden stands beside a turkey during an event at the White House.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Joe Biden pardons the National Thanksgiving Turkeys Peach and Blossom during an event on the South Lawn of the White House, in Washington, D.C., on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: A large parade float featuring a turkey in a top hat moves past a crowd under a cloud of confetti.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Confetti is fired in the air at the start of the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, in New York City, on November 28, 2024.
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                [image: Many people record video with various devices in a crowd in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People record video as Christmas illuminations are switched on at Passeig de Gracia, in Barcelona, Spain, on November 28, 2024.
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                [image: People walk through a long corridor walled with many mirrors at varying angles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk in a corridor with mirrors at the exhibition "Ice. Life" in St. Petersburg, Russia, on November 23, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd crushes in around a prison van as a man in the van's doorway raises a hand, making a "V" with two fingers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Bangladeshi Hindu leader Krishna Das Prabhu shows a victory sign as he is taken in a police van after a court ordered him detained pending further proceedings, in Chattogram, Bangladesh, on November 26, 2024. Das faces sedition charges; his Hindu supporters and other minorities in Bangladesh are calling for stronger protections, alleging targeted attacks in recent months.
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                [image: Autumn-colored trees surround a traditional covered bridge in Japan.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Autumn leaves, seen at their peak, surround Tsutenkyo Bridge on the grounds of Tofukuji Temple, in the city of Kyoto, Japan, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: A large flock of waterfowl flies above wetland.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migratory birds fly over Hongze Lake Wetland National Nature Reserve, in Suqian, Jiangsu province, China, on November 23, 2024.
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                [image: Many small distorted images of a mural of the artist Frida Kahlo are seen refracted in raindrops on a car window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A mural of the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo is seen refracted in raindrops on a car window in Fulton, California, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: A diver, seen from above, tumbles during a dive into pool water below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An athlete practices prior to the boys' three-meter-springboard preliminaries at Julio Delamare Aquatics Centre on day two of the World Aquatics Junior Diving Championships 2024, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of lava flowing over a road and rocky ground dusted with snow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Molten lava flows over the road to the Blue Lagoon, Grindavik, after the most recent volcanic eruption that started last week, on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on November 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person paddles a small raft past burning houses built on pilings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man watches houses burn at Tondo, in Manila, Philippines, on November 24, 2024. Raging flames and thick smoke billowed into the sky as a fire ripped through hundreds of houses in a closely built slum area.
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                [image: A sea of clouds cascades like a waterfall down a mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sea of clouds cascades like a waterfall down the peaks of Mount Yingpan on November 26, 2024, in Ji'an, Jiangxi province, China.
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                [image: A shark swims with several striped fish companions.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ji'an reef shark swims in the Red Sea off Egypt, seen on November 18, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sebnem Coskun / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Standing in shallow lake water, flamingos rest, their long necks twisted around and their heads resting on their backs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flamingos rest in Gediz Delta, where they spend their winter, in Izmir, Turkey, on November 24, 2024.
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                [image: Bomb-damaged structures and a water-filled crater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damaged structures at the Lebanese-Syrian border crossing of Arida, seen following an Israeli strike that occurred late on Tuesday, in Lebanon, photographed on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: Smoke and flames erupt from a building hit in an Israeli air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke and flames erupt from a building hit in an Israeli air strike in Chiyah, in the southern suburb of Beirut, Lebanon, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people crushes outside a bakery, reaching out to try to buy bread.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hundreds of Palestinians wait for their turn in front of a bakery to buy bread under hard conditions in Deir al Balah, Gaza, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooded trailer park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the Billing Aquadrome Holiday Park, flooded after heavy rain in Northampton, England, on November 25, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                Dan Kitwood / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The sun rises behind tall city buildings, seen from a distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises behind the buildings of the banking district in Frankfurt, Germany, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: Two Osprey aircraft sit on the ground, their twin rotors spinning and making green circles as lights at the tips of the blades spin around.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in President Joe Biden's entourage disembark from an Osprey aircraft after landing on Staten Island, New York, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a small, narrow boat with a roof covered in grass and plants]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A light shines in a window of an old and wrecked boat that has sat for more than 30 years in a side arm of the river Main in Frankfurt, Germany, on November 26, 2024.
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                [image: Complex scaffolding on Notre-Dame]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph shows scaffolding on Notre-Dame de Paris a few days before its reopening, on November 25, 2024. The cathedral is set to reopen early December 2024, five years after the devastating 2019 fire, with a planned weekend of ceremonies on December 7 and 8.
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                [image: The holiday-decorated multistory gallery of a shopping mall in France]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Christmas tree stands inside the Galeries Lafayette Paris Haussmann, in central Paris, France, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: A bird flies past a statue of three men reaching forward, making it appear as if the bird is escaping the men.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bird flies past a statue in Bucharest, Romania, on November 22, 2024.
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                [image: A person tends to the fossilized skull of a triceratops while on a sidewalk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iacopo Briano, an expert in paleontology and natural history, unloads the skull of a triceratops during a preview before it is put up for auction in Boulogne-Billancourt, France, on November 28, 2024.
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                [image: A deer faces the camera, squinting during a snow storm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer stands in an area designed to introduce wild animals into the natural environment in Siklik Nature Park, in Corum, Turkey, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: A black squirrel with tufted ears perches on a wall on a snowy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A squirrel looks for food after a snowfall in Shenyang, Liaoning province, China, on November 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two horses interact, throwing their heads around, displaying wild manes and expressions.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Icelandic horses play at a stud farm in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on November 26, 2024.
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                [image: A shirtless soccer player jumps in celebration as his teammates run toward him on a soccer pitch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Liverpool striker Mohamed Salah celebrates after shooting a penalty kick and scoring his team's third goal during the English Premier League football match between Southampton and Liverpool at St Mary's Stadium, in Southampton, England, on November 24, 2024.
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                [image: A supporter of a presidential candidate wears red, white, and blue full-face makeup.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A supporter of Yamandu Orsi, Uruguay's presidential candidate for the Frente Amplio party, waits for the results of the presidential runoff election at the Rambla of Montevideo, on November 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person tends to the long veil of a bride as a couple has wedding photos taken atop a mountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple takes photos at the summit of Haleakala National Park, near Kula, Hawaii, on November 23, 2024.
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                [image: Surfers paddle toward waves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Surfers paddle toward waves at Bondi Beach, in Sydney, Australia, on November 27, 2024. Australians are at risk of enduring rolling blackouts this week amid a heat wave sweeping through the region and unexpected coal outages across the state of New South Wales.
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                [image: A small six-wheeled autonomous vehicle rolls past a flower shop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A delivery robot called Ona rolls past a flower shop in the center of Barcelona during a pilot test on November 22, 2024. Researchers with the Institute of Robotics and Industrial Informatics are testing an autonomous electric vehicle for last-mile delivery services, designed to reduce the noise, environmental, and traffic impact associated with traditional freight-transport vehicles.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Josep Lago / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Lights illuminate a traditional Christmas market in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lights illuminate a traditional Christmas Market that opened in Frankfurt, Germany, on November 25, 2024.
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                [image: A child in a dinosaur costume rides on his father's shoulders on a street after a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young spectator dressed as a dinosaur rests on his father's shoulders during the annual Pasadena Doo Dah Parade, in Pasadena, California, on November 24, 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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