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        Compose Your Very Own Ode to Joy
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A few weeks ago, I wrote about happiness and music but didn't mention perhaps the most famously joyful work ever written: Ludwig van Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, composed in 1824, which ends with the famous anthem "Ode to Joy," based on Friedrich Schiller's poem "An die Freude." In the symphony's fourth movement, with the orchestra playing at full volume, a huge choir belts out these famous lyrics...

      

      
        A Clash of Titans
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScIDay 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a clash of titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large, luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink...

      

      
        A Novel That Disrupts a Fundamental Law of the Universe
        Rhian Sasseen

        Some years after his theory of relativity changed our fundamental understanding of the concept of time, Einstein wrote that "there is no audible tick-tock everywhere in the world that can be considered time." What he meant was that timekeeping as we understand it--the seconds, minutes, and hours meted out to us precisely by our clocks--does not exist in any physical way. Clock time is a human invention, a system that we impose upon the world in an attempt to maintain, for our own sanity, some sembl...

      

      
        Will January 6 Be Memory-Holed?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThere are two very different stories out there about what happened on January 6. One is the truth, laid down by then-Representative Liz Cheney and others on the House Select Committee: Donald Trump "mobilized an angry mob and sent them to the United States Capitol, where they attacked police officers, invaded the building and halted the official counting of electoral votes" in an attempt to "overturn the 2020 presidential...

      

      
        The Ozempic Flip-Flop
        Sarah Zhang

        Photographs by Kristian ThackerA few years ago, West Virginia, which has the highest obesity rate in the nation, quietly began a small and unusual pilot program that would touch hundreds of lives: It started covering obesity drugs for state employees--even as many other insurers balked at what they considered expensive "vanity" drugs.The program was, by health measures, a success. Patients shed as much as 120 pounds, their cholesterol dropped, their prediabetes faded, and they cut down on blood-pr...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year
        Alan Taylor

        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."To receive an email notification every time new photo stor...

      

      
        Is This How Democrats Win Back the Working Class?
        Tyler Austin Harper

        A week after Donald Trump won the presidency again, I sat across from Chris Murphy in his minimalist but well-appointed D.C. office. The Connecticut senator sounded like a man who had done a speedrun through all five stages of grief and was ready to talk about what comes next: how his party could learn from its loss and win over--or win back--voters in 2026 and 2028. "I have thought for a long time that there's a race between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party," Murphy told me. "And the ...

      

      
        The 13 Best TV Shows of 2024
        Shirley Li

        Editor's Note: Find all of The Atlantic's "Best of 2024" coverage here. Anyone could be forgiven for struggling to remember which TV shows aired in 2024. Whereas 2023 gave audiences the final chapters of several beloved shows--Succession, Barry, Reservation Dogs--this year may have reminded them that Hollywood is still playing catch-up after the end of the dual writers' and actors' strikes. Studios are also clearly struggling with the same financial and artistic issues that the strikes highlighted:...

      

      
        The Government's Disturbing Rationale for Banning TikTok
        Evelyn Douek

        Last week, a federal court upheld the extraordinary use of government power against TikTok, the social-media platform that an estimated 170 million Americans use to dance, sing, talk about politics, and engage in a lot of other First Amendment-protected expression. A three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit unanimously dismissed TikTok's challenge to a law requiring that the app--currently a subsidiary of the Chinese tech company ByteDance--be sold to new owners by Januar...

      

      
        A Scandalous Resignation
        Jonathan Chait

        When Donald Trump fired FBI Director James Comey, in 2017, I was about to drive my daughter and some of her friends to a soccer tryout. I remember that the news came moments before we left; once we arrived, I sat on a bench next to the soccer field, scrolling through incredulous and fearful reactions on Twitter. The news was widely considered akin to Richard Nixon's Saturday Night Massacre, one of the most odious scandals in American history. TRUMP FIRES COMEY AMID RUSSIA INQUIRY, screamed a bann...

      

      
        The Crisis Neither Party Is Equipped to Handle
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In 1957, the Soviet Union shocked the world with the launch of its Earth-orbiting Sputnik satellite. The United States, fearful of the security risk and hoping to make the nation more competitive with foreign powers, reacted with dramatic investments in science-and-technology education. In 1983, "A Nati...

      

      
        This Is How Political Violence Goes Mainstream
        Ali Breland

        It is tempting to think of political extremists as those who have had their brain flambeed by a steady media diet of oddball podcasters, fringe YouTubers, and "do your own research" conspiracists. Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a Black church in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015, was known to hang out in white-supremacist forums. Robert Bowers frequently posted racist content on the right-wing site Gab, where he wrote "Screw your optics, I'm going in" just before murdering 11 people at ...

      

      
        Decivilization May Already Be Under Way
        Adrienne LaFrance

        The line between a normal, functioning society and catastrophic decivilization can be crossed with a single act of mayhem. This is why, for those who have studied violence closely, the brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and, more important, the brazenness of the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed and the conditions that exacerbate it.In recent days, journalists and other observe...

      

      
        Luigi Mangione's Commonplace, Deplorable Politics
        Graeme Wood

        In the last scene of Terrence Malick's 1973 film, Badlands, a recently arrested spree killer is sitting handcuffed next to a state trooper. Unperturbed by the prospect of the electric chair, the killer compliments the trooper's state-issued Stetson. "You're quite an individual, Kit," the trooper says. Kit looks at him and deadpans: "Think they'll take that into consideration?"Luigi Mangione, the man charged with murdering the CEO of UnitedHealthcare last week in Midtown Manhattan, is quite an ind...

      

      
        Read These Six Books--Just Trust Us
        Tajja Isen

        Books are, despite the common adage, often intended to be judged by their covers. Their jacket flaps include marketing copy designed to entice a browser to buy (and, ideally, read) them, teasing the details of their plot, their mood, or the flavor of their prose. But these polished descriptions, like many attempts to summarize compelling stories, rarely convey the excitement of reading a book that genuinely surprises you. Perhaps a better introduction to a title is no introduction--a friend saying...

      

      
        Self-Portrait: Winter Landscape, 1997
        Shara McCallum

        through cracks in the stone foundation
entered drafts of air and mice
I could not bring myself to kill
so trapped them
in translucent boxes with a door
that swung only one way in
not meaning to but terrorizing
them quickly dehydrating
their small bodies 'til I heard
frenzied scratching and hurried
to free them to the frozen fields
from which soon enough
they'd run back reentering
the warm cellar before
creeping up to the kitchen larder
and we'd begin again
all that winter as the house
seeped into...

      

      
        'Dumbed-Down Catholicism Was a Disaster'
        Molly Worthen

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Nick Chancey was a boy in West Virginia, he didn't have much time for Christianity. He spent the occasional Sunday hiking into the woods with his father to offer a cup of milk and a handful of quarters to forest fairies. His dad kept a small Buddhist statue at home, and dabbled in Native American spirituality and "druid and Celtic stuff," Chancey told me. "It was not uncommon for the Baptist preacher in ...

      

      
        Nikki Giovanni's Wondrous Celebrations of Black Life
        Hannah Giorgis

        In the last years of her life, Nikki Giovanni felt her memory fading. At the beginning of the 2023 documentary Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project, she offered an inventive take on how the loss affected her: "I remember what's important, and I make up the rest. That's what storytelling is all about." Giovanni's playful reflection on aging and the alchemy of storytelling captured an essential truth about her work. The poet and scholar, who died Monday at 81, was a gifted chronicler of the wo...

      

      
        Gazing Deeply Through Time
        Alan Taylor

        ESA/Webb, NASA & CSA, L. Bradley, A. Adamo, and the Cosmic Spring collaborationDay 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: gazing deeply through time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly lensed galaxy emitting light from when the universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97 percent of cosmic time.See the full advent calendar here, where a n...

      

      
        Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear
        Charlie Warzel

        For years, crypto skeptics have asked, What is this for? And for years, boosters have struggled to offer up a satisfactory answer. They argue that the blockchain--the technology upon which cryptocurrencies and other such applications are built--is itself a genius technological invention, an elegant mechanism for documenting ownership online and fostering digital community. Or they say that it is a foundation on which to build and fund a third, hyperfinancialized iteration of the internet where you ...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months
        Alan Taylor

        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."To receive an email notification every time ...

      

      
        The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back
        Adrienne LaFrance

        Photographs by Brendan George KoRead this article in Hawaiian.At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in prison for a time, more than three decades ago. ...

      

      
        The Trump Family's Many Entanglements
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.President-Elect Donald Trump is, in some respects, a family man. During his first term in the White House, his children regularly surrounded him, appearing in important meetings and at major public events. Ivanka Trump served in an unpaid advisory role to the president, along with her husband, Jared Kus...

      

      
        The Conversation Democrats Need to Have
        Jon Favreau

        In the weeks since the election, I've been thinking about the woman who told me she'd heard that Kamala Harris "let in all the illegals who killed all those cops."I met her when a few of us from Pod Save America were knocking doors in Las Vegas the Sunday before the election. She was listed in the voter file as a 72-year-old registered Democrat who hadn't voted yet, so we rang the doorbell and were greeted by a small Asian woman and a very large dog. Her broken English wasn't easy to understand, ...

      

      
        My Friend Outed Me to Her Conservative Parents
        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,A few months ago, I came out to my high-school friend group as bisexual. They were supportive and appreciated my request to keep it on the down-low. (It's not that I'm ashamed;...
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Compose Your Very Own Ode to Joy

If you work on the traits of a happier personality, you can be that happier person.

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.

A few weeks ago, I wrote about happiness and music but didn't mention perhaps the most famously joyful work ever written: Ludwig van Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, composed in 1824, which ends with the famous anthem "Ode to Joy," based on Friedrich Schiller's poem "An die Freude." In the symphony's fourth movement, with the orchestra playing at full volume, a huge choir belts out these famous lyrics: "Freude, schoner Gotterfunken / Tochter aus Elysium / Wir betreten feuertrunken / Himmlische, dein Heiligtum!" In English: "Joy, thou shining spark of God / Daughter of Elysium / With fiery rapture, goddess / We approach thy shrine!"

You might assume that Beethoven, whose 254th birthday classical-music fans will celebrate this coming week, was a characteristically joyful man. You would be incorrect in that assumption. He was well known among his contemporaries as an irascible, melancholic, hypercritical grouch. He never sustained a romantic relationship that led to marriage, was mercurial in his friendships, and was sly about his professional obligations.

Perhaps all of that seems only natural, given the fact that Beethoven progressively lost his hearing and was therefore deaf when he wrote his later works (including the Ninth Symphony). But we have ample evidence that his unhappy personality predated his deafness. Even before his hearing loss set in, for example, he complained bitterly about his music's shortcomings, as he saw them. He is said to have reviled what was probably his most popular early composition, the Septet in E-flat Major, as "that damned thing! I wish [the score] were burned!"

At the same time, he clearly saw--and regretted--the effects of his unhappy personality. "I can easily imagine what you must think of me," he wrote to an "esteemed friend" in 1787, "and I cannot deny that you have too good grounds for an unfavorable opinion."

Perhaps you can relate to Beethoven: You recognize that you have some unhappy personality traits--and, like him, you regret that. If you would like to know how to change and acquire a happier personality, here's how.

Read: Beethoven's punk-rock 8th symphony

Personality is a focus for many social scientists, myself included, and I have written about it in several different columns. The most common way to measure personality is by using the so-called Big Five Personality Traits, which can be remembered via the acronym OCEAN: openness (to experience), conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. You can take this test yourself online and see how you rank on each dimension, compared with the overall population of test-takers.

Scholars have used the Big Five assessment in novel ways. For example, they have found that high conscientiousness is a good predictor of job performance, academic performance, and longevity. Extroversion, openness, and neuroticism are predictive of higher-than-average social-media use; the first two of these (but not the third) also correlate with leadership effectiveness. Risk-taking behavior is associated with high openness and low conscientiousness. Creativity is most related to openness--which makes sense, because a willingness to experiment and try new things is typically part of a creative process.

Scholars have also studied the role personality plays in happiness. Two psychologists writing in the Journal of Personality in 2024 found that up to 54 percent of well-being is explained by the combination that a person has of these personality traits. Researchers have also looked at what causes unhappiness; they identify high neuroticism (which typically makes people feel misunderstood), low extroversion (which can reduce people's sense of excitement about life), and low conscientiousness (which tends to make a person indecisive).

Thanks to such studies, we can also break down life satisfaction into three components and see how different personality traits affect our happiness in various ways. For example, relationship satisfaction (with an intimate partner) is best predicted by high agreeableness, extroversion, and conscientiousness, and low neuroticism. Meanwhile, high conscientiousness best predicts work satisfaction, while agreeableness and extroversion are associated with highest social satisfaction. Very conscientious people tend to have good marriages and jobs; very agreeable people tend to have plenty of good friends.

Based on all of this, we can reconstruct a personality portrait of Beethoven. We know that he was generally unhappy, struggled with intimate relationships and close friendships, was intensely creative, and was passionate about his work, but unreliable and dissatisfied with it. So he probably scored very high in openness, fairly low in conscientiousness, low in extroversion, very low in agreeableness, and extremely high in neuroticism.

From the March 2022 issue: I gave myself three months to change my personality

What does your own personality profile say about your well-being? Mine is an accurate predictor of high happiness--though also of moderately high unhappiness. This is because I rate near the top in openness, conscientiousness, and extroversion, but am in the middle in agreeableness and neuroticism.

If, like my colleague Olga Khazan, who tried to change her personality, you suspect that your personality is keeping you from living your best life, you may want to accentuate the positive elements and dial down the negative parts. The research on this is clear: With targeted effort, you can do so.

To begin with, realize that what you do matters a lot more than what you feel. For example, just because you feel disagreeable doesn't mean that you must inevitably behave disagreeably. To do so is to hand management of your life over to your limbic system (which processes emotions) rather than your prefrontal cortex (which enables you to make conscious decisions).

Being ruled by the limbic system is how your dog lives. You can do better.

Feelings aside, make a resolution to behave as a happier person would--someone who enjoys a good intimate relationship, close friendships, and their work. To follow that model, scholars recommend such habits and practices as taking an interest in others and engaging in acts of kindness, counting your blessings and savoring good moments, committing to goals, learning to worry less, increasing your faith or meditation practice, forgiving others, and taking positive steps to get physically healthier.

Easy, right? You don't, in fact, need to do all of these things, but the research shows that happier people do many of them. And that effect can hold true regardless of your attitude toward doing them: You may feel no desire to do any of them, but if you can manage it anyway, that will probably make you happier.

Amazingly enough, getting happier in this way can change your personality, emphasizing the traits that make happiness easier to achieve and initiating an upward spiral. Researchers writing in the Journal of Personality in 2015 showed that people who score higher in well-being tend over time to become more conscientious, emotionally stable, and agreeable--all of which in turn makes happiness more available to them. Curiously, happiness also tends to make people less extroverted: I'd posit that this simply means that as satisfied people age, they prefer to stay home with loved ones and do their own thing.

Billy Collins: Ode to joy

We have no data on Beethoven's happiness level as he grew older, nor about how his personality changed. A pleasing notion is that perhaps he followed something like the program I suggest above: To become happier, he chose to do something a happier composer might do and write an "Ode to Joy."

He may even have succeeded. On May 7, 1824, he conducted the premiere to a packed house in Vienna. (In case you are wondering how a deaf man could conduct an orchestra, Beethoven had, standing behind him, another maestro whom the orchestra and chorus could follow.) At the end of the performance--culminating in what was the last movement of the last symphony he ever composed--the audience was jubilant. The attendees rose five times to give Beethoven a standing ovation, and threw their hats in the air, which the composer saw only when the musicians physically turned him around to face the audience.

There Beethoven stood, with an expression of amazement and, for a moment at least, of real happiness.
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A Clash of Titans

Day 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a clash of titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large, luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink dots along the spiral arms. Many of these areas are home to actively forming stars that are still encased in the gas and dust that feeds their growth.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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A Novel That Disrupts a Fundamental Law of the Universe

In Solvej Balle's new series, the concept of a time loop is more than a gimmick; it's a way of rethinking human existence.

by Rhian Sasseen




Some years after his theory of relativity changed our fundamental understanding of the concept of time, Einstein wrote that "there is no audible tick-tock everywhere in the world that can be considered time." What he meant was that timekeeping as we understand it--the seconds, minutes, and hours meted out to us precisely by our clocks--does not exist in any physical way. Clock time is a human invention, a system that we impose upon the world in an attempt to maintain, for our own sanity, some semblance of order.

Time in fiction works in a similar way--except that in books, the writer alone controls the organizational system, measuring out time through sentences, paragraphs, and chapters, and moving it in service to the plot. It is only in fiction that time travel--or the stopping of time altogether--is really possible; the reader can start a page on one day and end it in a different year. In her seven-part novel On the Calculation of Volume (the first two books of which are now out in English, as translated by Barbara J. Haveland), the Danish writer Solvej Balle pushes the writer's privilege to its limit. Balle's protagonist, Tara Selter, is a rare-book dealer in France who has found herself trapped within a time loop, a ruminative version of Groundhog Day that sees her endlessly repeating one day, the same day, over and over: November 18.

"Every night when I lie down to sleep ... it is the eighteenth of November and every morning, when I wake up, it is the eighteenth of November," Tara explains near the beginning of Balle's first installment (which was longlisted for the National Book Award in Translated Literature this year). On the Calculation of Volume is a book of hours in its most literal sense, a diary in which Tara tallies each of her November 18ths and her attempts, both hopeful and despairing, to break free from the cycle she is trapped within. Having left the northern French town where she and Thomas, her husband and business partner, run an antique-book business in order to attend an auction in Paris, Tara inexplicably wakes up one morning in a baffling scenario. Time "has fallen apart," and Tara's days are repeating themselves, a fact that becomes clear to her when she watches a fellow hotel guest drop a piece of bread at breakfast at the exact time and place he had done so the morning before. Tara's observations display an increasing sense of desperation over the course of the first book and some of the second as she tries to come to terms with her new reality.

Read: Knausgaard gave you all the clues

There are no more yesterdays in Tara's life, and no tomorrows either. Instead, there is a fluid but constant present with its own internal set of rules. Certain objects travel with Tara as she repeats her November 18ths, like the notebooks--part captain's log and part prison diary--in which she records each day's events. Yet, in contrast with most popular iterations of the time-loop genre, her physical location remains unconstrained: If she falls asleep in a different city from the one in which she began her day, Tara will remain in this new place come morning, rather than be transported back to her hotel room in Paris.

But these rules apply only to Tara, not to anyone else. To the other characters, time seems to be progressing normally, but each time the clock strikes midnight, the day spins backwards and wipes the slate--and their memories--clean. Only Tara is able to remember what happened during the previous iteration of November 18; Thomas, for instance, approaches each November 18 as if it were his first. In a poignant sequence in the first book, Tara is confronted, each morning, with having to explain to Thomas what has happened, and what will occur again. "We could not find the mistake," Tara writes. "We could find patterns and we could find inconsistencies." In the second volume, she will have to do this with her parents too. A listless acceptance will follow, as Tara attempts to forget herself as an individual with a past. "This is how I pass my days: I throw myself into the crowd, I let myself be carried along, I am in motion ... once I have emerged from the metro stations or landed on the sidewalk at a bus stop, I lose momentum. I slow down, stop." The meaning is clear: Without external cues that time is passing, life--even on the page--pauses.

On the Calculation of Volume's premise could, in other hands, be reduced to a gimmick. But in Haveland's rendering, Balle's stripped-down prose has an understated clarity that lends philosophical resonance to this fantastical setup. Both of these volumes move swiftly; their briefness (each is less than 200 pages) is at odds with the feeling of unendingness that attends Tara's predicament. Balle's work disrupts one of the foundational laws of the universe: that time moves forward. Only the act of writing allows Tara to feel some control over her time again. "That is why I began to write," Tara notes near the beginning of the first novel. "Because time has fallen apart. Because I found a ream of paper on the shelf. Because I'm trying to remember. Because the paper remembers. And there may be healing in sentences." But without other people experiencing the same events beside her, do any of her actions matter? Without time, life becomes static, a repetitive series of journal entries all marked with the same date.

Read: When realism is more powerful than science fiction

In the first volume, Tara is still attempting to understand the new order in which she must now structure her life; by its end, she is resigned to her fate and yet proactive about how she will exist within it. "There is something underneath my November day," she muses toward the first book's conclusion, "and the woods tug at me as if it wishes me to stay. It clings to the soles of my boots, it wants to tell me about September and October." A different sort of time exists outside the one dictated by the calendar: the cycle that belongs to nature, reflected in the changing seasons. Tara will, in the second book, devise a clever plan to experience a year's worth of weather thanks to Europe's varying climates. By traveling via train to different countries in tune with imagined seasons--both the warmer southern locales and the colder northern ones--Tara will find a way to feel time passing. But this is of course only an imitation of linearity.

As an antiquarian book dealer, Tara makes her life's work out of the written word, but her connection to books is passive; her profession demands that she regard them as purely physical objects. "My relationship with books has always lain in the eyes and the hands," she admits at one point. But by recording her days, Tara becomes a writer herself. And though the plot of her life may have run away from her, her diary keeping imposes order once again. In chronicling the events of her repeating days, Tara performs the kind of time travel that only writing--not science or technology or engineering--can. She creates a beginning and a middle--and hopefully, eventually, an end.
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Will January 6 Be Memory-Holed?

With Trump teasing pardons for Capitol rioters, <em>Radio Atlantic</em> shares host Hanna Rosin's podcast series <em>We Live Here Now</em>, about the 2021 insurrection and its aftermath.

by Hanna Rosin




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

There are two very different stories out there about what happened on January 6. One is the truth, laid down by then-Representative Liz Cheney and others on the House Select Committee: Donald Trump "mobilized an angry mob and sent them to the United States Capitol, where they attacked police officers, invaded the building and halted the official counting of electoral votes" in an attempt to "overturn the 2020 presidential election and seize power," Cheney says. She has never wavered from that position. In fact, she issued that statement just last week following Trump's suggestion in an NBC interview that she should go to jail for her work on the committee.

Trump, however, has often recounted his own version of what happened on January 6--and he is also not wavering. During his campaign, he called it a day of "love and peace." Postelection, he has continued referring to people who were convicted for their actions that day as "political prisoners" and "hostages," and he's said a handful of times that he will pardon them. (The New York Times recently reported that the Trump transition team is asking certain applicants for positions in his administration what they thought about January 6.)

In a recent Atlantic podcast series hosted by me and my partner, Lauren Ober, we enter this universe of alternative facts. Over the course of six episodes, we speak with J6 prisoners and their families, and Ober reports on her experience as a juror in a January 6 case. Mostly, though, the series is about our neighbor, who we discovered one day is a crucial character in the retelling of January 6. The series is called We Live Here Now, and in this week's Radio Atlantic, we air the first episode.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: The South rewrote the history of the Civil War slowly. What we now know as the Lost Cause myth built steam over time with lectures and magazine stories, then statues and monuments, until eventually it became for some southerners the official narrative of the war--eventually, meaning many decades later.

But back then, there was no TV, no Twitter, no Truth Social to speed up the process of revising history.

A few days ago, Trump did his first postelection interview on NBC with Kristen Welker, and by most accounts, his rhetoric seemed tempered. A typical headline about the interview was "Trump cools on taking revenge against foes." But there was one part, about halfway through the interview, when Trump did not seem so mellow.

Donald Trump: These people--
 Kristen Welker: Yeah.
 Trump: --have been in jail. And I hear the jail is a hellhole. They've done reports, and you would say that's true. They've done reports--this is the most disgusting, filthy place. These people are living in hell.


Rosin: The jail he's talking about is the D.C. jail. "These people" he mentions have been charged with crimes related to the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol. And the big question Trump has just answered is whether he still plans to follow through with his promise to pardon those people who were convicted for the insurrection, to which he responded:

Trump: We're looking at it right now. Most likely, yeah.
 Welker: Well, you know--
 Trump: Those people have suffered long and hard.


Rosin: And then he was asked about officials on the January 6 congressional committee, including Liz Cheney--people who put the real facts of that day on the official record.

Trump: I think those people committed a major crime.
 Welker: Sir--
 Trump: And Cheney was behind it.
 Welker: Well--
 Trump: And so was Bennie Thompson and everybody on that committee.
 Welker: We're going to--
 Trump: For what they did--
 Welker: Yeah--
 Trump: --honestly, they should go to jail.


Rosin: Trump's desire to rewrite January 6 as a day of "love and peace," as he said during his campaign, seems as strong as ever. The day Joe Biden pardoned his son Hunter, Trump posted on Truth Social: "Does the Pardon given by Joe to Hunter include the J-6 Hostages, who have now been imprisoned for years?"

The New York Times reported that the Trump transition team is asking applicants for positions in the Defense Department and intelligence agencies three questions, and one of them is what they thought about January 6.

Now, we don't yet know who Trump will pardon and if he will actually go after Liz Cheney or anyone else on that committee. What we do know is that there are two very different stories being told about that day.

On one side are Liz Cheney, Bennie Thompson, and dozens of Capitol Police officers, not to mention the millions of American citizens who are determined to remember that day for the violent attempt to subvert democracy that it was. On the other side: Trump, hundreds of January 6 prisoners, and probably millions of American citizens who don't know or care enough about that day to think it disqualified Trump from being elected.

On many, many things, these two sides are far apart. But the people who inhabit those two sides, they're just people, and people can always find something in common. That is the spirit that drives what you are about to listen to. It's the first episode of a podcast series we made just before the election. It's called We Live Here Now, and it's driven by the deep--maybe even desperate--belief that no matter who you are talking to and what they believe, you can always ask the question: What are you going through?

The series takes you inside the jail--the supposed hellhole Trump mentions. And in a later episode, we talk to some of those January 6 prisoners who Trump wants to pardon, and we think seriously about how the justice system has treated them.

But mostly, this series is about our neighbors. We discovered, one day, that they're on Trump's side of the January 6 divide. And that is putting it mildly. The podcast is hosted by me, Hanna Rosin, and my partner, Lauren Ober, who is also a journalist. This is the first of six episodes. You can find the rest on the podcast feed, We Live Here Now.

Here's that episode.



Find the transcript of Episode 1 of We Live Here Now at: theatlantic.com/podcasts/we-live-here-now
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The Ozempic Flip-Flop

West Virginia gave obesity drugs to teachers and state employees--then took them away.

by Sarah Zhang


"My insurance set me up for failure," says Hilaria Ireland Swisher. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





A few years ago, West Virginia, which has the highest obesity rate in the nation, quietly began a small and unusual pilot program that would touch hundreds of lives: It started covering obesity drugs for state employees--even as many other insurers balked at what they considered expensive "vanity" drugs.



The program was, by health measures, a success. Patients shed as much as 120 pounds, their cholesterol dropped, their prediabetes faded, and they cut down on blood-pressure meds. As word began to spread, more patients wanted to join. A school nurse told me her weight loss inspired at least six other teachers and staff to get into the pilot program too.



Then it all came to an abrupt end. In March, the state's Public Employee Insurance Agency (PEIA) decided it could no longer bear the crushing costs of Wegovy and Zepbound. (These obesity drugs are sometimes better known by the brand names Ozempic and Mounjaro, respectively, which is how they are sold for diabetes.) In the months after, PEIA patients began running out of medication. They rationed their remaining supplies, stretching the weekly injections to 10 days, two weeks, even three weeks. They considered copycat compounded versions. One woman began sharing her diabetic mother's Ozempic. Those who could no longer get the drugs felt their "food noise," the constant thoughts about eating that the obesity drugs suppress, return with a vengeance. And they have regained weight.



West Virginia's pilot program is a microcosm of the dilemma posed by new obesity drugs that are at once effective and shockingly expensive. Patients, doctors, and insurers alike are stuck in an intractable situation. Since the program ended, Laura Davisson, the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University, told me, "there's a lot of desperation that we're seeing in our practice." Her center was one of a handful in the state's pilot program, which was always small; it enrolled about 1,000 patients at its peak, a tiny fraction of the more than 200,000 West Virginians who rely on PEIA. (About two in five people in West Virginia have obesity.) And these 1,000 patients have since become unwitting subjects in an experiment about what happens when patients are given a life-changing drug--only to have it taken away.


West Virginia University was one of the few health centers that could prescribe obesity drugs in the state's pilot program. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)









Megan Pigott is what one might call a Wegovy super-responder; she lost 120 pounds, more than a third of her body weight, after starting the drug in 2022. Before that, she had been counting calories since elementary school; she had tried SlimFast shakes, a cabbage-and-green-pepper-soup diet that left her miserable, and an older obesity drug called liraglutide. Nothing worked as well as Wegovy, which WVU prescribed for her as part of a weight-management plan that also included dieting and exercise. The drug is meant to be taken indefinitely, first to help patients lose weight and then to keep it off. Wegovy, Pigott told me, finally gave her hope.



After PEIA cut off coverage, she ran out of Wegovy in July. Half of the weight she lost has already come back. She is now considering a generic version of liraglutide, despite the drug causing vomiting and diarrhea when she previously took it. (Wegovy can cause these side effects, too, but Pigott personally found them milder.) To afford even this cheaper and less effective medication, she plans to drive an hour and half to the nearest Rite Aid, which takes a coupon that reduces the cost to $245 a month. Wegovy's out-of-pocket price, which is more than double that even with a manufacturer's coupon, is out of the question. "I felt like a drug seeker," Pigott told me, going to such lengths for medication to lose weight. She is willing to try because, like other PEIA patients I interviewed, she found that managing her obesity had reversed so much of what ailed her body.



When Cassie Hornbeck Maxwell started Wegovy, she had already been diagnosed with prediabetes, sleep apnea, and polycystic ovarian syndrome, a hormonal disorder that can cause irregular periods--all of which are associated with obesity. "I had given up on myself," she told me. "I had given up on my health." With Wegovy, her health problems faded away one by one: Her blood sugar went down, she stopped needing a CPAP machine to sleep, and her periods became regular. Her experience matches growing anecdotal and clinical evidence that obesity drugs can mitigate these associated conditions.



Hilaria Ireland Swisher has cut her use of blood-pressure medication in half. She told me she had cried when she first started on Zepbound, so overwhelmed was she to have--after a lifetime of dieting, dieting, dieting, and regaining the weight anyway--a drug that might finally end her health struggles. Obesity made her everyday life difficult: She used to lose her breath climbing a flight of stairs, and her feet would ache for days after outlet shopping with friends. But the drug-induced weight loss kicked off a virtuous cycle. She can move without pain, so she can be more active and keep healthier habits. Now she goes to the gym twice a week.



This is why patients on PEIA don't want to lose access to the drugs. Whatever the downsides of the drugs--the long-term side effects are still unknown--patients don't want to go back. The pilot program has been a bit of a roller coaster for patients, says Bisher Mustafa, a weight-management specialist at Marshall Health, one of the centers in the PEIA pilot program. Davisson at WVU has been advocating for PEIA to keep at least the patients in the pilot program on the drugs. Kicking them off Wegovy and Zepbound now, she argues, would reverse the progress already made: "All that money you just put in, you're going to throw away."


Laura Davisson is the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University and sees a lot of desperation in her practice. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





Around the country, however, other insurers faced with the same costs as PEIA have been largely unswayed by the argument that covering obesity drugs will ultimately save money, by preventing obesity-related conditions such as diabetes and heart attacks down the line. North Carolina also dropped coverage for state employees earlier this year, and private insurance has been cutting patients off too. Wegovy and Zepbound are still new enough that firm evidence of cost savings is hard to come by. A handful of studies and simulations, though, suggest that any future health savings will still be dwarfed by the cost of the drugs, at least at current prices. A simulation from Wegovy's manufacturer, Novo Nordisk, for example, found a savings of $85 million over five years for 100,000 patients--but the current list price of Wegovy over that same period would run $8 billion, a huge discrepancy even if insurers do not pay full price



In West Virginia, PEIA says it was struggling with costs: The pilot program for 1,000 patients ran at roughly $15 million a year at its peak. Expanding it to 10,000 patients would require $150 million a year, or 40 percent of the agency's total prescription-drug budget. "I've laid awake at night pretty much since I made the decision," the agency's director, Brian Cunningham, said in June. "But I have a fiduciary responsibility, and that's my No. 1 responsibility." (PEIA did not respond to The Atlantic's questions about ending the pilot program.) Shutting down the pilot program puts West Virginia in line with other states: Most never covered the obesity drugs for state employees in the first place. Only about a quarter of Americans, with any sort of insurance, have coverage for these medications, according to Obesity Coverage Nexus.



For the West Virginians who briefly gained and then lost coverage, this talk of numbers can feel rather abstract compared with the change they feel so viscerally in their bodies every day. To insurers, a heart attack averted might be a number in a spreadsheet, but to patients, this is their life. Some have written letters to PEIA and state legislators pleading their case. Angela Young, a retired state employee (who wasn't part of the pilot but lost coverage when she got on PEIA after a divorce), put it to me most bluntly. She feels the extra weight in the knee she had replaced. She struggles with shortness of breath and heart problems. "I'm assuming," she said, "this is eventually going to kill me."


A billboard just outside of Fairmont, West Virginia, advertises for inexpensive semaglutide, a type of GLP-1 drug. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)









Even a short stint on the obesity drugs, PEIA patients told me, changed their lives in ways beyond the physical. "When you're an overweight person, it's like you're invisible," Lory Osborn said. "Like you're less than a person," Randi Bourne, the school nurse with six co-workers in the pilot program, told me. They had always been aware of the fat-shaming, the willful ignoring, the subtle and not-so-subtle disrespect, but losing weight opened their eyes to just how differently society treated people with obesity. Maxwell felt she had lost part of her identity when she was seen first as "the fat person." Losing weight finally let her be seen as herself--as Cassie--but would regaining it erase a part of her identity again?



The drugs also made Maxwell rethink how she thought about herself and about obesity. Like many, she had long considered obesity a problem of self-discipline and motivation. Being on Wegovy and then Zepbound--feeling the food noise disappear with a tweak in brain chemistry--made her see it as a medical condition. Obesity is more complicated than a simple imbalance of the hormone mimicked by these drugs, but doctors do now generally consider it a chronic disease. Maxwell now sees it that way too.


Lory Osborn felt panic, like the rug was being ripped out from underneath her, when she found out about the pilot program ending. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





To her, and other patients, that makes PEIA's decision all the more unjustifiable. "It's the same thing as giving someone with cancer a cancer drug, or someone with diabetes their insulin," Swisher said of the obesity drugs. Putting them in a different category, many said, felt like yet another instance of discrimination. Historically, the reluctance of insurance companies to cover obesity medications is born out of a belief that obesity is a personal failing. Medicare is still prohibited by law from covering medications for weight loss; the Biden administration recently proposed a rule to sidestep that law, but the Trump administration would need to approve it.



In the fall, PEIA proposed raising premiums for next year. It even cited the high cost of GLP-1 drugs, the class that includes Wegovy and Zepbound, as a key reason. But PEIA had already canceled the obesity-drugs pilot program. The cost, going forward, would be from funding the drugs prescribed for diabetes. (The pilot program was so small that some 86 percent of the money PEIA had been spending on GLP-1 drugs was still for diabetes treatment. However, about two or three times more people in West Virginia have obesity than diabetes, so expanding the pilot program would make obesity costs much higher.) The agency did not propose eliminating coverage for diabetes.



When Pigott started Wegovy, she was prediabetic. "One of the reasons I took the medicine was to prevent myself from getting diabetes," she said. And it worked: Her blood-sugar levels went down. Now her premiums are going up, and she still can't get the drug--not unless, of course, she eventually does develop diabetes. "It doesn't make sense," she said. To get help, she would first have to get sicker.



What have you experienced while taking GLP-1 drugs? Share your story with us.
 
 (By writing to us, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use your response, which we may edit for length or clarity. You are also agreeing that The Atlantic's reporters may contact you at the address provided to discuss whether you would be willing to be interviewed.)
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        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	8:00 AM ET

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An athlete playfully bites a gold medal during a ceremony. Their canine teeth have been modified to look like long fangs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses for a photo during the medal ceremony for the men's shot-put F34 final on day 10 of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games, on September 7, 2024. Valencia had his canine teeth modified to look like fangs in order to break down any stereotypes people may have about Paralympic athletes. He says, "I didn't want to have the same smile as the rest of the world. I've always said that Paralympic sport has to be a spectacle."
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                [image: A huge cloud of dust advances across a plain covered in palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gigantic dust storm known as a "haboob" advances over palm groves in Dongola, in Sudan's Northern State, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: The actor George Clooney playfully poses among dozens of photographers at a red-carpet event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                George Clooney (center) poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the 81st Venice International Film Festival, on September 1, 2024, in Venice, Italy.
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                [image: A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts dust and debris from a nearby building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts out dust and debris during an Israeli strike that reportedly targeted a school in the Zeitoun district, on the outskirts of Gaza City, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep up a long and winding path up a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter, a shepherd and an agricultural engineer, leads sheep up a steep climb during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive in high alpine meadows, near the Oberaletsch and Grosser Aletsch glaciers, in Switzerland, on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A young person leaps over an obstacle while holding a hobbyhorse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors practice their moves before taking part in the U.K. Hobby Horse Championship at Bury Farm Equestrian Center on September 8, 2024, in Slapton, England. Although hobbyhorsing as a form of play has been around for centuries, the modern-day interpretation of the sport originated in Finland. Hobbyhorse competitions feature young enthusiasts trotting, galloping, and cantering on toy horses in various disciplines, such as jumping and dressage. Its popularity has surged in recent years, especially during the early pandemic.
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                [image: Two family members hug a man close.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A former prisoner of war returns to meet his family on September 14, 2024, in the Chernihiv Region, Ukraine. This was the 57th exchange of prisoners since the beginning of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
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                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which was burning in the San Gabriel Mountains, behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A baby pygmy hippo playfully tries to bite a person's arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moo Deng, a pygmy-hippo calf, plays with a zookeeper in the Khao Kheow Open Zoo, in Chonburi province, Thailand, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans on the hood of a car that is surrounded by rushing floodwater on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident helps free a car that became stranded in a flooded stretch of road on the outskirts of Boone, North Carolina, during Tropical Storm Helene, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two men stand on a road beside a large storage tank that has been toppled into the road by flooding.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men inspect damage from flooding in Biltmore Village in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: Vertical streaks of light, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this photo taken with a long exposure, Israeli shelling hits an area in southern Lebanon, as seen from northern Israel, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on top of the remains of a large missile in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand on top of the remains of an Iranian missile in the Negev desert, near Arad, on October 2, 2024, in the aftermath of an Iranian missile attack on Israel.
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                [image: Several soldiers in riot gear ride horses at a gallop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mounted soldiers take part in a military parade during celebrations marking the 79th anniversary of the Indonesian Armed Forces, at Merdeka Square, in Jakarta, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: The northern lights illuminate the sky over an old grain elevator.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights, lights up the sky over an old grain elevator in Brant, Alberta, Canada, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Elon Musk jumps onstage, raising his arms, beside Donald Trump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tesla CEO Elon Musk jumps onstage as he joins former President Donald Trump during a campaign rally at the site of Trump's first assassination attempt, in Butler, Pennsylvania, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A large rocket approaches a tall structure at a slight angle, slowing its descent in preparation for being "grabbed" by arms on the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starship's Super Heavy Booster is grappled at the launchpad in Starbase, near Boca Chica, Texas, on October 13, 2024, during the Starship Flight 5 test. SpaceX successfully "caught" the first-stage booster of its Starship megarocket as it returned to the launchpad after a test flight, a world first in the company's quest for rapid reusability.
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                [image: An overhead view of many people crowding around around a person in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Group members of Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona start to form a human tower called a "castell" during the biannual human-tower competition, in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks were staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hit Florida.
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                [image: A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of snow-covered whale bones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of bowhead-whale bones left over from the village's subsistence hunting, at the end of an unused airstrip near the village of Kaktovik, Alaska, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing leafy military camouflage netting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Olya, a member of the Gang of Angels, a volunteer group that makes camouflage netting for the Armed Forces of Ukraine, poses with a sniper camouflage net on October 13, 2024, in Odesa, Ukraine. Demand for these nets is high, with numerous orders from brigades stationed on the front lines. Soldiers send photos of their surroundings, and the volunteers select fabric colors to match the environment when creating the camouflage netting.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Pierre Crom / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large crowd of people jostle and reach out for food at a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man prepares to toss a bag of bread to another person, as people crowd while queueing for bread outside a bakery in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on October 23, 2024, amid a flour shortage during the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: Sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater, after rare rainfall hit the area last September, in Merzouga, Morocco, on October 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two baseball fans lean over a wall while pulling a baseball from the glove of a player during a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans Austin Capobianco (left) and John Peter (right) interfere with Mookie Betts of the Los Angeles Dodgers as he attempts to catch a fly ball in foul territory during the first inning of Game Four of the 2024 World Series against the New York Yankees, at Yankee Stadium, on October 29, 2024. The play resulted in an out, and the two fans were ejected from the stadium and banned from attending the following game.
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                [image: A 16-foot-tall sculpture shaped like a human hand with a face stands on a rooftop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 16-foot-tall hand sculpture called Quasi stands perched on its fingertips atop the roof of an art gallery in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 30, 2024.
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                Pedestrians stand next to piled-up cars following deadly floods in Sedavi, south of Valencia, eastern Spain, on October 30, 2024.
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                Supporters of former U.S. President Donald Trump celebrate as Fox News declares him the next president of the United States, during an Election Night event at the West Palm Beach Convention Center, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on November 6, 2024.
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                Indigenous activists stage a protest to demand action on climate change, holding large cutouts of the heads of U.S. President Joe Biden, Chinese President Xi Jinping, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba on the waters of Botafogo Bay, ahead of the G20 Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 16, 2024.
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                A drone view shows supporters of Senegal's prime minister and Ousmane Sonko, the head of the ruling Pastef party, attending a campaign rally for the upcoming early legislative election, in Guediawaye, on the outskirts of Dakar, Senegal, on November 13, 2024.
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                Crowds gather during a protest near the parliament building over the results of last month's parliamentary election, on December 6, 2024, in Tbilisi, Georgia. The country's president, Salome Zourabichvili, alleges that last month's parliamentary election, which was won by the ruling Georgian Dream party, was "stolen" amid Russian interference.
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                A car drives past flames from the Franklin Fire, at Pepperdine University, in Malibu, California, on December 10, 2024.
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                An aerial view of traffic around Umayyad Square, in Damascus, Syria, on December 10, 2024, as residents gathered to celebrate the end of the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, after he fled the country following a rapid advance by rebel groups.
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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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Is This How Democrats Win Back the Working Class?

Embracing populism could help the party build a lasting political coalition--if the Republicans don't do it first.

by Tyler Austin Harper




A week after Donald Trump won the presidency again, I sat across from Chris Murphy in his minimalist but well-appointed D.C. office. The Connecticut senator sounded like a man who had done a speedrun through all five stages of grief and was ready to talk about what comes next: how his party could learn from its loss and win over--or win back--voters in 2026 and 2028. "I have thought for a long time that there's a race between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party," Murphy told me. "And the question is: Does the Republican Party become more economically populist in a genuine way before the Democratic Party opens itself up to people who don't agree with us on 100 percent of our social and cultural issues?"

Murphy is onto something. The politics of the average American are not well represented by either party right now. On economic issues, large majorities of the electorate support progressive positions: They say that making sure everyone has health-care coverage is the government's responsibility (62 percent), support raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour (62 percent), strongly or somewhat support free public college (63 percent), and are in favor of federal investment in paid family and medical leave  (73 percent). They also support more government regulation of a variety of industries including banking (53 percent), social media (60 percent), pharmaceuticals (68 percent), and artificial intelligence (72 percent). Yet large majorities of this same American public also take conservative positions on social issues: They think the Supreme Court was right to overturn affirmative action (68 percent), agree that trans athletes should compete only on teams that match their gender assigned at birth (69 percent), believe that third-trimester abortions should be illegal in most circumstances (70 percent), and are at least somewhat concerned about the number of undocumented immigrants entering the country (79 percent).

These facts are not especially convenient for either Democrats or Republicans, which is no doubt why both sides have failed to put forward platforms that represent these views. But lately, more political insiders from both parties have been willing to acknowledge the problem and admit that it's time to move on from neoliberalism, the political ideology that champions market solutions, deregulation, the privatization of public services, and a general laissez-faire approach to the economy.

Read: America's class politics have turned upside down

Substantial obstacles confront populists on both the left and right. Democrats must contend with a college-educated base and party establishment that embraces maximalist positions on social issues, while Republicans must contend with substantial libertarian cliques. But whichever party figures out how to advance a meaningful post-neoliberal platform could unlock a winning and durable political coalition.

Murphy is doing his best to make sure that his side of the aisle beats the Republicans, but he seems far from certain that it will. In an MSNBC interview after the election, the senator sketched out something of a road map for Democrats: "We should return to the party we were in the '70s and '80s, when we had economics as the tent pole and then we let in people who thought differently than us on other social and cultural issues." Murphy was quick to add that this reinvention--or rather, reversion--will be challenging to pull off. "That's a difficult thing for the Democratic Party to do, because we've applied a lot of litmus tests over the years," he observed. "Those litmus tests have added up to a party that is pretty exclusionary and is shrinking, not growing."

In the days and weeks after the election, I spoke with post-neoliberal economists, academics, and leaders of major political nonprofits on the left and the right. Almost all of those I interviewed shared Murphy's view that America's political parties are in an arms race to capture what the senator called, in a 2022 essay for The New Republic, the "silent majority of Americans who want more economic control, more social connection, and more moral markets."

It is a race that some worry the Republicans are winning. Although few on the populist right view Trump as the genuine article--they tend to politely describe the president-elect as a "transitional figure"--he has nominated post-neoliberal and populist sympathizers to major positions in his second administration: Senator Marco Rubio, an industrial-policy aficionado, for secretary of state; the pro-union Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary; the Big Tech skeptic Gail Slater to lead the Justice Department's antitrust division; and, of course, J. D. Vance, whose rise to vice president-elect was greeted with trepidation by Wall Street despite his tech-venture-capital background. Still, most of those I interviewed shared the view that Trump will likely squander his populist goodwill with tax cuts for billionaires and other anti-populist agenda items during his term.

This should produce an opening for the populist left, but there remains a deeper and perhaps more intractable problem: The GOP appears to be locking into place a multiracial coalition of the non-college-educated. These are voters who may prove easier for liberals to lose than to win back. If the Democrats have any hope of once again being the party of the working class, Murphy and others believe, they need to recognize that Americans are desperate for meaning and community.

The language Murphy used in his New Republic essay--invoking morality, self-worth, and social connection--is omnipresent in post-neoliberal discourse. The movement's chief exponents believe that neoliberalism has not only created an economic disaster, but its emphasis on ruthless individualism has also created a crisis of political and social meaning. In the view of Murphy and others, any post-neoliberal politics must cultivate a new social ethic rooted in dignified and fairly remunerated labor. Many of these prominent post-neoliberals, some of them affiliated with the same think tanks and nonprofits that once helped establish the neoliberal consensus, seem convinced that there's a massive voting bloc waiting to be activated: Americans who are moderate or even small-c conservative on social issues, but who also favor a more aggressive, rabble-rousing attack on the country's existing economic system.

"We have not convinced voters in this country that we are serious about redistributing power from people who have it to people who don't have it," Murphy lamented to me. "The solutions we've proposed are largely small-ball, largely adjustments to the existing market. We don't talk about power in the way that Republicans talk about power." Others agreed.

Although many observed that Joe Biden has been arguably the most pro-labor president in decades and has often broken with neoliberal orthodoxy in areas such as industrial policy, they also felt that he never quite captured the narrative or claimed credit for his substantial accomplishments. In other words: There was a widespread sense among the people I spoke with that Biden had working-class policies without working-class politics. "The Democratic Party didn't show that it was really backing the concerns of ordinary people strongly enough, and wasn't identifying well enough with how they saw the world," Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel Prize-winning economist and longtime critic of neoliberalism, told me.

Jon Favreau: The conversation Democrats need to have

For many (though not all) post-neoliberals, the heart of their economic vision is "pre-distribution," a concept popularized by the political scientist Jacob Hacker. Whereas center-left neoliberals tend to favor redistributive tax-and-transfer policies--allowing an unchained market to generate robust growth, and then blunting resulting economic disparities by taking some of the gains from the system's winners and redistributing them to the system's working-class "losers," reducing inequality after the fact--post-neoliberals generally believe that it is better to avoid generating such inequalities in the first place. "The moral of this story," Hacker explains in a 2011 paper, "is that progressive reformers need to focus on market reforms that encourage a more equal distribution of economic power and rewards even before government collects taxes or pays out benefits."

As Hacker (perhaps accidentally) implies with his invocation of the story's "moral," pre-distribution advocates often justify this strategy in ethical or even spiritual terms: Empowering workers to secure better pay and working conditions--say, through unions and sectoral bargaining--is about restoring dignity and revitalizing labor-based forms of community.

"Most people don't want a handout," Chris Murphy recently posted on social media. "They want the rules unrigged so they can succeed on their own." Although some on the left (not unreasonably) disliked the way the senator described certain redistributionist policies as "handouts," these vocabulary complaints distract from Murphy's deeper point. Honest labor is a source of pride, and populists should want an economy where most Americans are paid fairly for work they feel good about rather than suffering poverty wages and waiting for cash floats that keep them above water.

"Most people need opportunities for meaningful work and social recognition in order to feel that their goals in life are worthwhile," the philosopher Daniel Chandler observed in his recent book Free and Equal, which received coverage in both mainstream liberal and left-wing media. "By focusing on increasing market incomes, especially from employment, predistribution helps to maintain the healthy connection between contribution and reward that might be lost if we relied too heavily on redistribution. At the same time, it takes seriously the importance of work for people's sense of self-respect." As Chandler and others see it, many Democrats' inability to grasp the fact that it matters to people not only that they have financial resources but how they acquire them has left the party unable to understand why voters don't reward them for their largesse. Larry Kramer, a former president of the Hewlett Foundation and the current president of the London School of Economics, echoed this view. He insisted to me that reaching the working class is about more than just material conditions: "It's not economic. It's political economy." In his telling, liberals get so wrapped up debating how the economy should be organized that we forget to ask what moral and political ends--that is, what vision of the good life and what kinds of values--markets are supposed to secure in the first place.

Many Democratic insiders believe that post-neoliberal economic policies alone are not sufficient to win back American workers. Social issues will also need to be reconsidered. Stiglitz pointed to immigration as one place where Democrats may need to compromise, a view he shares with others in his post-neoliberal cohort. Murphy helped write a defeated bipartisan border-security bill that would have added Border Patrol officers and made asylum standards more stringent; some critics characterized it as "hard-right." Last year, a hotly discussed book by the socialist journalist John B. Judis and the liberal political scientist Ruy Teixeira likewise packaged a withering critique of neoliberalism with a call to embrace more conservative positions on immigration. Chandler's Free and Equal also quietly endorsed claims that increased immigration depresses wages for low earners and strains public resources. As Chandler argues, "High levels of immigration can make it more difficult to create a stable sense of political community and national identity."

Gun control is another area where flexibility may be prudent in order to be competitive in certain parts of the country. Democrats will have to accommodate people like Dan Osborn, the independent who, though he lost his bid to represent Nebraska in the Senate, outperformed Kamala Harris while combining a vocal defense of the Second Amendment with proudly pro-union politics.

Teixeira and Judis flagged a third topic, gender identity, where Democrats ought to respond to the public's concerns. That begins by making room for conversations that don't involve accusations of bigotry, or insisting that the very act of asking questions about terms such as people with the capacity for pregnancy is tantamount to challenging the right of trans Americans to exist or exposing them to harm. For Judis and Teixeira, that requires making more granular distinctions between culture-war battles such as fairness in sports--where good-faith disagreement is possible--and important efforts to provide trans Americans the kind of universalist safeguards won in earlier civil-rights movements. LGBTQ groups' effort to "protect transgender people from discrimination in housing, employment, and school admission falls well within America's democratic tradition," they write. But they also warn that activist demands outside this scope are "attempt[s] to impose a new social conformity based on a dubious notion of gender."

More than anything, liberals need to understand that many Americans--especially those in the working class--feel unheard. Their trust will be won back not through quick fixes, but by treating those without a college education or with more conservative social views as equal participants in our national dialogue.

"The debate is still alive inside our party. But the post-neoliberals are clearly ascendant," Murphy told me. He argued that his fellow Democrats need to be more open to dissenting viewpoints, and that expanding the tent will involve a fight: "I am not making an argument that the core Democratic Party do a left turn and reorient our position on choice, climate, or guns. I am arguing that we allow people into the tent ... so that we have a little bit more robust conversation, and potentially a little bit more diversity on those issues inside the coalition."

The soul-searching that is before the Democrats will require liberals to engage with views they find discomfiting, and to reckon with the fact that their social values are out of keeping with the working-class majorities they profess to represent. Democrats must figure out where there is room to compromise. And where compromise is not possible--or truly unjust--they must begin the slow-grinding work of persuasion.

Read: The Democrats' billionaire mistake

"We cannot successfully engage with people whose inner lives we do not even try to understand," a recent report from the stalwartly liberal think tank the Roosevelt Institute concludes. Whether left-wing liberals are open to doing this remains to be seen.

"It's not clear that if we blow it in two or four years time that there's another shot at this apple for Dems," Jennifer Harris, a Hewlett Foundation director and former Biden-administration official, suggested when describing the Democratic Party's need for a post-neoliberal makeover. In her view, the prize for such a transformation may prove to be not just a near-term political victory, but a Franklin D. Roosevelt-style stranglehold on the electorate: "There is potentially a lot of political spoils."

Spoils indeed. Many on the left and right agree that the stakes are high, the reward prodigious, and the path forward obvious: Whichever party can credibly combine economic populism with moderate social positions will win elections. There is no mystery here. The problem is not the absence of a political solution but a deficit in political willpower. And the next election, and the elections to come, may well hinge on which party can muster the resolve to finally deliver real populism to the people.
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The 13 Best TV Shows of 2024

The year's most essential series

by Sophie Gilbert, Hannah Giorgis, Shirley Li



Anyone could be forgiven for struggling to remember which TV shows aired in 2024. Whereas 2023 gave audiences the final chapters of several beloved shows--Succession, Barry, Reservation Dogs--this year may have reminded them that Hollywood is still playing catch-up after the end of the dual writers' and actors' strikes. Studios are also clearly struggling with the same financial and artistic issues that the strikes highlighted: Many streaming services hiked their prices and cracked down on password-sharing in reported efforts to cut costs; several also canceled or delisted their original programming.

Still, amid a glut of middling reboots and delayed seasons, some standout television arrived this year. The list below is a snapshot of our favorites from 2024--the new and familiar shows that made us laugh over classic sitcom hijinks, root for scrappy underdogs, or think more deeply about our own relationships. Whether they transported us to another century or dropped us in the middle of a high-stakes work environment, these are the series that kept our hope for TV's creative future alive.




Kurt Iswarienko / FX



Shogun (FX)

James Clavell's best-selling 1975 novel, Shogun, has been adapted before--but FX's take made the familiar feel fresh. The sophisticated historical drama, set in 17th-century feudal Japan, follows three primary characters: Toranaga (played by Hiroyuki Sanada), a lord whose political influence seems to be waning in the face of power-hungry rivals; John Blackthorne (Cosmo Jarvis), an English sailor who's shipwrecked on Japan's shores; and Mariko (Anna Sawai), a highborn translator who serves Toranaga. With its striking production design and authentic rendering of Japanese culture, the show dazzled millions of viewers over its first two episodes alone--and amassed a history-making haul at the Emmys. Shogun filled the Game of Thrones-shaped hole in my heart; it's the kind of epic storytelling that TV has been missing, a big-budget swing that successfully balances its ambitious scope with intimate emotional arcs.  -- Shirley Li
 
 Somebody Somewhere (HBO)

Somebody Somewhere is a slow-TV masterpiece in miniature, in which nothing happens until you're suddenly watching an intense emotional breakthrough in what feels like real time. The first season introduced us to Sam (Bridget Everett), a woman who moved back home to care for her dying sister. Now mired in grief, she comes to find unexpected solace within her small-town Kansas community. Sam meets Joel (Jeff Hiller), a co-worker and pianist who becomes her platonic everything; she starts singing again at an underground queer cabaret night; she mends bridges with her family. The third and final season zeroes in on Sam's sense of self-worth: how much she attaches to other people, and how much she finally manages to rebuild for herself. I will deeply miss this beautiful, naturalistic, bawdy, empathetic show.  -- Sophie Gilbert


Paramount+ with SHOWTIME




 Couples Therapy (Showtime)

This Showtime series, which documents the psychologist Orna Guralnik's sessions with couples, remains among the most incisive and watchable examples of a genre referred to by the writer Eliza Brooke as "therapy voyeurism" in a 2021 Atlantic essay. The show's continuing appeal hinges largely on Guralnik; her calm demeanor and sharp analytical framing guide the participants (and the audience) toward astute insights about their relationship patterns. In many cases, that involves revisiting partners' past experiences and examining their lingering effects. In some of Season 4's most striking scenes--such as those involving two men who struggle with the lasting consequences of one's childhood abuse--Guralnik helps her clients understand how coping mechanisms developed under duress can begin to undermine them. Viewers may not find all of Guralnik's lessons new, but every breakthrough feels different.  -- Hannah Giorgis

Industry (HBO)

Okay, I'll admit it: I'm an Industry bandwagoner who only started watching the show this year. When HBO's drama about a group of young employees at a multinational investment bank began in 2020, there was already a surplus of stories about the amorality of corporate culture and the savagery of the wealthy. Did I really need another show tackling these themes? Turns out, I did. Industry is a propulsive watch loaded with brain-tickling finance jargon and complex characters, many of whom seem poised to change the institution they're working for only for the opposite to happen. Its third and latest season offers a sharp dissection of how work can become an obsession, the false promises of ethical investing, and the endless cycle of avarice to which stockbrokers (and perhaps the rest of us) belong. The world of contemporary finance is ruthless, Industry posits, but it's no trap. To those on the inside, greed is a limitless good.  -- S. L.


Ryan Green / Paramount+



Lioness (Paramount+)

"Best TV" by definition implies quality: well-crafted plot, plausible characters, artful dialogue. Lioness lacks most of these things--so why, then, do I run to my TV on Sunday nights with such unbalanced enthusiasm? I think it's the show's sheer preposterous spectacle. Ostensibly a drama about female CIA operatives charged with clandestine missions, Lioness is really a showcase for the movie stars who signed on for Taylor Sheridan's least-coherent production so far: Zoe Saldana as Joe, the leader of the Lioness program, bringing screaming to new heights; Nicole Kidman as Kaitlyn, a CIA official whose iciness is the foil to Joe's yelling; Morgan Freeman as the secretary of state, providing a mouthpiece for Sheridan's paper-thin takes on geopolitics. Lots of things blow up. Lots of people get shot. And, in an operatic display of diva hauteur, Kaitlyn tells a room full of generals that the "dick-measuring" contest was over the minute she walked in.  -- S. G.

Abbott Elementary (ABC)

Abbott has shown itself to be an adept interpreter of the joys and frustrations that teachers encounter in many public-school systems--and an energizing force for the broadcast sitcom as a format. This year, the workplace mockumentary continued its deft explorations of the challenges facing Abbott's teachers and students. It also committed even further to classic genre conventions, serving up celebrity guests and holiday-themed episodes, and reinvigorating a familiar romantic-comedy trope: May's Season 3 finale saw Janine (Quinta Brunson) and Gregory (Tyler James Williams) finally get together, wrapping a multi-season arc of missed connections and bruised egos. In the Season 4 premiere, which aired in October, Janine tried (and failed) to hide their relationship, while Abbott charmingly subjected the newly minted lovers to awkward hijinks of their own making. Thankfully, Janine and Gregory's romance hasn't overtaken the show: The other teachers have way more pressing things to worry about, including a ringworm outbreak that spreads faster than any gossip.  -- H. G.

Slow Horses (Apple TV+)

It wasn't a fantastic year for drama, what with all the sludgily paced trippy prestige miniseries and a Busby Berkeley-like parade of questionable true-crime re-creations. But Slow Horses didn't disappoint. In Season 4, Apple's sly comic thriller about a motley crew of MI5 rejects who keep finding themselves out in the field--despite their boss's best intentions--was better than ever, introducing an enigmatic new villain (Hugo Weaving) and bringing River Cartwright (Jack Lowden) into greater focus. Come for Gary Oldman's Jackson Lamb, sweaty and malodorous and razor-sharp; stay for some of the best-structured storytelling on television.  -- S. G.


Atsushi Nishijima / HBO



Fantasmas (HBO)

In the first episode of Fantasmas, Paul Dano stars in a faux sitcom about a man who falls in love with an Alf-like alien named Melf. He causes a national scandal by abandoning his family to marry Melf and, later, regains the trust of one of his children with Melf's help. None of this ever comes up again, but that's just how this singular comedy works: Its six episodes offer a collection of disparate sketches that prompt viewers to question what they're watching. The show's creator, the former Saturday Night Live writer Julio Torres, brings in plenty of his famous friends--his Problemista co-star Tilda Swinton, for instance, voices the element of water--to explore many of his mundane fixations, including the absurdity of dealing with customer-service representatives and the strange specificity of targeted ads. With its dreamlike tone and offbeat humor, Fantasmas may not be for everyone. It is, however, the most inventive show I saw this year.  -- S. L.

Hacks (Max)

If Hacks were just a formulaic workplace sitcom riffing on the competitive affection between the comedy superstar Deborah Vance (Jean Smart) and her acerbic Millennial co-writer, Ava (Hannah Einbinder), I'd be down. Smart is so magnificently regal, Einbinder so winningly sarcastic, that their dynamic just pops. But in its third season, the Max show dug into late-night comedy's sexist history in a way that made Deborah's eventual ascension to her own desk feel both fraught and thrilling. Along the way were subplots regarding offensive jokes, Ava's own ambitions, and Tom Cruise's coconut cakes. The main pull of the show, though, is still its ping-ponging, odd-couple energy. (Paul W. Downs's Jimmy and Megan Stalter's Kayla also contributed heroically on this front.)  -- S. G.


Saima Khalid / WTTV Limited / Peacock / C4



We Are Lady Parts (Peacock)

May feels like it was a lifetime ago, but I still remember how excited I was to dig into Season 2 of this delightful British dramedy--and to find that it had gotten even better. Season 1 introduced Amina (Anjana Vasan), a naive but musically gifted nerd who joins the band Lady Parts to get closer to one member's hunky brother. Much to Amina's surprise, the sisterhood she finds through the group, which is composed entirely of young Muslim women, proves far more transformative. Now she's all in, but the cash-strapped musicians find themselves at a crossroads: contemplating whether a fancy record contract is really their best next move. We Are Lady Parts builds on its distinctive voice and style this season with playfully pointed tracks like "Malala Made Me Do It" sending up Muslim stereotypes and intra-community expectations. Record deal or not, the women who came out swinging with "Voldemort Under My Headscarf" remain as inventive, irreverent, and unforgettable as ever.  -- H. G.

Social Studies (FX)

Lauren Greenfield's docuseries about Gen Z's relationship with social media--which its members have never lived without--may play like a horror movie to parents. Greenfield, who has long chronicled America's evolving youth culture, had the high schoolers she followed record their phone screens, which means the series is packed with troubling footage of today's teens passing constant judgment on one another--and themselves--online. Yet Social Studies isn't an alarmist project condemning kids for being too into TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram; instead, it deftly examines how such platforms exacerbate timeless issues. Greenfield's interviews with her subjects' parents reveal how jealousy, isolation, and anxiety aren't unique to Gen Z, and her phone-free roundtable discussions with teens demonstrate how aware they are of social media's damaging effects. Social Studies suggests that the bigger problem is that the overwhelming litany of apps has been designed to make young users feel self-conscious. In their candid talks with Greenfield, Gen Zers prove that they, as the ones who best understand how such platforms work, may one day have the solution.  -- S. L

Love Island USA (Peacock)

To borrow from a friend who peer-pressured me into watching the show's whopping 37-episode run, "they really put something different" in this summer's Love Island USA, a spin-off of the popular British reality-dating series. Previous seasons had mostly paled in comparison with the quirky original. But Season 6 of USA featured some of the franchise's most charismatic cast members ever, who formed relationships that resonated widely: Social media was awash with surprisingly compelling clips from the Fijian villa housing the romantic hopefuls. Throwing a group of "sexy singles" together--and putting them at the mercy of an audience that can vote them off--is hardly a new formula. But the "islanders," as they're called, seemed to express authentic, vulnerable emotions, despite the contrivances. Months later, this season's standout contestants have retained their cultural staying power. Just ask the NFL star Odell Beckham Jr., who's been getting called "Kordell's brother" since the younger Beckham (and the season's co-winner) joined the show.  -- H. G.


Robert Viglasky / Disney / Hulu



Rivals (Hulu)

Yes, Rivals is an adaptation of the epic, sex-laden 1988 novel by Dame Jilly Cooper, the queen of trying to make horse-obsessed Brits sexy. Yes, it's set in the high-stakes realm of ... regional television. Yes, it's largely about a louche show jumper turned Tory politician who can't keep his pants zipped. The clothes are just on the right side of an '80s-themed costume party, the score is pure soft-rock Gruyere, and everyone seems to constantly half-wink at the camera. And yet, for such a high-camp, absurd show, it's deadly serious about the matter of what women deserve. Following along with the bed-hopping and airplane-rocking shenanigans of the swaggering Rupert Campbell-Black (Alex Hassell), as well as the saintly Taggie O'Hara (Bella Maclean), the smoldering Declan O'Hara (Aidan Turner), and the villainous Tony Baddingham (David Tennant), was the most entertaining distraction from the year's unrelenting news cycle.  -- S. G.
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The Government's Disturbing Rationale for Banning TikTok

Vague national-security concerns don't justify shutting down the popular Chinese-owned app.

by Evelyn Douek




Last week, a federal court upheld the extraordinary use of government power against TikTok, the social-media platform that an estimated 170 million Americans use to dance, sing, talk about politics, and engage in a lot of other First Amendment-protected expression. A three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit unanimously dismissed TikTok's challenge to a law requiring that the app--currently a subsidiary of the Chinese tech company ByteDance--be sold to new owners by January 19 or be shut down in the United States.

This is a stunning holding in a country proud of its free-speech tradition. Shutting down a whole speech forum is generally associated with repressive countries such as Russia and China. And the decision is all the more remarkable because the court acknowledged that the law was motivated by concerns about what Americans might be convinced to believe by using the app. Although the government had also argued that the law, passed in April, was justified by data-security concerns, the court strongly suggested that concerns that the Chinese government would leverage its power over ByteDance to covertly manipulate content on TikTok to promote Beijing's interests would on their own be enough to justify the law. In other words, in the land of the First Amendment, the judges showed a surprising amount of deference to the idea that an entire platform can legally be shut down to keep people from holding views the government doesn't like.

The Department of Justice had argued to the court that potential Chinese influence over which posts are suppressed or amplified made TikTok a national-security threat. The appeals-court opinion by Judge Douglas Ginsburg explicitly references the government's concern that China could manipulate content on TikTok related to Taiwan, for example. But why should we think this such an extraordinary threat that it justifies this extraordinary measure? Are we supposed to believe that such manipulation would be so effective as to force America to sit on its hands if China invades Taiwan? Ginsburg does not quite say.

From the November 2021 issue: The largest autocracy on Earth

In a concurring opinion, Chief Judge Sri Srinivasan described the potential threat more concretely: He mused about officials of the People's Republic of China "covertly compelling ByteDance to flood the feeds of American users with pro-China propaganda," "sowing discord in the United States by promoting videos--perhaps even primarily truthful ones--about a hot-button issue having nothing to do with China," or even using ostensibly anti-Chinese TikTok content to "conjure a justification for actions China would like to take against the United States." Far from showing a grave national-security risk, these examples illustrate just how amorphous the concern is. If China attacks the United States, it will not be because someone said mean things about it on a social-media app supposedly controlled by Beijing.

These statements, which presume that Beijing could easily reshape users' political beliefs via an app known largely for its dance videos, reflect a highly unflattering view of the American public. That view is also completely inconsistent with the First Amendment, which typically allows people to think for themselves. If the government thinks people have wrong beliefs--about Taiwan, China, or anything else--then the Constitution requires that the government change their minds, not censor speech it doesn't like, unless it can meet the heavy burden of proving that it has no other way of preventing an inevitable, direct, and immediate national-security harm.

Instead of demanding such proof, the court accepted the TikTok law as part of a "well-established practice of placing restrictions on foreign ownership or control" of mass-communications technologies. But most of the precedents cited by the court involve broadcast television and radio, which rely on common airwaves that the government has long regulated closely--to the point of requiring stations to obtain licenses even to operate. Therefore, the Supreme Court has held, broadcasters can even be subject to limited content-based standards that, for example, prohibit obscenity and require opposing political candidates to be given equal time. No such regime governs cable channels, news websites, or social-media apps. The new law doesn't establish a careful regulatory framework for the mobile-app industry; it singles out TikTok by name and demands the app's sale or closure. It is, to be clear, a de facto ban. TikTok has credibly argued that a sale would not be commercially or technically feasible--or even legal in ByteDance's home country, given that China would use export controls to prevent the transfer of the app's recommendation engine.

Read: Facebook is a Doomsday Machine

The appeals court's unquestioning deference to the government is all the more galling given evidence that Congress targeted TikTok in part because officials do not like what people say on it. Some lawmakers reportedly supported this year's law because they thought content on the platform was too pro-Palestinian. Donald Trump's first-term attempt to ban TikTok, which the court relied on as evidence of the "extensive, bipartisan" concerns about the app, may have been motivated because teens used it to prank him. (Trump subsequently dropped his support for banning TikTok--but may be changing his mind again after the court's decision.)

To be clear, covert manipulation of the online public sphere is a real problem. It's also the status quo: Social-media platforms wield enormous power over what people are allowed to say and read online, and they exercise that power in opaque ways. Platforms publish content-moderation rulebooks, but there's no way to know if they are enforced consistently. And the use of algorithmic feeds means that the choices that companies routinely make about which posts to promote and demote are almost completely unobservable from the outside. Some changes--such as when Elon Musk changed X's algorithm to boost his own posts--might be so ham-fisted that people can infer how a platform is distorting debate, but subtler tweaks are harder to see.

The threat of covert manipulation does not come only from the platforms themselves. Governments around the world eye platforms' power jealously and often try to leverage it to their own ends. Asking--with varying degrees of politeness--for social-media platforms to remove content is a common habit of governments from around the world, including India, Europe, Turkey, and American administrations on both sides of the aisle. In many cases, platforms are eager to accommodate. Some set up "trusted flagger" programs for officials to alert them to content they think should be taken down, and have employed executives, including former political operatives, who guide content moderation in ways favorable to ruling parties and politicians and represent those governments' interests in companies' internal policy discussions. Days after Mark Zuckerberg dined with President-Elect Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago late last month, one of the Facebook founder's top executives told reporters that the company previously "overdid it a bit" in moderating content and suggested that it would change its approach. And who knows what impact Musk's business interests in countries such as China and Brazil, or the Saudi ownership stake in X, are having on his content-moderation choices. The black box of content moderation obscures all of these inputs into platform decision making.

Just last term, however, the Supreme Court sounded a very blase note about these threats. In one case, it held that platforms' covert manipulation--sorry, content moderation--of the speech on their sites was protected by the First Amendment. Motivated by concerns that platforms were secretly suppressing conservative viewpoints, Texas and Florida had passed laws to constrain platforms' content moderation and make it more transparent. But the Supreme Court was clear: Covert manipulation of online spaces was not in itself a harm that the First Amendment allowed U.S. governments to regulate to prevent. "Texas does not like the way those platforms are selecting and moderating content, and wants them to create a different expressive product, communicating different values and priorities. But under the First Amendment, that is a preference Texas may not impose," Justice Elena Kagan wrote for the majority. This argument rested on the principle, fundamental to First Amendment law, that no matter how much damage private companies appear to be doing to the marketplace of ideas, governmental intervention would be worse.

Read: America lost the plot with TikTok

In a second case, the Supreme Court concluded that even when evidence suggested that platforms had changed their approach to content moderation after being pressured by the federal government, plaintiffs seeking redress under the First Amendment would have to show that a specific "discrete instance of content moderation"--for example, taking down a specific post, not just changing general policies--was done directly because of government coercion. The upshot of these cases from last year is that the Supreme Court seems to accept a very large amount of covert manipulation of the modern public sphere--including by governments--as merely part of the modern marketplace of ideas.

Courts should be very wary of letting amorphous claims of "national security" interests by the government become a loophole in the First Amendment. In a globalized and interconnected world, we need a structural answer to what are likely to be recurring problems caused by foreign-ownership stakes in platforms, other forms of foreign influence, and indeed covert manipulation in general. Industry-wide regulation would create fewer fears that the government is simply picking and choosing which platforms to favor and which to restrict.

There are many pathologies of the modern public sphere, and covert manipulation, including by governments, of what we say and read online is definitely one of them. But to water down First Amendment constraints on the American government because of vaguely articulated fears of future Chinese influence would be to endanger what is supposed to make America different, and stronger, in the first place.
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A Scandalous Resignation

FBI Director Christopher Wray, like so many Republicans who couldn't stomach Trump's demands, decided to go gentle into that good night.

by Jonathan Chait




When Donald Trump fired FBI Director James Comey, in 2017, I was about to drive my daughter and some of her friends to a soccer tryout. I remember that the news came moments before we left; once we arrived, I sat on a bench next to the soccer field, scrolling through incredulous and fearful reactions on Twitter. The news was widely considered akin to Richard Nixon's Saturday Night Massacre, one of the most odious scandals in American history. TRUMP FIRES COMEY AMID RUSSIA INQUIRY, screamed a banner headline on the front page of The New York Times.

Now Trump, preparing for his second term as president, has decided to replace the FBI director again. The figure he picked to replace Comey--the lifelong Republican Christopher Wray--proved unable to meet Trump's expectations for the position, which are (1) to permit Trump and his allies to violate the law with impunity, and (2) to investigate anybody who interferes with (1). Wray, wrestling with the problem of Trump's desire to separate him from a job he apparently liked, chose to step down on his own. This raises the likelihood that the media will treat the replacement of Wray as normal administrative turnover rather than as a scandal.

But a scandal it most certainly is. By tradition, FBI directors serve 10-year terms, a norm designed to insulate the FBI from pressure to serve the president's whims. Trump supporters have two philosophical rationalizations for his demand to violate that tradition. The lowbrow, populist version favored by Trump cultists is that Trump is beset by a "deep state" conspiracy that has kneecapped him at every turn because it is loyal to globalists, neoconservatives, or some other corrupt network. The highbrow version, preferred by conservative-movement elites, is that presidents possess an inherent right to control the executive branch from top to bottom, and all norms designed to prevent the president from abusing that power are an affront to the Constitution.

Neither theory can explain why Trump continues to go to war with people he appointed himself. Wray is not a Democrat, nor is he a Never Trumper. He's a Republican picked by Trump. So was former Attorney General Jeff Sessions, a Trump loyalist, and his successor, William Barr, who auditioned to succeed Sessions by performing even more obsequious loyalty to Trump.

The problem that keeps arising is that there is no way to remain in Trump's favor while following the law. In a celebratory statement posted to Truth Social, Trump claims, "Under the leadership of Christopher Wray, the FBI illegally raided my home, without cause." Had the FBI raid actually been illegal, he could have proved that in court. He didn't, because by taking massive troves of classified documents when he left office, keeping them in a wildly unsecured location, refusing multiple requests to return them, lying repeatedly about it, and engaging in a clumsy cover-up, Trump had given the bureau no other choice. For Wray to allow this brazen defiance of the law would have been to simply admit that the law doesn't apply to Trump, in or out of office.

David Frum: A constitutional crisis greater than Watergate

But that is precisely the credo Trump demands that the bureau follow. It is why he has selected Kash Patel, a sycophant so childishly worshipful that he spelled out his loyalty to Trump in a literal children's book portraying Trump as a virtuous king and himself as Trump's loyal wizard. Perhaps Patel (or whomever Senate Republicans ultimately confirm for the position) will, once in office, somehow develop an adult, professionalized understanding of the rule of law. More likely, Trump's FBI director will discover that actually locking up Trump's enemies is hard. This was the anticlimactic outcome of the Durham investigation, Trump's first-term campaign to imprison his foes, which resulted, after months of conservative-media salivating, in two embarrassing acquittals in court.

Still, the risk of turning the bureau over to a director who intends to abuse its powers is quite serious. Republicans tended to downplay these risks during the campaign, pointing to Trump's first term, when Democrats and the media loudly decried Trump's norm-violating authoritarian gambits, only for the system to hold. The fact that Trump is hunting down the very people who made the system hold is a logical flaw these Republicans have steadfastly refused to consider.

Discouragingly, Republican willpower to resist Trump's most corrupt impulses appears to be a finite resource. When Wray announced that he was stepping down, three years short of completing his standard 10-year term, he poignantly confessed his regret: "It should go without saying, but I'll say it anyway--this is not easy for me."

It is, however, easy for Donald Trump. The president-elect had been facing the unpleasant task of firing a lifelong Republican whom he had selected himself, inviting the national media to raise ugly questions about his oft-confessed desire to turn the federal criminal-justice apparatus into a weapon of political vengeance. Instead, Wray, like so many Republicans who couldn't stomach Trump's demands, decided to go gentle into that good night. Nobody except Wray will remember where they were when Christopher Wray resigned.
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The Crisis Neither Party Is Equipped to Handle

America's education system is in trouble, but neither Republicans nor Democrats are up for the challenge of enforcing change.

by Charles Sykes




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


In 1957, the Soviet Union shocked the world with the launch of its Earth-orbiting Sputnik satellite. The United States, fearful of the security risk and hoping to make the nation more competitive with foreign powers, reacted with dramatic investments in science-and-technology education. In 1983, "A Nation at Risk," the report published by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, warned of a "rising tide of mediocrity" in American education that "threatens our very future as a Nation and a people." The warnings helped spark a bipartisan national effort to improve the schools, and the following decades saw major federal initiatives such as George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind Act and Barack Obama's Race to the Top program, accompanied by major state-level reforms to boost achievement.

America is again facing an educational crisis. Last week, The New York Times reported that American students "turned in grim results on the latest international test of math skills." That test, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), found that fourth graders have dropped 18 points in math since 2019, while eighth graders have dropped 27 points. The math scores of both high-performing and low-performing eighth graders fell. As the education reporter Dana Goldstein notes, the coronavirus pandemic is a major contributor to the decline, but not the only one: "In the United States, academic declines--and widening gaps between stronger and weaker students--were apparent before the pandemic," she writes. In 2019, the National Assessment of Educational Progress found that two-thirds of American children could not read at a proficient level.

In math, Americans now lag behind their counterparts in places such as Singapore, South Korea, Britain, and Poland. Only 7 percent of American students scored at the highest levels in math--far behind the 23 percent in South Korea and Japan, and 41 percent in Singapore, who scored at that level. The decline in math scores is part of a much larger decline in educational performance overall--and an exacerbation of the achievement gap between rich and poor students. But despite the appalling numbers, the educational crisis was barely mentioned during the presidential debates, and there is scant evidence of the political will necessary to address it.

Any bipartisan consensus on education has shattered; President-Elect Donald Trump and Republicans at the state level seem more intent on waging culture wars about gender and religion than tackling achievement gaps. The education initiative that Trump has been most vocal about is his threat to abolish the federal Department of Education (which he is unlikely to achieve, because dismantling the department requires an act of Congress). Meanwhile, many congressional and state-level Democrats are reluctant to push back against either the educational establishment or the teachers' unions. This dynamic appeared most notably in their failure to resist the unions' push to keep schools closed during the early pandemic.

Some state educational bureaucracies have responded to the decline in student achievement by simply lowering their standards. In New York, Oklahoma, Wisconsin, and Alaska, for instance, education officials adjusted their passing scores on standardized tests or changed their definition of proficiency. And American parents continue to think their kids are doing just fine--in large part because of schools' inflation of grades.

For decades, the consequences of underperformance have also been masked by the influx of international students into American higher education. A 2022 study found that foreign students made up a majority--sometimes as much as 80 percent--of students in U.S. graduate programs in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Meanwhile, immigrants make up about a quarter of all workers in STEM fields. It's not yet clear how Trump's massive crackdown on immigrants could affect opportunities for foreign students, or their willingness to come to the United States.

The federal government does not have total power to fix the issues in schools, but with the right amount of political motivation, it could increase efforts to enforce states' accountability for their students. Once upon a time in America, we would have risen to the challenge, mobilizing our national will and resources to confront the crisis.

Related:

	How the Ivy League broke America
 	The elite college students who can't read books






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	America's most watched bishop
 	The Hawaiians who want their nation back
 	Graeme Wood: Luigi Mangione's commonplace, deplorable politics




Today's News

	FBI Director Christopher Wray said that he will resign at the end of the Biden administration. Donald Trump announced last month that he will nominate Kash Patel to replace Wray.
 	A judge blocked The Onion's purchase of Infowars, the website created by the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones.
 	Tal and Oren Alexander, two real-estate tycoons, and their brother Alon have been arrested on federal sex-trafficking charges. They are accused of drugging, sexually assaulting, and raping dozens of women over the course of more than a decade, according to their indictment.
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Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear

By Charlie Warzel

Crypto culture, with its terminally online slang and imagery, is alienating and off-putting. The industry's penchant for Ponzi schemes and defrauding retail investors--the implosion of insolvent companies such as FTX and platforms such as Celsius--is more than worthy of scorn. And yet, through all of this--perhaps because of all of this--cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests. And now they're using their money to influence politics.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Luigi Mangione and the era of normie extremism
 	2024 in photos: A look at the middle months
 	Poem: "Self-Portrait: Winter Landscape, 1997"




Culture Break


Illustration by Ard Su



Read. These six books offer many kinds of twists, richly rewarding readers who come in with little prior knowledge.

Remember. Nikki Giovanni, a poet whose work celebrated Black life and crackled with revolutionary fire, died on Monday at 81 years old. "She cultivated a sense of limitless possibility about language and social movements," Hannah Giorgis writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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This Is How Political Violence Goes Mainstream

The UnitedHealthcare shooting marks a new moment of normie extremism.

by Ali Breland




It is tempting to think of political extremists as those who have had their brain flambeed by a steady media diet of oddball podcasters, fringe YouTubers, and "do your own research" conspiracists. Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a Black church in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015, was known to hang out in white-supremacist forums. Robert Bowers frequently posted racist content on the right-wing site Gab, where he wrote "Screw your optics, I'm going in" just before murdering 11 people at a synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018. Brenton Tarrant's manifesto explaining why he murdered 51 people in two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 2019 was filled with 4chan jokes and memes, suggesting that he had spent ample time on the platform.



Yet at first glance, Luigi Mangione, the suspected killer of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, doesn't seem to fit this mold. Mangione was active on social media--but in the most average of ways. He seemingly posted on Goodreads and X, had public photos of himself on Facebook, and reportedly spent time on Reddit discussing his back pain. Perhaps more details will emerge that complicate the picture, but however extreme his political views were--he is, after all, charged with murdering a man in Midtown Manhattan, and reportedly wrote a manifesto in which he called health insurers "parasites"--this does not appear to be a man who was radicalized in the fever swamps of some obscure corner of the dark web. On the surface, Mangione may have just been a fundamentally normal guy who snapped. Or maybe the killing demonstrates how mainstream political violence is becoming.

Read: Decivilization may already be under way



A Goodreads profile that appears to have been Mangione's showed that he had read books written by the popular science writer Michael Pollan and by Dr. Seuss (he gave The Lorax a five-star review). On what is believed to be his X account, he followed a melange of very popular (and ideologically mixed) people, including Joe Rogan, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ezra Klein, and Edward Snowden. In at least one instance, he praised Tucker Carlson's perspectives on postmodern architecture. His most extreme signal was a sympathetic review he gave to the manifesto written by Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber. But as the writer Max Read points out, that's not uncommon for a lot of younger politically active people who identify with Kaczynski's environmentalist and anti-tech views, though it's unlikely many of them are in lockstep with the Unabomber's tactics.



Again, there are many unknowns about Mangione. Yet that has not stopped people from celebrating his purported cause; in fact, his bland social-media presence may only have made him easier to identify with. Jokes about Thompson's death have gone viral on virtually every social-media platform, and they have not stopped in the week since the shooting. People filled comment sections for videos and posts about the shooting with unsympathetic replies, pointing out UnitedHealthcare's reputation for denying claims, and ruminating on how much suffering Thompson was responsible for at the helm of the company. The Network Contagion Research Institute, a nonprofit that monitors and analyzes online extremism, found that six of the top 10 most engaged-with posts on X about Thompson or UnitedHealthcare in the shooting's aftermath "expressed explicit or implicit support for the killing or denigrated the victim." These responses weren't politically divided either. When the conservatives Matt Walsh and Ben Shapiro made videos complaining about people dancing on Thompson's grave, people pushed back in the comments and called the commentators out of touch.



In this way, Mangione's act and the response demarcate a new moment, one in which acts of political violence are no longer confined to extremists with fringe views, but widely accepted. This has been bubbling up for years: Jokes about "eat the rich," guillotines, and class war have been memes for the young, online left since the late 2010s. Milder versions of this sentiment occasionally seeped out to wider audiences, such as last year, when people online applauded orca whales for attacking yachts in the Iberian Peninsula. Many young people are furious about the economic lot they have drawn by being born into an era of significant wealth inequality, and have made winking jokes about addressing it through violence. After Thompson's murder, this sentiment broke out of its containment walls, flooding comment sections and social-media feeds.



This response probably isn't an aberration, but instead is ascendant. America isn't yet experiencing its own Years of Lead--a period in Italy from the 1960s to the 1980s in which political violence and general upheaval became the norm in response to economic instability and rising extremism--but political violence in the U.S. is slowly yet steadily becoming more common. In the past several years, it has surged to the highest levels since the 1970s, and the majority of ideologically motivated homicides since 1990 have been committed by far-right extremists.

Read: The new anarchy

Experts have different theories as to what's driving this, but many agree that we're due for more acts of political violence before the trend dissipates. The response to Thompson's death isn't just people reveling in what they believe is vigilante justice--it may also be a sign of what's coming. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has written, "Americans tend to underestimate political violence, as Italians at first did during the Years of Lead." Mangione's alleged act and the public response suggest that there's appetite for political, cause-oriented violence; that these acts may not be committed or applauded just by terminally online weirdos. There are millions of guys who view the world the way Mangione does, and millions more willing to cheer them on.
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Decivilization May Already Be Under Way

The brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed.

by Adrienne LaFrance




The line between a normal, functioning society and catastrophic decivilization can be crossed with a single act of mayhem. This is why, for those who have studied violence closely, the brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and, more important, the brazenness of the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed and the conditions that exacerbate it.

In recent days, journalists and other observers have worked to uncover the motivations of the accused killer. This is a worthy exercise when trying to understand a single, shocking event. But when attempting to understand how brutality spreads across society, studying individual ideologies only gets you so far. As violence worsens, it tends to draw in--and threaten--people of all ideologies. So if in the early stages of a violent upswing, law enforcement can see clearly that the greater threat comes from right-wing extremists, which has been the case in the U.S. in recent years, as the prevalence of violence snowballs, the politics of those who resort to it get messier. That's in part because periods of heightened violence tend to coincide with social and political reordering generally--moments when party or group identities are in flux, as they are in America right now. As I've written for this magazine, eruptions of violence are not necessarily associated with a clear or consistent ideology and often borrow from several--a phenomenon that law enforcement calls "salad-bar extremism."

We already understand many of the conditions that make a society vulnerable to violence. And we know that those conditions are present today, just as they were in the Gilded Age: highly visible wealth disparity, declining trust in democratic institutions, a heightened sense of victimhood, intense partisan estrangement based on identity, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, violent and dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," a sharply divided electorate, and a belief among those who flirt with violence that they can get away with it. These conditions run counter to spurts of civilizing, in which people's worldviews generally become more neutral, more empirical, and less fearful or emotional.

From the April 2023 Issue: The new anarchy

One way to understand which direction a society is going--toward or away from chaos--is to study its emotional undercurrents, and its attitude toward violence broadly. Medieval Europe, for example, was famously brutish. As the German sociologist Norbert Elias wrote in his 1939 book, The Civilizing Process, impulse control was practically nonexistent and violence was everywhere. But as communities began to reward individuals for proper etiquette, adherence to which was required for entry into the most desirable strata of society, new incentives for self-restraint created substantially more peaceful conditions.

The push toward cooperative nonviolence happened organically, whereby people's "more animalistic human activities," as Elias put it, took a back seat to the premium they placed on their communal social life. This change in priorities required and perpetuated steady self-control among individuals across society. "It is simple enough: plans and actions, the emotional and rational impulses of individual people, constantly interweave in a friendly or hostile way," Elias wrote. "This basic tissue resulting from many single plans and actions of men can give rise to changes and patterns that no individual person has planned or created." And "it is this order of interweaving human impulses and strivings, this social order, which determines the course of historical change." Often, when people choose violence, it is because they believe that it is the only path, a last resort in a time of desperation--and they believe that they'll get away with it.

Over the centuries, humanity has become more civilized, largely drifting away from violent conflict resolution. And to be clear, I mean "civilized" in the spirit of Elias's definition--the process by which the use of violence shifted to the state, and "decivilization" to suggest a condition in which it shifts back to individuals. Today, most Americans enjoy extraordinarily peaceful conditions in their daily life. But obviously violence has never entirely receded, and progress has been uneven; Elias's interest in violence stemmed from his experience fleeing Nazi Germany. And it's a fantasy to believe that an advanced democracy like ours is somehow protected by its very nature against extremism. Democracy can be self-perpetuating, but it is also extremely fragile. Complex societies, and in particular backsliding democratic nations, are often among the most violent in the world. (As the writer Rachel Kleinfeld noted in her book A Savage Order, Mexico saw more violent deaths from 2007 to 2014 than the combined civilian death toll in Iraq and Afghanistan over that same period.)

From the September 2024 Issue: American fury

Recent bloodshed is not new to America, not even close, yet this is still a distinctly precarious time. Along with layers upon layers of social conditions that make us especially prone to political violence, the Machiavellianism of contemporary politics has stoked both the nihilism of those who believe that violence is the only answer and the whitewashing of recent violent history. This is how a society reaches the point at which people publicly celebrate the death of a stranger murdered in the street. And it is how the January 6 insurrectionists who ransacked the U.S. Capitol came to be defended by lawmakers as political prisoners. It matters when people downplay and justify violence, whatever form that downplaying and justifying takes--whether by revising history to say something that was violent wasn't so bad, or by justifying a murder because of the moral failures of the victim's profession. When growing tolerance for bloodshed metastasizes into total indifference for--and even a clamoring in support of--the death of one's political enemies, civil society is badly troubled indeed.

My colleague Graeme Wood, who has spent much of his career studying the people and societies that resort to violence, has made the case for a greater degree of sanguinity about political violence in America, given how much worse off many other countries are. In Latin America, Wood wrote earlier this year, "the violence reaches levels where even a successful assassination is barely news." The thing is, you can't fully understand the extent to which a society has become inured to violence by counting individual attacks or grotesque social-media posts. You have to assess the whole culture, and its direction over time. A society's propensity for violence may be ticking up and up and up, even as life continues to feel normal to most people. A drumbeat of attacks, by different groups or individuals with different motivations, may register as different kinds of problems. But take the broad view and you find they point at the same diagnosis: Our social bonds are disintegrating.

Read: The case for calming down

Another word for this unraveling is decivilization. The further a society goes down this path, the fewer behavioral options people identify as possible reactions to grievances. When every disagreement becomes zero-sum and no one is willing to compromise, violence becomes more attractive to people. And when violence becomes widespread, the state may escalate its own use of violence--including egregious attacks on civil liberties.

The barrier that separates a functioning society from all-out chaos is always more fragile than we'd like to admit. It can take very little for peace to dissolve, for a mob to swarm, for a man to kill his brother. In a society that is consecrated to freedom, as ours is, the power of the people is not only a first principle but a promise to one another, and most of all a safeguard against the centralized power and violence of the state wielded against the people.

In the weeks after a sharply divided election, ahead of the return to power of a president who has repeatedly promised to unleash a wave of state violence and targeted retribution against his enemies, Americans have a choice to make about the kind of society we are building together. After all, civilization is, at its core, a question of how people choose to bond with one another, and what behaviors we deem permissible among ourselves.

You cannot fix a violent society simply by eliminating the factors that made it deteriorate. In other societies that have fallen apart, violence acts as a catalyst, exacerbating all of the conditions that led to it in the first place. The process of decivilization may begin with profound distrust in institutions and government leaders, but that distrust gets far worse in a society where people brutalize one another. There is no shortcut back to a robust democracy. But one way to protect against the worst is to force change only through processes that do not lead to bloodshed, and to unequivocally reject anyone--whether that person is sitting in the White House or standing in the street--who would choose or justify violence against the people.
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Luigi Mangione's Commonplace, Deplorable Politics

From his actions, and the glee that they have elicited, one learns not that the health-care system is broken but that many people are.

by Graeme Wood




In the last scene of Terrence Malick's 1973 film, Badlands, a recently arrested spree killer is sitting handcuffed next to a state trooper. Unperturbed by the prospect of the electric chair, the killer compliments the trooper's state-issued Stetson. "You're quite an individual, Kit," the trooper says. Kit looks at him and deadpans: "Think they'll take that into consideration?"

Luigi Mangione, the man charged with murdering the CEO of UnitedHealthcare last week in Midtown Manhattan, is quite an individual: hard-bodied bookworm, certified computer genius, scion of Baltimore wealth. Or at least, he seemed like he was quite an individual, until he was found with a manifesto on his person, and it made clear that Mangione's politics are as commonplace as they are deplorable.

The manifesto, according to a police report, says, "Frankly, these parasites simply had it coming." It then lists a few false or misleading statistics about America's health-care system. The companies "abuse our country for immense profit," Mangione says, before complimenting himself for being "the first to face [the problem] with such brutal honesty."

Read: Murder is an awful answer for health-care anger

The cliches give away the absence of thought. Brutal honesty--I find that honesty and brutality are often opposed to each other. Mangione acknowledges that others understand the failures of the U.S. health-care system better than he does. So what's really novel is not the honesty but the brutality, which his manifesto suggests is honesty in its pure, medical-grade form.

In addition to this social critique, Mangione reportedly had personal frustrations with medical care for a bad back. He resided in a co-living space in Honolulu, and R. J. Martin, the commune's leader, told The New York Times that Mangione suffered from persistent back pain that made sex impossible. Back pain is a nightmare, but it's unclear what form of it stopped him from having sex while apparently leaving him free to stalk and kill a man and ride away through Central Park on an e-bike. In any case, one may sympathize with his pain, and even his frustrations with trying to get claims processed. But that would reduce his struggle from an anti-capitalist crusade to a private jihad against customer-service reps, and reduce him from a propagandist of the deed to an armed Karen.

Before Mangione's capture, when all the public knew was that a man had walked up to an insurance executive and shot him repeatedly in the back, many people seemed ready to turn the murderer into a folk hero, an avenger who had interrupted a predatory capitalist in mid-mustache-twirl. The writer Taylor Lorenz, formerly of The Washington Post, The New York Times, and this magazine, said she felt "joy" at the CEO's execution, and shared a celebratory image (with cartoon party balloons) reading CEO down. Someone else appears to have gotten a tattoo of Mangione. Tim Wu, a law professor at Columbia and a former Biden-administration official, said he refused to "condone violence," but posted on social media that by its own unethical behavior, UnitedHealthcare had "encourage[d] others" to "abandon core principles of ethics"--in this case, by murdering its own CEO. Senator Elizabeth Warren had similar trouble distinguishing between rage at a broken and labyrinthine health-care system, and the impulse to kill. "If you push people hard enough," she told HuffPo, they "start to take matters into their own hands."

Wu deleted his post. It is not hard to see the moral fallacy in his message, if one imagines these same mitigations claimed for, say, flaying the CEO, or slowly dipping him, feet first, in a vat of boiling oil while his children were forced to watch. Did the health-insurance company encourage these forms of vengeance, too? In the spirit of comity I shall assume that he would say that the insurance company's failings don't explain or mitigate murder for the same reason they don't mitigate these other horrific crimes. The murderer, like the torturer, just might have moral failings of his own, unrelated to those of UnitedHealthcare.

Lorenz, by contrast, has the courage of her absence of convictions. After taking heat for her elation at the man's execution, she went on Piers Morgan's show to chuckle her way through a justification, by saying that "greedy health-insurance executives like this one" had "murdered" tens of thousands of innocents by denying their claims. She said the summary execution of the CEO "feels like justice," though she added that she preferred to "fix the system" rather than resort to murder.

"The philosophers have only analyzed the world," Karl Marx wrote in 1845. "But the point is to change it." It is a very long fall from Theses on Feuerbach to laughing on Piers Morgan's show. Lorenz, like Mangione, gives no evidence of acquaintance with the debates on the left about the uses and abuses of violence--let alone the more recent research on the potency of nonviolence. Moreover, she and Mangione seem to have disregarded Marx's point, which was that changing the world is inseparable from the process of understanding it. In Mangione's notebook, he reportedly derided the UnitedHealthcare executive as holding a "bean counting conference," as if the counting of beans were not an important part of allocating scarce resources.

Read: The UnitedHealthcare gunman understands the surveillance state

Only the most incurious moral observer could accuse this CEO, whose name few activists knew until they started tattooing his assassin's face on their legs, of mass killing--as if his company hunted its customers and gunned them down in the streets. The claim that insurance-company executives are murderers, and therefore fair game for murderers, is the health-care equivalent of Bertolt Brecht's quip about not knowing who was the greater thief, the one who robs a bank or the one who opens one. But most serious Marxists have by now come around to the idea that only with a well-regulated banking sector can an economy grow enough to let people live decently. (In Cuba, one of the few countries that still takes a Brechtian view of banks, the poverty is such that beggars approach tourists in the street to ask them for leftover soap bars they might have brought from abroad.) By contrast, otherwise smart people seem not to realize that health care involves trade-offs, that countries without private insurance tend to ration it, and that many health-care systems healthier than our own still have extensive private insurance, administered by maddening bureaucracies that sometimes refuse claims.

Then there is the question of strategy. The "quite an individual" state trooper in Badlands was played, in an improbable cameo, by John Womack Jr., then already a distinguished leftist historian of Mexico. Womack's last book called on organizers to think strategically about how unions can compel a society to deal equitably with workers, by using the workers' own technical expertise to help identify the choke points in the economy where their strikes would have maximum effect. They could do this with purely voluntary action: no violence, no threats of violence, just people effecting change in a society by showing how the society works, and how it fails to work without its workers.

It sometimes seems that activists have learned nothing and forgotten everything. Consider Womack's sophisticated theory of social and economic change, born from careful study of electricians' unions in Mexico--and compare it with the theory that to achieve health-care reform, one should put on a hoodie, shoot a guy in the back, and then get caught a few days later while eating an Egg McMuffin. From this action, and the glee that it has elicited, one learns not that the health-care system is broken but that many of us are.
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Read These Six Books--Just Trust Us

Each title richly rewards readers who come in with little prior knowledge.

by Tajja Isen




Books are, despite the common adage, often intended to be judged by their covers. Their jacket flaps include marketing copy designed to entice a browser to buy (and, ideally, read) them, teasing the details of their plot, their mood, or the flavor of their prose. But these polished descriptions, like many attempts to summarize compelling stories, rarely convey the excitement of reading a book that genuinely surprises you. Perhaps a better introduction to a title is no introduction--a friend saying "trust me," for instance. A great book is still great even if you don't know much about it going in.

In fact, I would venture to say that the sensation of encountering any book for the first time is heightened by knowing nothing--and that for some books a lack of knowledge feels almost essential to the experience. Certain stories are such a bolt from the blue, or transform in such unexpected ways, that their readers should aim to approach them with no information about what's to come. Some are genre novels accompanied by the fair expectation of a shock. Others present themselves as one type of narrative but turn out to be entirely another. Because of their presence on this list, you can safely assume that the six titles below will offer many kinds of twists--but each richly rewards those travelers who choose to navigate without a map.








Trust Exercise, by Susan Choi

Readers who came to Choi's novel Trust Exercise in 2019, when it was first published, had the enviable experience of encountering its narrative acrobatics with no preparation. By this point in the book's life, its status as an exemplar of fiction that upends expectations tips the reader off that there's something unusual about it. The book's first half, set at a competitive performing-arts high school in the 1980s, is pure theater-kid nostalgia. Two freshmen, David and Sarah, fall in love. The trope of the toxic drama teacher rears its head: David and Sarah's enigmatic acting teacher, Mr. Kingsley, manipulates their emotions and desires in the name of art. The way Trust Exercise flips these events in the novel's second half, casting them in an entirely different light, is an emotionally unsettling experience that opens up provocative questions about ethics, intimacy, and authorship. The novel delights in withholding easy answers. The title is not merely a drama-class game but a literal description of the book's contents. Just let it happen.

Read: In defense of spoilers








Lexicon, by Max Barry

This novel is an unlikely creature: a high-concept thriller about language. Like many literary protagonists before her, Emily Ruff is an orphan who is recruited by representatives of a mysterious, exclusive boarding school. This one teaches the art of coercion. Students who rise to the highest level--given the title of Poets--join a secretive, dangerous society that can shape the world through their powers of persuasion. Emily, a clever talker, takes easily to the rigorous program and becomes a star student. But when she falls in love, the delicate work of wielding language as a weapon is thrown off by the undisciplined force of desire. Lexicon makes a strong case for genre fiction being the most rewarding form for those who go in without prior knowledge. Barry builds a believable sci-fi world--even with its pseudo-fantastical powers--out of the most familiar and banal building blocks, taking the stakes of linguistic misuse to apocalyptic heights.






On Writing, by Stephen King

King's nonfiction craft book, On Writing, ostensibly fulfills the promise of its subtitle: A Memoir of the Craft. King calls the book "a kind of curriculum vitae" that blends autobiographical scenes with practical advice. (One particular tidbit that stayed with me as a younger writer: Every author has a single ideal reader, whom they should keep in mind as they work.) Yet King cannot stop himself from employing horror. As a child, he was prone to illness and taken to the doctor for painful eardrum lancings, which he describes in graphic detail. The terror only grows as King narrates the pitfalls of his adulthood, such as his addictions and then his unexpected, grueling recovery from a near-fatal accident. What begins as a book on writing with some personal material woven in ends up feeling like--what else?--a Stephen King novel. Readers who come to it for the advice alone will be rewarded and shaken by the storytelling that follows.

Read: How Stephen King teaches writing








To Name the Bigger Lie, by Sarah Viren

At first, To Name the Bigger Lie seems like a straightforward coming-of-age story. As a high-school student in 1990s Tampa, Florida, Viren falls under the sway of her charismatic teacher Dr. Whiles, who is intent on pushing his students to question the nature of the truth. His pedagogy involves exposing his class, often uncritically, to conspiracy theories that include Holocaust denialism. Years later, in 2016, Viren sets out to write a book that treats that period in her life as an allegory for the rise of fascism in the United States. But, partway through the writing, her wife--an academic, like Viren--is falsely accused of sexual harassment, and the ensuing Title IX investigation becomes part of Viren's narrative. The surprising convergences that Viren finds between the case and Dr. Whiles's teaching--both of which turn out to be fraught, harmful ways of trying to access the truth--culminate in a chilling interrogation of the fact-finding methods that our institutions rely on.






Natural Beauty, by Ling Ling Huang

Huang's debut novel is set in the wellness industry, fertile ground for bodily unease. The narrator, a young classical musician, abandons a promising future as a concert pianist to support her parents after an accident. She takes a job at a high-end beauty shop, Holistik, which carries products that are unnaturally effective. As the narrator gets more involved with the family who founded the company, she discovers quintessential hints that something is amiss: evidence of animal experimentation in the laboratory and dramatic physical transformations among the clientele. Still, her financial dependence on the job--and her growing entanglement with the founders--makes it difficult for her to walk away. When the force behind this company's ethos and practices is finally revealed, it feels at once shocking and foretold from the start.

Read: You may be surprised by what scares you








Consent, by Jill Ciment

Ciment has written about the relationship that animates this memoir before. In Half a Life, her 1996 book, she described her marriage to the three-decade-older artist Arnold Mesches, whom she met when she was a 17-year-old student in his art class. Back then, Ciment characterized herself as the seducer. But this book, written after Mesches's death and the #MeToo movement, asks whether things were so clear-cut. The story of their long marriage is more powerful if the reader experiences it without having read the entire backstory--or is at least willing to abandon their preconceptions. In Consent, Ciment provides so much of the original memoir's context, even analyzing some of its passages, that to be too rigidly attached to this story's first version would make its follow-up feel too litigious. Such a reading would minimize the complexity of Ciment's reckoning. She doesn't only examine how her marriage began--she also honors the productive artistic partnership that grew out of it, while placing those realities in the context of evolving cultural mores around power and consent.
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Self-Portrait: Winter Landscape, 1997

A poem for Wednesday

by Shara McCallum




through cracks in the stone foundation
 entered drafts of air and mice
 I could not bring myself to kill
 so trapped them
 in translucent boxes with a door
 that swung only one way in
 not meaning to but terrorizing
 them quickly dehydrating
 their small bodies 'til I heard
 frenzied scratching and hurried
 to free them to the frozen fields
 from which soon enough
 they'd run back reentering
 the warm cellar before
 creeping up to the kitchen larder
 and we'd begin again
 all that winter as the house
 seeped into me its damp
 a feeling like the mucky pond
 beyond the bay window
 in front of which I often sat
 watching accumulating branches
 fallen leaves scumming its surface
 imagining what lay beneath
 the filmy water were fish
 swimming in ever slower circles
 hovering under rocks and moss
 skimming the tarn floor
 while in the air above us all
 icy clouds interred the sun
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'Dumbed-Down Catholicism Was a Disaster'

America's most watched bishop, Robert Barron, is scouting out a new future for Christianity.

by Molly Worthen




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


When Nick Chancey was a boy in West Virginia, he didn't have much time for Christianity. He spent the occasional Sunday hiking into the woods with his father to offer a cup of milk and a handful of quarters to forest fairies. His dad kept a small Buddhist statue at home, and dabbled in Native American spirituality and "druid and Celtic stuff," Chancey told me. "It was not uncommon for the Baptist preacher in his Sunday best to show up on our doorstep and for my dad to cuss the guy off the porch because he was saying we were going to hell."

Chancey's views started to change in college. A friend invited him to the Catholic hub on campus, where he immediately felt welcome. One night, at the home of a Catholic family, his hosts suggested watching an episode of a 2011 documentary series called Catholicism. Until then, Chancey said, "I had seen Jesus as one of two extremes: either a really angry guy who was judging people and condemning them to hell, or he was this domesticated hippie figure." The series, by contrast, presented Jesus as "mysterious; his own followers were amazed and afraid." Chancey devoured the 10-part box set. "It all made sense to me. What do you do with that? It was kind of scary. There was only one pathway forward." Chancey converted to Catholicism. Now he works for the Church in his home state, overseeing programs in youth and young-adult ministry.

The creator of that documentary is today's most effective Catholic evangelist, and the most controversial--the 65-year-old bishop of the Diocese of Winona-Rochester in Minnesota, Robert Barron. More films followed Catholicism, as well as books, study courses, podcasts, and YouTube videos with nearly 200 million views. Barron published them all under the aegis of his digital empire, Word on Fire Catholic Ministries. In the Catholic English-speaking world, he has more social-media followers than any clergyman except the pope.

Now is an unlikely time for a Catholic ministry to grow. Fewer and fewer Americans embrace any religion, and the U.S. Catholic Church is shrinking. Yet Word on Fire continues to expand. When I visited its headquarters in Rochester earlier this fall, Barron told me that he senses an "extraordinary hunger for God" in America, but "beige Catholicism" won't satisfy it. That's his term for the Church that many American Catholics have known in the 60 years since Vatican II: simplistic and relevant homilies, felt banners, acoustic guitars--all meant to make the 2,000-year-old faith fit in with contemporary Western culture.

From the January/February 2023 issue: The reinvention of the Catholic Church

Barron, who is always in clerical dress and ready to quote the ancient Church fathers, has no interest in fitting in. His uncompromising presentation of the Christian story--and his willingness to discuss it with polarizing figures such as Jordan Peterson and Ben Shapiro--resonates especially among young men. To fans, Barron is convincing a new generation that Christianity is not the faded wallpaper of the West but a compelling, countercultural message. To critics, he has forged a cult of personality and cozied up to culture warriors for the sake of clicks.

The bishop's ambitions extend far beyond YouTube. He wants to build a real-life network--priests and laity gathering in Word on Fire centers around the country. More than that, he is scouting a future for Christianity: a Church that embraces the internet as an evangelizing tool, refuses to assimilate to mainstream culture, and welcomes the young men who are beginning to outnumber women in the pews. Driving this mission is a simple but risky bet: that many seekers don't want a faith that is easy and accessible. They want something difficult and strange.

When I entered the plain, glass-front building that houses Word on Fire's headquarters, I wasn't sure I was in the right place. Then I saw the picture wall of patron saints: the Catholic televangelist Fulton Sheen; the teenage French nun St. Therese of Lisieux; Pope John Paul II. Posters for The Godfather and A Man for All Seasons lined the hallway.

Movies launched Barron's YouTube ministry. In 2007, when he was a young priest in his hometown of Chicago, he posted his first video: a review of the depiction of evil in Martin Scorsese's The Departed. At the urging of his mentor, Cardinal Francis George, he began broadcasting Sunday homilies, dialogues with atheists, and more. Four years later, Barron released Catholicism. In 2015, Rome transferred him to serve as an auxiliary bishop in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, then, in 2022, to head the diocese of Winona-Rochester.

A priest named Steve Grunow oversees Word on Fire's daily operations; Barron spends most of his time tending to his diocese. But if any intellectual, politician, or social-media personality with a following wants to talk, Barron is game. He has spoken at Facebook's headquarters and addressed Congress and members of the U.K. Parliament. Online, he has talked about morality and the meaning of life with people ranging from the progressive Representative Ro Khanna to the conservative activist Christopher Rufo.

But he generally steers clear of politics--and rarely misses a chance for a theological deep dive. "Dumbed-down Catholicism was a disaster, pastorally," Barron, who has a doctorate from the Catholic Institute of Paris, told me. "If you don't think that young people have serious questions that need answers," he added later, "then you have not accompanied many young people." When Google invited him to speak at its headquarters in 2018, he lectured for an hour on Thomas Aquinas and the intellectus agens, "the restless, seeking, never satisfied mind."

Barron plumbs topics that confound the secular world, such as transubstantiation and the Shroud of Turin. He wants to prove that Catholicism is not just another lifestyle choice based on the Golden Rule. The Word on Fire bookstore sells artwork meant to remind viewers just how unsettling the Christian story is: the Holy Spirit cascading onto the apostles in a torrent of lava; a pack of wolves ripping into the unresisting body of a lamb.

If the ultimate source of meaning is "Jesus crowned, but with a crown of thorns, reigning, but reigning from a cross," Barron said recently, "then we're the weirdest religion around." He aims to invert worldly assumptions and break through our "crusty self-absorption"--his phrase for Dante's mindset at the start of The Divine Comedy, one of his favorite books. He frequently admonishes his audience: "Your life is not about you."

This is not the message that he got as a young Catholic. "To be frank about it, when I was in the seminary, it was more of a feminized approach," he recalled. "We did a lot of sitting in a circle and talking about our feelings."

The early years of Barron's media ministry coincided with the heyday of the new atheists, who won over many young men with books such as Christopher Hitchens's God Is Not Great and Sam Harris's The End of Faith. But they also inspired a renaissance among the faith's defenders. Like Barron, many took to YouTube with a cerebral, confident style that appealed to men. Justin Brierley, a Protestant podcaster who has been a professional apologist for almost two decades, noticed that the crowds at apologetics conferences "did not look like the population in church on Sundays. Eighty or 90 percent were male," he told me. "In a funny way, the new atheists helped bring men back to church, because the Church had to respond."


Word on Fire



On YouTube, according to Word on Fire's data, more than 60 percent of Barron's viewers are men. YouTube users in general skew male, and his followers on Facebook and Instagram are more evenly split between men and women, but YouTube is the heart of his ministry. "The Millennial male who is listening to Joe Rogan, Jordan Peterson, all those podcasts and YouTube channels--now, through Bishop Barron, they are being exposed to a fresh take," Brierley said. "The era of them just listening to Sam Harris's take on religion is over."

For at least 300 years, clergy have fretted about how to get men to go to church. Women's dominance in the pews has been one of the most reliable sociological facts of the Christian world. But that's beginning to change. Among the college-educated, men are now slightly more likely than women to attend church every week. The political scientist Ryan Burge analyzed the numbers and found that 69 percent of male college graduates younger than 40 claim a religious affiliation, compared with only 62 percent of women.

Some pundits argue that as gender norms shifted and women started outnumbering men in universities and the white-collar workforce, men have grown resentful and nostalgic for patriarchy--so they seek it in traditional religion. J. D. Vance is the country's most famous Catholic convert, and the story of his rightward shift might seem like a template for all Gen Z and Millennial men interested in Christianity.

Damon Linker: The post-liberal Catholics find their man

But framing this trend as bitterness and backlash misses the deeper reality. Many young men feel unmoored--lonely in a time of weakening social institutions, unsatisfied and overworked by an accelerating professional rat race, alienated by political tribalism. "Men my age, we don't have the social organizations that our fathers or grandfathers did," Torrin Daddario, a Barron fan who converted to Catholicism from a Protestant background, told me. "We're adrift." Over the past decade, both the left and the right have tried to fill the void with morality tales that treat unfettered individual freedom as sacred and split the world into victims and oppressors. Those stories are getting stale.

Darren Geist was drawn to Barron's ministry when the atheistic worldview he grew up with stalled out. After graduating from Princeton, he moved to Sierra Leone to work for UNICEF, where he focused on women's health and children's rights. He found himself debating with Christians and Jews about how to justify the universal human rights he sought to protect. He stuck to nonreligious arguments. "But I came to the conclusion that these have a weak foundation," he told me, "or a foundation borrowed from Christianity."

Eventually Geist went to law school and joined a firm in New York. The job left him feeling "intellectually dead," he said. "A lot of us are in these jobs that are soul-sucking, intellectually draining, and menial. Even when they are elite-sounding, they are menial jobs. We don't feel fully alive." During long commutes, he started listening to Jordan Peterson--whose lectures weave together Jungian psychology, the quest for purpose, and the Bible. Then he discovered one of Barron's podcasts. (This is a common story: Peterson does not call himself Christian, but his fascination with the biblical narrative--not to mention his taste for menswear emblazoned with Orthodox icons--compels secular listeners to take a closer look at Christianity. Algorithms then guide them to Barron.) Geist realized that he had "been fed this milquetoast version of Christianity, not the deep, rich version that's actually there." His spiritual journey took some surprising turns, but Barron played a major role. Geist entered the Catholic Church in 2020.

Joining a religious community, submitting to its rules, and learning its traditions is hard. I could find no data to indicate how often Barron inspires listeners to put down their phones and start going to church. Progressive critics are skeptical that he's much better than podcast bros like Joe Rogan at guiding young men toward "ethical heroism" and Christian virtue. After the actor Shia LaBeouf--once a self-described "Sam Harris, TED Talk, Christopher Hitchens guy"--began investigating Catholicism, Barron invited him onto his show. The liberal Catholic press criticized Barron for failing to confront LaBeouf about past run-ins with the law and accusations that he abused former girlfriends. (Those who watch the interview might see it differently. Although LaBeouf has said that "many of these allegations are not true," he readily confessed to Barron that his egotism had inflicted "pain and damage on other people.")

If Word on Fire makes a point of embracing troubled men, perhaps the ministry bears a burden of extra vigilance--especially in a Church with an extensive record of abuse. In 2022, the ministry fired a producer after investigating allegations of sexual misconduct in his personal life. (The former staff member has denied the allegations.) Several employees resigned, citing a "boys' club" culture.

Although Barron swears off the culture wars, some of his conversation partners have made their names trolling the left. "What I want to say to Barron is, 'You're participating in this culture of grievance. That's the problem; that's the complicity,'" Michael Sean Winters, a writer for the National Catholic Reporter, told me. He warned of the risks of an "online existence where the algorithms favor anger and easy hostility, not wisdom and truth."

Barron receives criticism from the right as well. When he says--echoing Pope Francis--that "we have a 'reasonable hope' that all will be saved," conservatives hear heresy. In their view, he is too supportive of liberal priests and does not spend enough time condemning homosexuality. Eric Sammons, the editor of Crisis Magazine, called Barron "an uncritical, enthusiastic defender of all things Pope Francis" who follows "only the letter of orthodoxy, not its spirit."

If both the left and the right find fault with Barron, the feeling is mutual. "I don't like Catholic progressivism. I never have. I don't like 'rad trad'-ism. I never have," he told me. The Word on Fire bookstore sells editions of Vatican II's declarations and decrees, as well as The Pope Benedict XVI Reader--because Barron believes that it's a mistake to pit the supposedly liberal "spirit of Vatican II" against Pope Francis's "conservative" predecessor.

Michael J. O'Loughlin: Why Pope Francis's recent decree shook the Catholic Church

Ultimately, concerns about ideology bother Barron's detractors less than his taste for empire building. His tweeting, TikToking, and branded merchandise don't sit well in a Church that stresses humility and hierarchy. On the webpage advertising leather-bound, gilt-edged Word on Fire Bibles with commentary, Barron appears first on a list of contributors, ahead of the Church fathers. His name and picture are everywhere--like in "Bishop Barron's Word on Fire Institute," the ministry's hub for online classes and communities. The bookstore offers a volume called The Theology of Bishop Barron. "He speaks as if he is the face and voice of Catholicism in the U.S., and he's not," Michael Sean Winters said. "He's the bishop of a tiny diocese in Minnesota."

This is one of the paradoxes of Christian history: Entrepreneurs with healthy egos tend to make great evangelists for a faith founded by an impoverished, self-denying carpenter. Like any of the Church's evangelistic enterprises over the centuries, Word on Fire's success is hard to imagine without its opportunistic and occasionally immodest founder.

Barron's long-term goal is to grow the online communities affiliated with Word on Fire Institute--about 25,000 people--into a religious order that operates across the country. "I'd like it to continue after me," he said. "That's why I'd like it to be institutionalized, both at the lay level and the clerical level." He envisions Word on Fire centers in major cities "where people can receive instruction and inspiration," modeled in part on Opus Dei, an organization that has dozens of centers across the United States, and which some view as secretive and controlling.

He waved off such concerns: "The last thing I want is to be cultlike." Barron's vision is bigger. "The whole idea is to evangelize the culture," he said. "It's not to turn inward, into some kind of self-protective cocoon. It's to go out to the world and engage it--creatively and enthusiastically, with panache and intelligence. This is what I want to do."
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Nikki Giovanni's Wondrous Celebrations of Black Life

The poet's work crackled with revolutionary fire but also contained jubilation and gentleness.

by Hannah Giorgis




In the last years of her life, Nikki Giovanni felt her memory fading. At the beginning of the 2023 documentary Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project, she offered an inventive take on how the loss affected her: "I remember what's important, and I make up the rest. That's what storytelling is all about." Giovanni's playful reflection on aging and the alchemy of storytelling captured an essential truth about her work. The poet and scholar, who died Monday at 81, was a gifted chronicler of the wonders and complexity of Black life--a talent buoyed by her warm, imaginative approach to both art and social change. To read Giovanni's poems or hear her speak was to immediately feel her profound care for Black people.

Giovanni understood that Black American cultural history was, in part, the inevitable result of centuries-long oppression--but that it was also the product of constant evolution. Through her prolific writing, activism, and engagement with younger generations, she cultivated a sense of limitless possibility about language and social movements. Giovanni's earliest works nodded to her expansive vision. Her first book of poems, Black Feeling, Black Talk, was self-published in 1968, when Giovanni was in her mid-20s. By that climactic year, she was already a rising figure in the Black Arts and civil-rights movements, and her poetry crackled with the same revolutionary fire fueling writers such as Amiri Baraka, Audre Lorde, and Ntozake Shange.

Even then, Giovanni was concerned with the tender minutiae of Black American experiences, and her poetry celebrated some of the everyday pleasures that make resilience feel possible. In "Knoxville, Tennessee," named for the town where she was born Yolanda Cornelia Giovanni Jr., the poet's vivid imagery conveyed both her childhood delights and the precarity of living in the segregated South. "I always like summer / best / you can eat fresh corn / from daddy's garden," the poem begins. At its conclusion, Giovanni gestures toward the desolation left behind after the season retreats, when being warm is reserved for "when you go to bed / and sleep." By her 30th birthday, Giovanni was regularly publishing poems that tapped into the transformative power of focusing inward as a community--and working through what that meant in practice alongside formidable intellectuals such as James Baldwin.

Read: "The Coal Cellar"

Decades before intra-community affirmations such as "Black-boy joy" and "Black-girl magic" went viral--and became commercialized--Giovanni drew attention to the persistence of love, jubilation, and gentleness in Black American life. The author was especially adept at conjuring the bone-deep satisfaction of another ephemeral experience: preparing and consuming food that drew on Black American culinary traditions. Like Shange, who published a culinary memoir in 1998, Giovanni saw Black foodways as a vital conduit of diasporic knowledge and connection. An accomplished, self-described "Southern cook" in her personal life, Giovanni also embraced this ethos in poems such as "My House" and "Seduction / Kidnap Poem," which articulated a cultural consciousness rooted in femininity, and in the care work typically associated with women.

Among the most energizing constants of Giovanni's writing was her transformation of simple, familiar images into resonant symbols. Just as the bountiful vegetables of her father's garden disappear by the end of "Knoxville, Tennessee," the title of "Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day" evokes an inevitable transition. The aging speaker in a later Giovanni poem, "Quilts," likens herself to "a fading piece of cloth," eventually landing on the idea that even a frayed old quilt "might keep some child warm."

Read: Nikki Giovanni: 'Martin had faith in the people'

The poet's appreciation for the artistic possibilities of community was often expressed in direct contrast to other, more distorted views of Blackness. "Nikki-Rosa," for example, begins with an ostensible lament--"Childhood remembrances are always a drag / if you're Black"--and ends with a defiant declaration of the poet's subjecthood. "I really hope no white person ever has cause / to write about me / because they never understand," Giovanni wrote in the 1968 poem. "Black love is black wealth and they'll / probably talk about my hard childhood / and never understand that / all the while I was quite happy."

Giovanni's ability to hold on to this perspective, and marry it with a distinct flair for the fantastical, imbued her poems and social commentary with a youthful curiosity well into her final years. Whereas some scholars resign themselves to the rigidity of academia, Giovanni, who was an English professor at Virginia Tech until 2022, remained committed to learning new lessons. Speaking about her 2021 poem "Quilting the Black-Eyed Pea (We're Going to Mars)," Giovanni recalled her realization that the otherworldly language of space exploration reminded her of the Middle Passage, the brutal voyage that transported enslaved Africans to an unfathomable new reality. "That's what we do when we put somebody on a rocket. They're going from Earth into an area that they don't know--they think they might know, but they're not sure," she told Oxford American earlier this year, drawing out the comparison. "And so I thought, Well that's what Black people have done. And we have survived and thrived and shared a lot of love. We brought a lot of goodness."
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Gazing Deeply Through Time

Day 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: gazing deeply through time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly lensed galaxy emitting light from when the universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97 percent of cosmic time.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear

An anti-establishment technology for an anti-establishment age

by Charlie Warzel




For years, crypto skeptics have asked, What is this for? And for years, boosters have struggled to offer up a satisfactory answer. They argue that the blockchain--the technology upon which cryptocurrencies and other such applications are built--is itself a genius technological invention, an elegant mechanism for documenting ownership online and fostering digital community. Or they say that it is a foundation on which to build and fund a third, hyperfinancialized iteration of the internet where you don't need human intermediaries to buy a cartoon image of an ape for $3.4 million.



Then there are the currencies themselves: bitcoin and ether and the endless series of memecoins and start-up tokens. These are largely volatile, speculative assets that some people trade, shitpost about, use to store value, and, sometimes, get incredibly rich or go bankrupt from. They are also infamously used to launder money, fund start-ups, and concoct elaborate financial fraud. Crypto has its use cases. But the knock has long been that the technology is overly complicated and offers nothing that the modern financial system can't already do--that crypto is a technological solution in search of a problem (at least for people who don't want to use it to commit crimes).



I tend to agree. I've spent time reporting on NFTs and crypto-token-based decentralized autonomous organizations, or DAOs (like the one that tried to buy an original printing of the Constitution in 2021). I've read opaque white papers for Web3 start-ups and decentralized finance protocols that use smart contracts to enable financial-service transactions without major banks, but I've never found a killer app.



The aftermath of the presidential election, however, has left me thinking about crypto's influence differently.

Christopher Beam: The worst of crypto is yet to come

Crypto is a technology whose transformative product is not a particular service but a culture--one that is, by nature, distrustful of institutions and sympathetic to people who want to dismantle or troll them. The election results were at least in part a repudiation of institutional authorities (the federal government, our public-health apparatus, the media), and crypto helped deliver them: The industry formed a super PAC that raised more than $200 million to support crypto-friendly politicians. This group, Fairshake, was nonpartisan and supported both Democrats and Republicans. But it was Donald Trump who went all in on the technology: During his campaign, he promoted World Liberty Financial, a new crypto start-up platform for decentralized finance, and offered assurances that he would fire SEC Chair Gary Gensler, who was known for cracking down on the crypto industry. (Gensler will resign in January, as is typical when new administrations take over.) Trump also pledged deregulation to help "ensure that the United States will be the crypto capital of the planet and the bitcoin superpower of the world." During his campaign, he said, "If you're in favor of crypto, you'd better vote for Trump." At least in the short term, crypto's legacy seems to be that it has built a durable culture of true believers, techno-utopians, grifters, criminals, dupes, investors, and pandering politicians. Investments in this technology have enriched many of these people, who have then used that money to try to create a world in their image.



Though the white paper that introduced bitcoin's origins and philosophy--something of an urtext for crypto overall--does not discuss politics per se, cryptocurrency was quickly adopted and championed by cyberlibertarians. Their core belief, dating back to the 1996 "A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace," is simply that governments should not regulate the internet. Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies are built on blockchains, which are fundamentally anti-establishment insofar as they are decentralized: They do not require a central authority or middleman to function. As the late David Golumbia, a professor who studied digital culture, wrote in his 2016 book, The Politics of Bitcoin: Software as Right-Wing Extremism, "Many of [bitcoin's] most vociferous advocates rely on characterizations of the Federal Reserve as a corrupt idea in and of itself, a device run by conspiratorial bankers who want 'the state to control everyone's lives.'" For true believers at the time, cryptocurrencies were a techno-utopian response to a broken, exclusionary, and extractive financial system--a response that may either remake the system or burn it down.

Yet today, crypto's culture is far more diffuse. Exchanges such as Coinbase and Robinhood have effectively opened trading markets to anyone with a bank account and a smartphone. There are certainly true believers in the technology, but they are accompanied by celebrities and memelords drumming up new coins based on viral memes, and scores of day traders hoping to catch one of these speculation tokens at the right moment. Because crypto profits are driven by generating hype and marketing, the technology has spawned a durable digital culture of people longing for community or chasing after the allure of 1,000x returns, as well as those who relish just how much crypto pisses off the right people. Even as crypto becomes more mainstream, many of the industry's boosters see their investments and community as a countercultural force. And so it makes sense that right-leaning culture warriors such as Jordan Peterson and Joe Rogan (who are now very much the establishment but position themselves as outsiders) have expressed fondness for crypto, and that venture capitalists such as Marc Andreessen, whose firm is deeply invested in crypto, have adopted more and more reactionary politics.



It is easy to make fun of the crypto hype cycles--the Beanie Babies-esque rise and fall of NFTs such as Bored Apes--and to roll your eyes at the shamelessness of memecoin culture. As of this writing, Haliey Welch, a viral sensation turned podcaster (better known as the "Hawk Tuah girl"), is in the middle of a backlash for launching her own memecoin, which immediately spiked and then crashed, infuriating her fans. If that sentence makes perfect sense to you, I'd like to apologize, but also: You get my drift. Crypto culture, with its terminally online slang and imagery, is alienating and off-putting. The industry's penchant for Ponzi schemes and defrauding retail investors--the implosion of insolvent companies such as FTX and platforms such as Celsius--is more than worthy of scorn. And yet, through all of this--perhaps because of all of this--cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests. And now they're using their money to influence politics.



Which brings us back to Trump. Whether he understands crypto beyond the basic notion that it's a good way to win votes and get rich off the backs of his most fanatical supporters is not clear. But the alliance between Trump and the crypto constituency makes sense philosophically. Trump is corrupt, and he loves money. For supporters, the appeal of his administration revolves in part around his promises to gut the federal government, seek retribution against his political enemies, and remake American institutions. You can see how the MAGA plan might overlap with an edgelordian culture that has contempt for a system it sees as decrepit and untrustworthy. The same overlap applies to technology executives like David Sacks, the anti-woke venture capitalist Trump has named as his AI and crypto czar.



I put all of this to Molly White, a researcher who covers the cryptocurrency industry. She suggested that there was yet another parallel between crypto advocates and the MAGA coalition--namely a desire to become the powerful institutions they claim to despise. "Bitcoin, and to some degree the other crypto assets, have this anti-government, anti-censorship ethos," she told me. The original crypto ideology, White said, was built around the notion that large financial institutions and the government shouldn't be part of this new paradigm. "But many crypto advocates have established a great deal of power through the wealth they've managed to accumulate using these assets. And over time there's been a shift from We don't want those institutions to have the power to We want the power."



White argues that the crypto industry has become a re-creation of much of what its original ideology claimed to despise. "If you look at Coinbase and other crypto companies, they do similar things to the financial institutions that Satoshi [Nakamoto, Bitcoin's pseudonymous creator] was disappointed in. A lot of these companies work closely with the government, too, and they do things like the same type of ID verification that banks do," she said. "They've re-created the financial system, but with fewer protections for consumers."



It seems clear that in a second Trump administration, the crypto industry and its barons might get their wishes. It's possible that the industry could see regulations declaring tokens as commodities, instead of securities, which would ease restrictions on trading and perhaps lead to more comingling between big banks and crypto assets. Last week, Trump nominated Paul Atkins, a former SEC commissioner, and a pro-crypto voice, to run the SEC. The announcement caused the price of bitcoin to surge to more than $100,000 (at the same time last year, the price was less than half that).



You don't have to be a cynic to see a flywheel effect: Crypto has become a meaningful political constituency not because its technology has broad, undeniable utility, but because it has made certain people extremely wealthy, which has attracted a great deal of attention and interest. The industry courts politicians with its wealth, and politicians pander for donations by making promises. Ultimately, the pro-crypto candidate wins, and the price of bitcoin surges, making many of these same people richer and thus able to exert more influence.



Trump hasn't taken office yet, but you can already see how this might play out. Justin Sun, a Chinese national and cryptocurrency entrepreneur charged with fraud by the SEC, recently bought $30 million worth of tokens of Trump's World Liberty Financial coin--an arrangement that may have been quite lucrative for Trump, raising concerns that the incoming president's crypto investment will be an easy vehicle for bribery. There is speculation that Trump could make good on a proposal to create a strategic reserve of bitcoins in the U.S., which could involve the federal government buying 200,000 bitcoins a year over the next five years--perhaps by using the country's gold reserves. For large crypto holders, this would be an incredible scheme, a wealth transfer from the government to crypto whales. In practice, this would allow crypto holders to sell off their assets to the government while pumping the price of the asset. Using the government to prop up bitcoin is an interesting maneuver for a technology whose origins lie in decentralization.



Crypto could also end up being the currency of choice for greasing the skids of the second Trump administration, but the broader concern is about what happens if crypto executives get everything they want. As my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote recently, "Industry-friendly rules would lead to a flood of cash entering the crypto markets, enriching anyone with assets already in their wallets, but also increasing volatility and exposing millions more Americans to scams, frauds, and swindles."

Annie Lowrey: The three pillars of the bro-economy 

White offered a similar concern, should crypto end up further entangled in the global economy. The collapse of FTX wiped out some of the exchange's users, but there was no real contagion for the broader financial system. "Back then, crypto companies weren't too big to fail and there was no need for a bailout," she told me. "If banks are allowed to get more involved and if crypto and traditional finance are enmeshed, my fear is the industry will grow bigger and the crashes will be greater."



Crypto's future is uncertain, but its legacy, at least in the short term, seems clearer than it did before November 5. It turns out that cryptocurrencies do have a very concrete use case. They are a technology that has latched on to, and then helped build, a culture that celebrates greed and speculation as virtues just as it embraces volatility. The only predictable thing about crypto seems to be its penchant for attracting and enriching a patchwork of individuals with qualities including, but not limited to, an appetite for risk, an overwhelming optimism about the benefits of technology, or a healthy distrust of institutions. In these ways, crypto is a perfect fit for the turbulence and distrust of the 2020s, as well as the nihilism and corruption of the Trump era.
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        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 11, 2024

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An Olympic pistol shooter prepares to compete, head tilted back, wearing complex eye gear, including a blind and a single lens.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kim Yeji of Team Republic of Korea prepares to shoot during the Women's 10m Air Pistol Final on day two of the Olympic Games at the Chateauroux Shooting Center on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: A performer hangs beneath a huge cluster of glowing green balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer floats above supporters, attached to a cluster of helium balloons, above the Marques do Pombal Square in Lisbon, on May 6, 2024, to celebrate the champions of the Portuguese football league.
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                [image: Two people sort through belongings amid storm-destroyed homes and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Crowder family sorts through and recovers items after their home was struck by a tornado on May 7, 2024, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma. Barnsdall, a town of about 1,000 people, was struck by an EF3 tornado just one week after the state was hit with a slew of deadly tornados.
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                [image: A top-down view of two adults and nine young children wearing protective medical gear, all leaning forward to attend to a teddy bear lying on a gurney.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medical students operate on a teddy bear together with children from the Weingarten day-care center in a real operating theater in a former emergency room at the University Hospital in Halle, Germany, on May 11, 2024. The Teddy Bear Hospital in Halle stands out because it uses an entire former hospital wing with several real operating theaters on the Steintor Medical Campus. The aim of the project is to playfully take away children's fear of visiting a doctor.
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                [image: An aerial view of steep-sloped hillsides covered in small houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Houses sit on the slopes of the Jalousie neighborhood in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, seen on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a small boat motoring past a City Hall building on flooded streets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Municipal guards steer a boat along the flooded streets near Porto Alegre City Hall on May 17, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, after extensive flooding across the the country's southern region.
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                [image: A passenger aircraft sits on flooded tarmac. The floodwater is very calm and reflects the sky and clouds above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Porto Alegre-Salgado Filho International Airport, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 20, 2024. More than 600,000 people were displaced by the heavy rain, flooding, and mudslides that ravaged the region for about two weeks.
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                [image: A person poses on a red carpet, the train of their dress flowing behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leonie Hanne poses on the red carpet before the screening of the animated film La Plus Precieuse des Marchandises ("The Most Precious of Cargoes") in competition at the 77th Cannes Film Festival, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young girl cries, embraced and surrounded by others.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl surrounded by people cries after identifying a member of her family among the dead at al-Maamadani hospital, following an Israeli strike that killed more than 90 people in a school sheltering displaced Palestinians, in Gaza City, on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in civilian clothing carries a rifle on a shoulder strap while shopping in a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman carries a rifle while shopping in a bakery, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Tel Aviv, Israel, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Tennis player Novak Djokovic slides at the net, spreading his legs out wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Novak Djokovic of Serbia slides near the net for a forehand against Francisco Cerundolo of Argentina in a men's singles fourth-round match during French Open at Roland Garros on June 3, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: An elderly veteran wearing many medals sits in a wheelchair, saluting, among many rows of headstones in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bernard Morgan, 100, a veteran of the British Royal Air Force, visits war graves in Bayeux, France, on June 5, 2024, ahead of the Royal British Legion Service's plans to commemorate the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: Two people wearing fencer's gear spar on a rooftop in a city setting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tsavora Fencing Mtaani Club members take part in a fencing bout during a training session in the Mathare informal settlement of Nairobi, Kenya, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A baseball fan reacts while running across a baseball field, as they are tased by a police officer running close behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unidentified fan is tased by a police officer as he runs on the field before the ninth inning of the game between the Cincinnati Reds and the Cleveland Guardians at Great American Ball Park in Cincinnati, Ohio, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd holds up signs in support of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as Trump gestures toward them from a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters cheer as former U.S. President and Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump arrives to speak during a campaign rally at the Historic Greenbrier Farms in Chesapeake, Virginia, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Flames roil on the tires and interior of a burning pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as flames engulf a home during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California, on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A polar bear rests on a pile of ice cubes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear rests on ice cubes that were brought to its enclosure during a heat wave at the Prague Zoo, in Czech Republic, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as he gets down, surrounded by Secret Service members, with blood on his face, during an assassination attempt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Secret Service members tend to former President Donald Trump onstage at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania, on July 13, 2024, following an assassination attempt.
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                [image: An armored woman on a robotic horse wears the Olympic Flag as a cape while crossing a river at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An armored woman on a robotic horse carries the Olympic flag across the Seine during the opening ceremony in Paris on July 26, 2024. The rider, played by Floriane Issert, a noncommissioned officer of the National Gendarmerie, was meant to represent the Olympic spirit and Sequana, goddess of the river and a symbol of resistance.
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                [image: Lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, watched by a crowd at the Olympics opening ceremony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Following the Parade of Nations on the Seine, athletes and spectators watch as lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, at the Trocadero venue, during the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games on July 26, 2024.
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                [image: A horse and rider leap over a hurdle shaped like the head of a large stag with very tall antlers on each side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Australia's Kevin McNab, riding the horse Don Quidam, clears a fence shaped like a stag's head during the equestrian cross-country leg during the Olympic Games at Chateau de Versailles, in Versailles, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg raises his dark glasses for a better look, while sitting in the stands of an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg attends the Artistic Gymnastics Women's Qualification on day two of the Paris Games at Bercy Arena, on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two gymnasts celebrate, holding up an American flag, after winning Olympic medals.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles (left) and Sunisa Lee of the U.S.A. celebrate after winning the gold and bronze medals, respectively, in the Gymnastics Women's All-Around Final at Bercy Arena, on August 1, 2024.
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                The journalist Evan Gershkovich, followed by his mother, Ella Milman, smiles as he arrives at Joint Base Andrews in Maryland on August 1, 2024. Gershkovich and fellow prisoners released by Russia landed in the United States late that day, as part of an extraordinary swap deal struck between Washington and Moscow. Gershkovich, the former U.S. marine Paul Whelan, and the journalist Alsu Kurmasheva landed at were greeted by President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris after landing.
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                [image: An enthusiastic crowd waves signs in a high-school gymnasium, as Vice President Kamala Harris stands at a podium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vice President Kamala Harris speaks to supporters during a campaign rally at West Allis Central High School on July 23, 2024, in West Allis, Wisconsin. Harris was making her first campaign appearance as the Democratic Party's presidential candidate, with an endorsement from President Joe Biden.
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                [image: In a small boat full of people wearing helmets motors along a river, each person holds out a net as two fish jump out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants attempt to catch Asian carp in nets as they compete in Betty DeFord's Original Redneck Fishin' Tournament in the Illinois River on August 3, 2024, in Bath, Illinois. The annual tournament targets Asian carp (also known as copi or silver carp), which is an invasive species in the river that has been destructive to the natural ecosystem and hazardous to boaters because of the propensity of the fish to leap up to 10 feet out of the water when spooked by vibrations from boat motors. Participants use only nets to try and catch the fish while they are airborne. Proceeds from the tournament are used to help homeless veterans, and the captured fish are processed into fertilizer.
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                Noah Lyles of Team USA celebrates winning the gold medal in the men's 100m final at the Paris Olympic Games at Stade de France on August 4, 2024.
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                A surfer rides a wave at the Paris Olympics surfing site in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on August 6, 2024.
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                [image: A breakdancer performs for a panel of judges at the Olympics, photographed in an unusual pose resembling a hopping kangaroo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The B-girl Raygun of Team Australia competes during the Olympic B-Girls Round Robin at Place de la Concorde on August 9, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: A person rappels into a cavern in front of a huge stone carving of a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist descends into Tianyan Cave to explore a Buddha statue on August 22, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: Archers with a variety of disabilities practice side-by-side at a range, displaying many bits of complex gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Archers train before the start of the 2024 Paralympic Games in Paris, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand and sit on a rocky plain, looking toward a distant fountain of lava erupting from a crater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch lava fountains from the old lava fields around an eruption site on the Reykjanes peninsula, in Iceland, on August 28, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/12/2024-photos-look-middle-months/680949/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back

In 1893, a U.S.-backed coup overthrew the Islands' sovereign government. What does America owe Hawai'i now?

by Adrienne LaFrance




Read this article in Hawaiian.



At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.

Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in prison for a time, more than three decades ago. Since then, he has built a modest commune on this land, in the shadow of an ancient volcano, with a clutter of bungalows and brightly painted trailers. He's in his 70s now, and carries himself like an elder statesman. I went to see him because I had, for the better part of 20 years, been trying to find the answer to a question that I knew preoccupied both of us: What should America do about Hawai'i?

More than a century after the United States helped orchestrate the coup that conquered the nation of Hawai'i, and more than 65 years since it became a state, people here have wildly different ideas about what America owes the Hawaiian people. Many are fine with the status quo, and happy to call themselves American. Some people even explicitly side with the insurrectionists. Others agree that the U.S. overthrow was an unqualified historic wrong, but their views diverge from that point. There are those who argue that the federal government should formally recognize Hawaiians with a government-to-government relationship, similar to how the United States liaises with American Indian tribes; those who prefer to seize back government from within; and those who argue that the Kingdom of Hawai'i never legally ceased to exist.

Then there is Kanahele, who has wrested land from the state--at least for the duration of his 55-year lease--and believes other Hawaiians should follow his example. Like many Hawaiians (by which I mean descendants of the Islands' first inhabitants, who are also sometimes called Native Hawaiians), Kanahele doesn't see himself as American at all. When he travels, he carries, along with his U.S. passport, a Nation of Hawai'i passport that he and his followers made themselves.

But outside the gates of his compound, there is not only an American state, but a crucial outpost of the United States military, which has 12 bases and installations here--including the headquarters for U.S. Indo-Pacific Command and the Pacific Missile Range Facility. The military controls hundreds of thousands of acres of land and untold miles of airspace in the Islands.

It seems unrealistic, to say the least, to imagine that the most powerful country in the world would simply give Hawai'i back to the Hawaiians. If it really came down to it, I asked, how far would Kanahele go to protect his people, his nation? That's a personal question, Kanahele told me. "That's your life, you know. What you're willing to give up. Not just freedom but the possibility to be alive."


Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele is the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



Sitting across the table from us, his vice president, Brandon Maka'awa'awa, conceded that there had, in the past, been moments when it would have been easy to choose militancy. "We could have acted out of fear," he said. But every time, they "acted with aloha and we got through, just like our queen." He was referring to Hawai'i's last monarch, Queen Lili'uokalani, who was deposed in the coup in 1893.

People tend to treat this chapter in U.S. foreign relations as a curiosity on the margins of history. This is a mistake. The overthrow of Hawai'i is what established the modern idea of America as a superpower. Without this one largely forgotten episode, the United States may never have endured an attack on Pearl Harbor, or led the Allies to victory in World War II, or ushered in the age of Pax Americana--an age that, with Donald Trump's return to power, could be coming to an end.

Some Hawaiians see what is happening now in the United States as a bookend of sorts. In their view, the chain of events that led to a coup in Hawai'i in 1893 has finally brought us to this: the moment when the rise of autocracy in America presents an opportunity for Hawaiians to extricate themselves from their long entanglement with the United States, reclaim their independence, and perhaps even resurrect their nation.

Keanu Sai is, today, one of the more extreme thinkers about Hawaiian sovereignty. Growing up in Kuli'ou'ou, on the east end of O'ahu, Sai was a self-described slacker who only wanted to play football. He graduated from high school in 1982 and went straight to a military college, then the Army.

In 1990, he was at Fort Sill, in Oklahoma, when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, annexing it as Iraq's 19th province. International condemnation was swift; the United Nations Security Council declared the annexation illegal. An American-led coalition quickly beat back Saddam, liberating Kuwait. "And that's when I went, Wait a minute. That's exactly what happened" in Hawai'i, Sai told me. "Our government was overthrown." The idea radicalized him.

Before Hawai'i's overthrow, it had been a full-fledged nation with diplomatic relationships across the globe and a modern form of governance (it also signed a peace treaty with the United States in 1826). As a constitutional monarchy, it had elected representatives, its own supreme court, and a declaration of rights modeled after the U.S. Bill of Rights. And, as people in Hawai'i like to remind outsiders, 'Iolani Palace had electricity before the White House did.

Then, in January 1893, a group of 13 men--mostly Americans or Hawai'i-born businessmen descended from American missionary families, all with extensive financial interests in the Islands--executed a surprise coup. They did so with remarkable speed and swagger, even by coup standards. The men behind the effort referred to themselves as the Committee of Safety (presumably in a nod to the American and French Revolutions) and had good reason to expect that they would succeed: They had the backing of the U.S. foreign minister to the Kingdom of Hawai'i, John L. Stevens, who called up a force of more than 160 Marines and sailors to march on Honolulu during the confrontation with the queen. Stevens later insisted that he had done so in a panic--a coup was unfolding! It was his duty to do whatever was necessary to protect American lives and property! A good story, but not a convincing one.

Months before the coup, Stevens had written a curious letter to his friend James Blaine, the U.S. secretary of state, in which he'd posed a bizarre and highly detailed hypothetical: What if, Stevens had wanted to know, the government of Hawai'i were to be "surprised and overturned by an orderly and peaceful revolutionary movement" that established its own provisional government to replace the queen? If that were to happen, Stevens pressed, just how far would he and the American naval commander stationed nearby be permitted to "deviate from established international rules" in their response? The presence of U.S. Marines, Stevens mused, might be the only thing that could quash such an overthrow and maintain order. As it turned out, however, Stevens and his fellow insurrectionists used the Marines to ensure that their coup would succeed. (Blaine, for his part, had had his eye on the Islands for decades.) Two weeks after the overthrow, Stevens wrote to John W. Foster, President Benjamin Harrison's final secretary of state: "The Hawaiian pear is now fully ripe, and this is the golden hour for the United States to pluck it."

Queen Lili'uokalani had yielded immediately to the insurrectionists, unsure whether Stevens was following orders from Harrison. "This action on my part was prompted by three reasons," she wrote in an urgent letter to Harrison: "the futility of a conflict with the United States; the desire to avoid violence, bloodshed, and the destruction of life and property; and the certainty which I feel that you and your government will right whatever wrongs may have been inflicted on us in the premises."

Her faith in Harrison was misplaced; he ignored her letter. In the last month of his presidency, he sent a treaty to the U.S. Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i to the United States. (Lorrin A. Thurston, one of the overthrow's architects, boasted in his Memoirs of the Hawaiian Revolution that in early 1892, Harrison had encouraged him, through an interlocutor, to go forward with his plot.)


Keanu Sai argues that the Kingdom of Hawai'i never legally ceased to exist.(Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



Looking back at this history nearly 100 years later, Keanu Sai had an epiphany. "I was in the wrong army," he said. Sai left the military and dove into the state archives, researching Hawai'i's history and his own family's lineage prior to the arrival of haole (white) Europeans and Americans. He says he traced his family's roots to ali'i, members of Hawai'i's noble class. "I started to realize that the Hawaiian Kingdom that I was led to believe was all haole-controlled, missionary-controlled, was all--pardon the French--bullshit," he told me.

That led him to develop what is probably the most creative, most radical, and quite possibly most ridiculous argument about Hawaiian independence that I've ever heard. Basically, it's this: The Hawaiian Kingdom never ceased to exist.

Though Sai has plenty of fans and admirers, several people warned me that I should be careful around him. I spoke with some Hawaiians who expressed discomfort with the implications of Sai's notion that the kingdom was never legally dissolved--not everyone wants to be a subject in a monarchy. There was also the matter of his troubles with the law.

In 1997, Sai took out an ad in a newspaper declaring himself to be a regent of the Hawaiian Kingdom, a move that he said formally entrusted him "with the vicarious administration of the Hawaiian government during the absence of a Monarch." He had started a business in which he and his partner charged people some $1,500 for land-title research going back to the mid-19th century, promising to protect clients' land from anyone who might claim it as their own. The business model was built on his theory of Hawaiian history, and the underlying message seemed to be: If the kingdom still exists, and the state of Hawai'i does not, maybe this house you bought isn't technically even yours. Ultimately, Sai's business had its downtown office raided; the title company shut down, and he was convicted of felony theft.

It struck me that, in another life, Keanu Sai would have made a perfect politician. He is charismatic and funny. A decorated bullshit artist. Unquestionably smart. Filibusters with the best of them. (He also told me that Keanu Reeves is his cousin.) Although Sai's methods may be questionable, his indignation over the autocratic overthrow of his ancestors' nation is justified.

Sai says that arguments about Hawaiian sovereignty tend to distort this history. "They create the binary of colonizer-colonized," he said. "All of that is wrong. Hawai'i was never a colony of the United States. And we're not a tribal nation similar to Native Americans. We're nationals of an occupied state."

Following this logic, Sai believes international courts must acknowledge that America has perpetuated war crimes against Hawai'i's people. After that, he says, international law should guide Hawai'i out of its current "wartime occupation" by the United States, so that the people of Hawai'i can reconstruct their nation. Sai has attempted to advance this case in the international court system. So far, he has been unsuccessful.

At one point, Sai mused that I'd have to completely rework my story based on his revelations. I disagreed, but said that I liked hearing from him about this possible path to Hawaiian independence. This provoked, for the first time in our several hours of conversations, a flash of anger. "This is not the 'possible path,' " Sai said. "It is the path."

The island of Ni'ihau is just 18 miles long and six miles wide. Nicknamed "the forbidden island," it has been privately owned since 1864, when King Kamehameha IV and his brother sold it for $10,000 in gold to a wealthy Scottish widow, Elizabeth Sinclair, who had moved her family to Hawai'i after her husband and son were lost at sea.

Sinclair's descendants still own and run the island, which by the best estimates has a population of fewer than 100. It is the only place in the world where everyone still speaks Hawaiian. No one is allowed to visit Ni'ihau without a personal invitation from Sinclair's great-great-grandsons Bruce and Keith Robinson, both now in their 80s. Such invitations are extraordinarily rare. (One of the two people I know who have ever set foot on Ni'ihau got there only after asking the Robinsons every year for nearly 10 years.)

The island has no paved roads, no electrical grid, no street signs, and no domestic water supply--drinking water comes from catchment water and wells. In the village is a schoolhouse, a cafeteria, and a church, which everyone is reportedly expected to attend. One of the main social activities is singing. The rules for Ni'ihau residents are strict: Men cannot wear their hair long, pierce their ears, or grow beards. Drinking and smoking are not allowed. The Robinsons infamously bar anyone who leaves for even just a few weeks from returning, with few exceptions.

Ni'ihau's circumscribed mores point to a broader question: If one goal of Hawaiian independence is to restore a nation that has been lost, then which version of Hawai'i, exactly, are you trying to bring back?


The volcano Diamond Head, or Le'ahi, in Honolulu, circa 1872 (left) and in 2015 (right) (Royal Geographical Society / Getty; Ergi Reboredo / VW Pics / Universal Images Group / Getty)



Ancient explorers first reached the archipelago in great voyaging canoes, traveling thousands of miles from the Marquesas Islands, around the year 400 C.E. They brought with them pigs, chickens, gourds, taro, sugarcane, coconuts, sweet potatoes, bananas, and paper mulberry plants. Precontact Hawai'i was home to hundreds of thousands of Hawaiians--some scholars estimate that the population was as high as 1 million. There was no concept of private land ownership, and Hawaiians lived under a feudal system run by ali'i, chiefs who were believed to be divinely ordained. This strict caste system entailed severe rules, executions for those who broke them, and brutal rituals including human sacrifice.

The first British explorers moored their ships just off the coast of Kaua'i in 1778 and immediately took interest in the Islands. Captain James Cook, who led that first expedition, was welcomed with aloha by the Hawaiian people. But when Cook attempted to kidnap the Hawaiian chief Kalani'opu'u on a subsequent visit to the Islands, a group of Hawaiians stabbed and bludgeoned Cook to death. (Kalani'opu'u survived.)

Eventually, fierce battles culminated in unification of all the Islands under Hawai'i's King Kamehameha, who finally conquered the archipelago's last independent island in 1810. The explosion and subsequent collapse of the sandalwood trade followed, along with the construction of the first sugar plantations and the arrival of whaling ships. Missionaries came too, and the introduction of Christianity led, for a time, to a ban on the hula--one of the Hawaiian people's most sacred and enduring forms of passing down history. All the while, several waves of epidemics--cholera, mumps, measles, whooping cough, scarlet fever, smallpox, and bubonic plague--ravaged the Hawaiian population, which plummeted to about 40,000 by the end of the 19th century.

As exoticized ideas about Hawaiian culture spread, repackaged for tourists, Hawaiianness was suppressed nearly to the point of erasure.

During this period, the United States had begun to show open interest in scooping up the Sandwich Islands, as they were then called. In the June 1869 issue of The Atlantic, the journalist Samuel Bowles wrote:

We have converted their heathen, we have occupied their sugar plantations; we furnish the brains that carry on their government, and the diseases that are destroying their people; we want the profit on their sugars and their tropical fruits and vegetables; why should we not seize and annex the islands themselves?

From the June 1869 issue: The Pacific Railroad--Open

Elizabeth Sinclair's descendants profited greatly from the sugar they cultivated, but they had a different view of what Hawai'i should be. King Kamehameha IV is said to have sold Ni'ihau on one condition: Its new owners had to promise to do right by the Hawaiian people and their culture. This is why, when the United States did finally move to "seize and annex the islands," the Robinsons supported the crown. After annexation happened anyway, in 1898, Sinclair's grandson closed Ni'ihau to visitors.

On the other islands, everything seemed to speed up from there. Schools had already banned the Hawaiian language, but now many Hawaiian families started speaking only English with their children. The sugar and pineapple industries boomed. Matson ships carrying visitors to Hawai'i soon gave way to airplanes. As exoticized ideas about Hawaiian culture spread, repackaged for tourists, Hawaiianness was suppressed nearly to the point of erasure.

Through all of this, Ni'ihau stayed apart. History briefly intruded in 1941, when a Japanese fighter pilot crash-landed there hours after participating in the attack on Pearl Harbor, which killed an estimated 2,400 people in Honolulu. Ni'ihau residents knew nothing about the mayhem of that day. They at first welcomed the Imperial pilot as a guest, but killed him after he botched an attempt to hold some of them hostage.

If the overthrow had marked the beginning of the end of Hawaiian nationhood, the attack on Pearl Harbor finished it. It also kicked off a three-year period of martial law in Hawai'i, in which the military took control of every aspect of civilian life--in effect converting the Islands into one big internment facility. The government suspended habeas corpus, shut down the courts, and set up its own tribunals for law enforcement. The military imposed a strict nightly curfew, rationed food and gasoline, and censored the press and other communications. The many Japanese Americans living there were surveilled and treated as enemies--Japanese-run banks were shut down, along with Japanese-language schools. Everyone was required to carry identification cards, and those older than the age of 6 were fingerprinted. Telephone calls and photography were restricted. Sugarcane workers who didn't report to their job could be tried in military court.

Martial law was fully lifted in 1944, and in 1959, Hawai'i became the 50th state--a move the Robinsons are said to have opposed. But whether they liked it or not, statehood dragged Ni'ihau along with it. The island is technically part of Kaua'i County, the local government that oversees the island closest to it. Still, Ni'ihau has stayed mostly off-limits to the rest of Hawai'i and the rest of the world. (The Robinsons do operate a helicopter tour that takes visitors to an uninhabited beach on the far side of the island, but you can't actually get to the village or meet any residents that way.) Those who have affection for Ni'ihau defend it as an old ranch community on a remote island that's not hurting anybody. The less generous view is that it's essentially the world's last remaining feudal society.

From the December 1958 issue: Hawaii and statehood

But no one is arguing that the rest of Hawai'i should be run like Ni'ihau. After all, the entire goal of the sovereignty movement, if you can even say it has a single goal, is to confer more power on the Hawaiian people, not less. The question is how best to do that.

John Waihe'e's awakening came the summer before he started seventh grade, when he checked a book out of the library in his hometown of Honoka'a, on the Big Island, that would change his life. In it, he read a description of the annexation ceremony that had taken place at 'Iolani Palace in 1898, when Hawai'i officially became a territory of the United States. It described the lowering of the Hawaiian flag, and the Hawaiian people who had gathered around with tears in their eyes.

This was the 1950s--post-Pearl Harbor and pre-statehood--and Waihe'e had never even heard of the overthrow. His parents spoke Hawaiian with each other at home, but never spoke it with Waihe'e.

"I remember rushing back to my father and telling him, 'Dad, I didn't know any of this stuff,' " Waihe'e told me. "He looks at me, and he was very calm about it. He said, 'You know, son, that didn't only happen in Honolulu.' " His father went on: "They lowered the flag in Hilo too, on the Big Island, and your grandfather was there, and he saw all of this. "

Waihe'e was floored. Even nearly 70 years later, he remembers the moment. To picture his grandfather among those watching the kingdom in its final hours "broke my heart," he said. Waihe'e had never met his grandfather, but he had seen photos and heard stories about him all his life. "He was this big, strong Hawaiian guy. And the idea of him crying was--it was unthinkable." The image never left him. He grew up, attended law school, and eventually became Hawai'i's governor in 1986, the first Hawaiian ever to hold the office.

Waihe'e is part of a class of political leaders in Hawai'i who have chosen to work within the system, rather than rail against it. Another was the late Daniel Akaka, one of Hawai'i's longest-serving U.S. senators-- a Hawaiian himself. Akaka was raised in a home where he was not permitted to speak Hawaiian. He once told me about hearing a roar from above on the morning of December 7, 1941, and looking up to see a gray wave of Japanese bombers with bright-red dots on the wings. He grabbed his rifle and ran into the hills. He was 17 then, and would later deploy to Saipan with the Army Corps of Engineers.

Read: Adrienne LaFrance on December 7, the day "all hell broke loose"

In 1993, Akaka, a Democrat, sponsored a joint congressional resolution that formally apologized to the Hawaiian people for the overthrow of their kingdom 100 years earlier and for "the deprivation of the rights of Native Hawaiians to self-determination." I'd always seen the apology bill, which was signed into law by President Bill Clinton, as an example of the least the United States could possibly do, mere lip service. But the more people I talked with as I reported this story, the more I heard that it mattered--not just symbolically but legally.

Recently, I went to see Esther Kia'aina, who was one of the key architects of the apology as an aide to Akaka in Washington, D.C., in the early 1990s. Today, Kia'aina is a city-council member in Honolulu. People forget, she told me, just how hard it was to get to an apology in the first place.

Around 2020, for the first time ever, more Hawaiians lived outside Hawai'i than in the Islands.

"Prior to 1993, it was abysmal," Kia'aina said. There had been a federal inquiry into the overthrow, producing a dueling pair of reports in the 1980s, one of which concluded that the U.S. bore no responsibility for what had happened to Hawai'i, and that Hawaiians should not receive reparations as a result. Without the United States first admitting wrongdoing, Kia'aina said, nothing else could follow. As she saw it, the apology was the first in a series of steps. The next would be to obtain official tribal status for Hawaiians from the Department of the Interior, similar to the way the United States recognizes hundreds of American Indian and Alaska Native tribes. Then full-on independence.

In the early 2000s, Akaka began pushing legislation that would create a path to federal recognition for Hawaiians as a tribe, a move that Kia'aina enthusiastically supported. "I was Miss Fed Rec," she said. It wasn't a compliment--lots of people hated the idea.


Esther Kia'aina was one of the key architects of the 1993 apology bill signed into law by President Bill Clinton. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



The federal-recognition legislation would have made Native Hawaiians one of the largest tribes in America overnight--but many Hawaiians didn't want recognition from the United States at all. The debate created strange bedfellows. Many people argued against it on the grounds that it didn't go far enough; they wanted their country back, not tribal status. Meanwhile, some conservatives in Hawai'i, who tended to be least moved by calls for Hawaiian rights, fought against the bill, arguing that it was a reductionist and maybe even unconstitutional attempt to codify preferential treatment on the basis of race. That's how a coalition briefly formed that included Hawaiian nationalists and their anti-affirmative-action neighbors.

Akaka's legislation never passed, and the senator died in 2018. Today, some people say the debate over federal recognition was a distraction, but Kia'aina still believes that it's the only way to bring about self-determination for Hawaiians. She told me that she sometimes despairs at what the movement has become: She sees people rage against the overthrow, and against the continued presence of the U.S. military in Hawai'i, but do little else to promote justice for Hawaiians. And within government, she sees similar complacency.

"It's almost like 'Are you kidding me? We give you the baton and this is what you do?' " Kia'aina said. Instead of effecting change, she told me, people playact Hawaiianness and think it will be enough. They "slap on a Hawaiian logo," and "that's your contribution to helping the Hawaiian community." And in the end, nobody outside Hawai'i is marching in the street, protesting at the State Department, or occupying campus quads for Native Hawaiians.

There is no question that awareness of Hawaiian history and culture has improved since the 1970s, a period that's come to be known as the Hawaiian Renaissance, when activists took steps to restore the Hawaiian language in public places, to teach hula more widely, and to protect and restore other cultural practices. But Kia'aina told me that although the cultural and language revival is lovely, and essential, it can lull people into thinking that the work is done when plainly it is not. Especially when Hawaiians are running out of time.

Sometime around 2020, the Hawaiian people crossed a terrible threshold. For the first time ever, more Hawaiians lived outside Hawai'i than in the Islands. Roughly 680,000 Hawaiians live in the United States, according to the most recent census data; some 300,000 of them live in Hawai'i.

Hawaiians now make up about 20 percent of the state population, a proportion that for many inspires existential fear. Meanwhile, outsiders are getting rich in Hawai'i, and rich outsiders are buying up Hawaiian land. Larry Ellison, a co-founder of Oracle, owns most of the island of Lana'i. Facebook's co-founder Mark Zuckerberg owns a property on Kaua'i estimated to be worth about $300 million. Salesforce's CEO, Marc Benioff, has reportedly purchased nearly $100 million worth of land on the Big Island. Amazon's founder, Jeff Bezos, reportedly paid some $80 million for his estate on Maui. As one longtime Hawai'i resident put it to me: The sugar days may be over, but Hawai'i is still a plantation town.

At the same time, many Hawaiians are faring poorly. Few have the means to live in Hawai'i's wealthy neighborhoods. On O'ahu, a commute to Waikiki for those with hotel or construction jobs there can take hours in island traffic. Hawaiians have among the highest rates of heart disease, hypertension, asthma, diabetes, and some types of cancer compared with other ethnic groups. They smoke and binge drink at higher rates. A quarter of Hawaiian households can't adequately feed themselves. More than half of Hawaiians report worrying about having enough money to keep a roof over their head; the average per capita income is less than $28,000. Only 13 percent of Hawaiians have a college degree. The poverty rate among Hawaiians is 12 percent, the highest of the five largest ethnic groups in Hawai'i. Although Hawaiians make up only a small percentage of the population in Hawai'i, the share of homeless people on O'ahu who identify as Hawaiian or Pacific Islander has hovered at about 50 percent in recent years.

Kuhio Lewis was "very much the statistic Hawaiian" growing up in the 1990s, he told me--a high-school dropout raised by his grandmother. He'd struggled with drugs and alcohol, and became a single father with two babies by the time he was 19. Back then, Lewis was consumed with anger over what had happened to the Hawaiian people and believed that the only way to get what his people deserved was to fight, and to protest. But he lost patience with a movement that he didn't think was getting anything done. Today, as the CEO of the nonprofit Council for Native Hawaiian Advancement, he has a different view.

He still believes that Hawai'i should not be part of America, but he also believes that Hawai'i would need a leader with "balls of steel" to make independence happen. "That's a big ask," he added. "That's a lot of personal sacrifice." Until that person steps up, Lewis chooses to work within the system, even if it means some Hawaiians see him as a sellout.

"There is a wrong that was done. And there's no way we'll ever let that go," Lewis told me. "But I also believe, and I've come to believe, that the best way to win this battle is going through America rather than trying to go around America."


Portraits of the Hawaiian Kingdom's monarchs--from King Kamehameha (top left) to Queen Lili'uokalani (bottom right)--hang on the wall at the nonprofit Council for Native Hawaiian Advancement. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



When I spoke with Brian Schatz, Hawai'i's senior senator, in Washington, he said he is most focused on addressing the moment-to-moment crisis for the Hawaiian people. Lots of Native Hawaiians, he said, "are motivated by the same set of issues that non-Native Hawaiians are motivated by. They don't wake up every morning thinking about sovereignty and self-determination. They wake up every morning thinking about the price of gasoline, and traffic, and health care." He went on: "They are deeply, deeply uninterested in a bunch of abstractions. They would rather have a few hundred million dollars for housing than some new statute that purports to change the interaction between America and Hawaiians."

Ian Lind, a former investigative reporter who is himself Hawaiian, is also critical of sovereignty discussions that rely too much on fashionable ideologies at the expense of reality. I've known Lind since my own days as a city-hall reporter in Honolulu, in the early 2000s, and I wanted to get his thoughts on how the sovereignty conversation had changed in the intervening years. He told me that, in his view, an "incredibly robust environment for charlatans and con artists" has metastasized within Hawaiian-sovereignty circles. There are those who invent royal lineage or government titles for themselves, as well as ordinary scammers.

Even those who are merely trying to understand--or in some cases teach--the history have become too willing to gloss over some subtleties, Lind told me. It's not so simple to say that Hawaiians were dispossessed at the time of the overthrow, that they suddenly lost everything, he said. Many people gave up farmlands that had been allotted to them after the Great Mahele land distribution in 1848. "They were a burden, not an asset," Lind said. "People thought, I could just go get a job downtown and get away from this."

But people bristle at the introduction of nuance in the telling of this history, partly because they remain understandably focused on the immensity of what Hawaiians have lost. "There's a faction of Hawaiians who say that absolutely nothing short of restoring a kingdom like we had before, encompassing all of Hawai'i, is going to suffice," Lind said. "It's like an impasse that no one wants to talk about."

The whole thing reminds Lind of a fringe militia or a group of secessionists you'd find elsewhere. "It's so much like watching the Confederacy," he said. "You're watching something, a historical fact, you didn't like. It wasn't your side that won. But governments changed. And when our government changed here, it was recognized by all the countries in the world very quickly. So whatever you want to think about 130 years ago, how you feel about that change, I just think there are so many more things to deal with that could be dealt with now realistically that people aren't doing, because they're hung up waving the Confederate flag or having a new, reinstated Hawaiian Kingdom."

When you talk with people in Hawai'i about the question of sovereignty, skeptics will say shocking things behind closed doors, or off the record, that they'd never say in public--I've encountered eye-rolling, a general sentiment of get over it, even disparaging Queen Lili'uokalani as an "opium dealer"--but invoking the Lost Cause this way was a new one for me. I asked Lind if his opinions have been well received by his fellow Hawaiians. "No," he said with a chuckle. "I'm totally out of step."

Brian Schatz, a Democrat, grew up on O'ahu before making a rapid ascent in local, then national, politics. I first met him more than 15 years ago, when he was coming off a stint as a state representative. In 2021, he became the chair of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, meaning he thinks about matters related to Indigenous self-determination a lot. He's also on the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, which makes sense for a person representing a region of profound strategic importance to the United States.

Because Schatz is extremely online--he is a bit of a puppy dog on X, not exactly restrained--I wanted to know his views on an observation I've had in recent years. As young activists in Hawai'i have focused their passion on justice for Hawaiians, I've sometimes wondered if they are simply shouting into the pixelated abyss. On the one hand, more awareness of historical wrongs is objectively necessary and good. On the other, as Schatz put it to me, "the internet is not a particularly constructive place to figure out how to redress historical wrongs."

Two recent moments in Hawaiian activism sparked international attention, but haven't necessarily advanced the cause of self-determination. In 2014, opposition to the construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope on the Big Island led to huge protests, and energized the sovereignty movement. The catastrophic fires on Maui in 2023 prompted a similar burst of attention to Hawai'i and the degree to which Hawaiians have been alienated from their own land. But many activists complained to me that in both cases, sustained momentum has been spotty. Instagrammed expressions of solidarity may feel righteous when you're scrolling, but they accomplish little (if anything) offline, even when more people than ever before seem to be paying attention to ideas that animate those fighting for Hawaiian independence.

Adrienne LaFrance: Hawaii is a warning

"There's a newly energized cohort of leftists on the continent who are waking up to this injustice," Schatz said. "But, I mean, the truth is that there's not a place on the continental United States where that story wasn't also told." The story he's talking about is the separation of people from their language, their land, their culture, and their water sources, in order to steal that land and to make money. Yet "nobody's talking about giving Los Angeles back," he said.


Hawaiian activism has sparked international attention in recent years, but hasn't necessarily advanced the cause of self-determination. (Brendan George Ko)



One of the challenges in contemplating Hawaiian independence is the question of historical precedent. Clearly there are blueprints for decolonization--India's independence following British rule may be the most famous--but few involve places like Hawai'i. The world does not have many examples of what "successful" secession or decolonization from the United States looks like in practice. There is one example from elsewhere in the Pacific: In 1898, fresh off its annexation of Hawai'i, the United States moved to annex the Philippines, too. People there fought back, in a war that led to the deaths of an estimated 775,000 people, most of them civilians. The United States promised in 1916 that it would grant the Philippines independence, but that didn't happen until 1946.

Hawai'i is particularly complex, too, because of its diverse population. Roughly a quarter of Hawai'i residents are multiracial, and there is no single racial majority. So while some activists are eager to apply a settler-colonialism frame to what happened in Hawai'i, huge populations of people here do not slot neatly into the categories of "settler" or "native." How, for example, do you deal with the non-Hawaiian descendants of laborers on plantations, who immigrated to the Islands from China, Japan, Portugal, the Philippines? Or the Pacific Islanders who came to Hawai'i more recently, as part of U.S. compensation to three tiny island nations affected by nuclear-weapons testing? Or the people who count both overthrowers and Hawaiians among their ancestors? Schatz said that when it comes to visions of Hawaiian self-determination, "I completely defer to the community."

But he cautioned that without consensus about what this should look like, "the danger is that we spend all of our time counting the number of angels on the head of a pin, and ignore the fact that the injustice imposed by the United States government on Native Hawaiians is manifesting itself on a daily basis with bad economic outcomes, not enough housing, not enough health care." He went on, "So while Native Hawaiian leaders and scholars sort out what comes next as it relates to Native Hawaiians and their relationship to the state and federal government, my job is to--bit by bit, program by program, day by day--try to reverse that injustice with, frankly, money.

"Because you can't live in an apology," he added. "You have to live in a home."

The question of how the ancient Hawaiians survived--how they managed to feed a complex civilization that bloomed on the most isolated archipelago on the planet--has long been a source of fascination and historic inquiry. They fished; they hunted; they grew taro in irrigated wetlands.

Hawai'i is now terrifyingly dependent on the global supply chain for its residents' survival. By the 1960s, it was importing roughly half of its food supply. Today, that figure is closer to 90 percent. It can be easy to forget how remote Hawai'i truly is. But all it takes is one hurricane, war, or pandemic to upset this fragile balance.

From the October 1938 issue: Hawaii's economy

To understand what Hawai'i would need in order to become self-reliant again, I went to see Walter Ritte, one of the godfathers of modern Hawaiian activism, and someone most people know simply as "Uncle Walter." Ritte made a name for himself in the 1970s, when he and others occupied the uninhabited island of Kaho'olawe, protesting the U.S. military's use of the land for bombing practice. Ian Lind was part of this protest too; the group came to be known as the Kaho'olawe Nine.

Ritte lives on Moloka'i, among the least populated of the Hawaiian Islands. Major airlines don't fly to Moloka'i, and people there like it that way. I arrived on a turboprop Cessna 208, a snug little nine-seater, alongside a few guys from O'ahu heading there to do construction work for a day or two.

Moloka'i has no stoplights and spotty cell service. Its population hovers around 7,000 people. Many of its roads are still unpaved and require an off-road vehicle--long orange-red ribbons of dirt crisscross the island. On one particularly rough road, I felt my rented Jeep keel so far to one side that I was certain it would tip over. I considered turning back but eventually arrived at the Mo'omomi Preserve, in the northwestern corner of Moloka'i, where you can stand on a bluff of black lava rock and look out at the Pacific.

All over Moloka'i, the knowledge that you are standing somewhere that long predates you and will long outlast you is inescapable. If you drive all the way east, to Halawa Valley, you find the overgrown ruins of sacred places--an abandoned 19th-century church, plus remnants of heiau, or places of worship, dating back to the 600s. The desire to protect the island's way of life is fierce. Nobody wants it to turn into O'ahu or Maui--commodified and overrun by tourists, caricatured by outsiders who know nothing of this place. For locals across Hawai'i, especially the large number who work in the hospitality industry, this reality is an ongoing source of fury. As the historian Daniel Immerwahr put it to me: "It is psychologically hard to have your livelihood be a performance of your own subordination."

The directions Ritte had given me were, in essence: Fly to Moloka'i, drive east for 12 miles, and look for my fishpond. So I did. Eventually, I stopped at a place that I thought could be his, a sprawling, grassy property with some kukui-nut trees, a couple of sheds, and a freshwater spring. No sign of Ritte. But I met a man who introduced himself as Ua and said he could take me to him. I asked Ua how long he'd been working with Uncle Walter, and he grinned. "My whole life," he said. Walter is his father.

Ua drove us east in his four-wheeler through a misty rain. This particular vehicle had a windshield but no wipers, so I assumed the role of leaning all the way out of the passenger side to squeegee water off the glass.

We found Ritte standing in a field wearing dirty jeans and a black T-shirt that said Kill Em' With Aloha. Ritte is lean and muscular--at almost 80 years old, he has the look of someone who has worked outside his whole life, which he has. We decided to head makai, back toward the ocean, so Ritte could show me his obsession.

When we got there, he led me down a short, rocky pier to a thatched-roof hut and pointed out toward the water. What we were looking at was the rebuilt structure of a massive fishpond, first constructed by ancient Hawaiians some 700 years ago. Ritte has been working on it forever, attempting to prove that the people of Hawai'i can again feed themselves.

"I am not an American. I want my family to survive. And we're not going to survive with continental values."

The mechanics of the pond are evidence of Native Hawaiian genius. A stone wall serves as an enclosure for the muliwai, or brackish, area where fresh and salt water meet. A gate in the wall, when opened, allows small fish to swim into the muliwai but blocks big fish from getting out. And when seawater starts to pour into the pond, fish already in the pond swim over to it, making it easy to scoop them out. "Those gates are the magic," Ritte tells me.

Back when Hawai'i was totally self-sustaining, feeding the population required several fishponds across the Islands. Ritte's fishpond couldn't provide for all of Moloka'i, let alone all of Hawai'i, but he does feed his family with the fish he farms. And when something goes wrong--a recent mudslide resulted in a baby-fish apocalypse-- it teaches Ritte what his ancestors would have known but he has had to learn.


Walter Ritte has restored an ancient Hawaiian fishpond on the island of Moloka'i. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



That's how his vision went from restoring the fishpond to restoring the ahupua'a, which in ancient Hawai'i referred to a slice of land extending from the mountains down to the ocean. If the land above the pond had been properly irrigated, it could have prevented the mudslide that killed all those fish. And if everyone on Moloka'i tended to their ahupua'a the way their ancestors did, the island might in fact be able to dramatically reduce its reliance on imported food.

But over the years, Ritte said, the people of Hawai'i got complacent. Too many forgot how to work hard, how to sweat and get dirty. Too few questioned what their changing way of life was doing to them. This is how they became "sitting ducks," he told me, too willing to acclimate to a country that is not truly their own. "I am not an American. I want my family to survive. And we're not going to survive with continental values," he said. "Look at the government. Look at the guy who was president. And he's going to be president again. He's an asshole. So America has nothing that impresses me. I mean, why would I want to be an American?"

Ritte said he may not live to see it, but he believes Hawai'i will one day become an independent nation again. "There's a whole bunch of people who are not happy," he said. "There's going to be some violence. You got guys who are really pissed. But that's not going to make the changes that we need."

Still, change does not always come the way you expect. Ritte believes that part of what he's doing on Moloka'i is preparing Hawai'i for a period of tremendous unrest that may come sooner rather than later, as stability in the world falters and as Hawaiians are roused to the cause of independence. "All the years people said, 'You can control the Hawaiians, don't worry; you can control them.' But now they're nervous you cannot control them."

During my visit to Pu'uhonua O Waimanalo, the compound that Dennis Kanahele and Brandon Maka'awa'awa have designated as the headquarters for the Nation of Hawai'i, Maka'awa'awa invited me to the main office, a house that they use as a government building to hatch plans and discuss foreign relations. Recently, Kanahele and their foreign minister traveled to China on a diplomatic visit. And they've established peace treaties with Native American tribes in the contiguous United States--the same kind of treaty that the United States initially forged with the Kingdom of Hawai'i, they pointed out to me.

These days, they are not interested in American affairs. They see anyone who works with the Americans, including Kuhio Lewis and Brian Schatz, as sellouts or worse. To them, the best president the United States ever had was Clinton, because he was the one who signed the apology bill. Barack Obama may get points for being local--he was born and raised on O'ahu--but they're still waiting for him to do something, anything, for the Hawaiian people. As it happens, Obama has a house about five miles down the road. "I still believe that he's here for a reason in Waimanalo," Kanahele said, referring to this area of the island. "I believe the reason is what we're doing."

Outside, light rains occasionally swept over the house, and chickens and cats wandered freely. Inside was cozy, more bunker than Oval Office, with a rusted door swung open and walls covered in papers and plans. At one end of the room was a fireplace, and over the mantel was a large map of the world with Hawai'i at the center, alongside portraits of Queen Lili'uokalani and her brother King Kalakaua. Below that was a large humpback whale carved from wood, and wooden blocks bearing the names and titles of members of the executive branch. Another wall displayed a copy of the Ku'e Petitions, documents that members of the Hawaiian Patriotic League hand-carried to Washington, D.C., in 1897 to oppose annexation.

Kanahele is tall, with broad shoulders and a splatter of freckles on one cheek. He is thoughtful and serious, the kind of person who quiets a room the instant he speaks. But he's also funny and warm. I've heard people describe Kanahele as Kamehameha-like in his looks, and I can see why. Kanahele told me that he is in fact descended from a relative of Kamehameha's, "like, nine generations back." Today, most people know him by his nickname, Bumpy.

Kanahele's vision for the future entails reclaiming all of Hawai'i from the United States and reducing its economic dependence on tourism and defense.

The most animated I saw him was when I asked if he'd ever sat down with a descendant of the overthrowers. After all, it often feels like everyone knows everyone here, and in many cases they do, and have for generations. Kanahele told me the story of how, years ago, he'd had a conversation with Thurston Twigg-Smith, a grandson of Lorrin A. Thurston, who was an architect of the overthrow. Twigg-Smith was the publisher of the daily newspaper the Honolulu Advertiser, and Kanahele still remembers the room they sat in--fancy, filled with books. "I was excited because it was this guy, right? He was involved," Kanahele said.

The experience left him with "ugly feelings," he told me. "He called us cavemen." And Twigg-Smith defended the overthrowers. I mentioned to Kanahele that I'd read Twigg-Smith's account of the coup, in which he refers to it admiringly as "the Hawaiian Revolution."

Twigg-Smith told Kanahele that his grandfather "did the best thing he thought was right at the time," Kanahele said. When Kanahele asked, "Do you think that was right?," Twigg-Smith didn't hesitate. Yes, the overthrow was right, he said. Kanahele's eyes widened as he recounted the exchange. "He thinks his grandfather did the right thing." (Twigg-Smith died in 2016.)

Kanahele and Maka'awa'awa aren't trying to bring back the monarchy. They aren't even trying to build a democracy. Their way of government, outlined in a constitution that Kanahele drafted in 1994, is based on a family structure, including a council of Hawaiian elders and kanaka (Hawaiian) and non-kanaka (non-Hawaiian) legislative branches. "It's a Hawaiian way of thinking of government," Maka'awa'awa said. "It's not democracy or communism or socialism or any of that. It's our own form of government."

Kanahele's vision for the future entails reclaiming all of Hawai'i from the United States and reducing its economic dependence on tourism and defense. He and Maka'awa'awa are unpaid volunteers, Maka'awa'awa told me. "Luckily for me and Uncle, we have very supportive wives who have helped support us for years." Maka'awa'awa said that they used to pay a "ridiculous amount" in property taxes, but thought better of it when contemplating the 65-year lease awarded in 1964 to the U.S. military for $1 at Pohakuloa, a military training area covering thousands of acres on the Big Island. So about eight years ago, they decided to pay $1 a year. The state is "pissed," he told me, but he doesn't care. "Plus," he added, "it's our land."

I had to ask: Doesn't an independent nation need its own military? Other than the one that was already all around them, that is. Some 50,000 active-duty U.S. service members are stationed throughout the Islands. Many of the military's 65-year leases in Hawai'i are up for renewal within the next five years, and debate over what to do with them has already begun. I thought about our proximity to Bellows Air Force Station, just a mile or two down the hill from where we were sitting. Yes, Kanahele told me. "You need one standing army," he said. "You got to protect your natural resources--your lands and your natural resources." Otherwise, he warned, people are "going to be taking them away."

I asked them how they think about the Hawai'i residents--some of whom have been here for generations, descendants of plantation laborers or missionaries--who are not Hawaiian. There are plenty of non-kanaka people who say they are pro-Hawaiian rights, until the conversation turns to whether all the non-kanaka should leave. "We think about that," Kanahele said, because of the "innocents involved. The damage goes back to America and the state of Hawai'i. That's who everybody should be pointing the finger at."

And it's not like they want to take back all 4 million acres of Hawai'i's land, Maka'awa'awa said. "Really, right now, when we talk about the 1.8 million acres of ceded lands"--that is, the crown and government lands that were seized in the overthrow and subsequently turned over to the United States in exchange for annexation--"we're not talking about private lands here. We're talking strictly state lands."

Kanahele calmly corrected him: "And then we will claim all 4 million acres. We claim everything."

As I was reporting this story, I kept asking people: What does America owe Hawai'i, and the Hawaiian people? A better question might be: When does a nation cease to exist? When its leader is deposed? When the last of its currency is melted down? When the only remaining person who can speak its language dies? For years I thought of the annexation-day ceremony in 1898 as the moment when the nation of Hawai'i ceased to be. One account describes the final playing of Hawai'i's national anthem, by the Royal Hawaiian Band, whose leader began to weep as they played. After that came a 21-gun salute, the final national salute to the Hawaiian flag. Then the band played taps. Eventually all kingdoms die. Empires, too.

The overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom set in motion a series of events that disenfranchised Hawaiians, separated them from their land and their culture, and forever altered the course of history in Hawai'i. It was also a moment of enormous and lasting consequence for the United States. It solidified a worldview, famously put forth in the pages of this magazine by the retired naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan in 1890, that America must turn its eyes and its borders ever outward, in defense of the American idea.

From the December 1890 issue: The United States looking outward

But there were others who fought against the expansionists' notion of America, arguing that the true American system of government depended on the consent of the governed. Many of the people arguing this were the abolitionists who led and wrote for this magazine, including Mark Twain and The Atlantic's former editor in chief William Dean Howells, both members of the Anti-Imperialist League. (Other anti-imperialists argued against expansion on racist grounds--that is, that the U.S. should not invite into the country more nonwhite or non-Christian people, of which there were many in Hawai'i.)

This was the debate Americans were having about their country's role in the world when, in March 1893, Grover Cleveland was inaugurated as president for the second time. Cleveland, the 24th president of the United States, had also been the 22nd; Benjamin Harrison's single term had been sandwiched in between. Once he was back in the White House, Cleveland immediately set to work undoing the things that, in his view, Harrison had made a mess of. Primary among those messes was what people had begun to refer to as "the question of Hawaii."

After writing to Harrison in January 1893, Queen Lili'uokalani had sent a letter to her "great and good friend" Cleveland in his capacity as the president-elect. "I beg that you will consider this matter, in which there is so much involved for my people," she wrote, "and that you will give us your friendly assistance in granting redress for a wrong which we claim has been done to us, under color of the assistance of the naval forces of the United States in a friendly port."





Queen Lili'uokalani (top) was deposed in the January 1893 coup; the insurrectionists had support from the highest levels of the U.S. government, and help from U.S. troops (bottom). (Photo12 / Getty; U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command)



Whereas Harrison, in the twilight of his presidency, had sent a treaty to the Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i, Cleveland's first act as president was to withdraw that treaty and order an investigation of the overthrow. Members of the Committee of Safety and their supporters, Cleveland learned, had seized 'Iolani Palace as their new headquarters--they would later imprison Queen Lili'uokalani there, in one of the bedrooms upstairs, for nearly eight months--and raised the American flag over the main government building in the palace square. Cleveland now mandated that the American flag be pulled down and replaced with the Hawaiian flag.

This set off a firestorm in Congress, where Cleveland's critics eventually compared him to a Civil War secessionist. One senator accused him of choosing "ignorant, savage, alien royalty, over American people."

America answered the "question of Hawaii" by deciding that its sphere of influence would not end at California, but would expand ever outward.

By then, the inquiry that Cleveland ordered had come back. As he explained when he sent the report on to Congress, the investigation had found that the overthrow had been an "act of war," and that the queen had surrendered "not absolutely and permanently, but temporarily and conditionally."

Cleveland had dispatched his foreign minister to Hawai'i, former Representative Albert S. Willis of Kentucky, to restore the queen to power. Willis's mission in Honolulu was to issue an ultimatum to the insurrectionists to dissolve their fledgling government, and secure a promise from Queen Lili'uokalani that she would pardon the usurpers. But the Provisional Government argued that the United States had no right to tell it what to do.

"We do not recognize the right of the President of the United States to interfere in our domestic affairs," wrote Sanford Dole, the self-appointed president of Hawai'i's new executive branch. "The Provisional Government of the Hawaiian Islands respectfully and unhesitatingly declines to entertain the proposition of the President of the United States that it should surrender its authority to the ex-Queen."

This was, quite obviously, outrageous. Here Dole and his co-conspirators were claiming to be a sovereign nation--and using this claim to rebuff Cleveland's attempts to return power to the sovereign nation they'd just overthrown--all while having pulled off their coup with the backing of American military forces and having flown an American flag atop the government building they now occupied.

In January 1894, the American sugar baron and longtime Hawai'i resident Zephaniah Spalding testified before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations about the situation in Honolulu. "We have now as near an approach to autocratic government as anywhere," Spalding said. "We have a council of 15, perhaps, composed of the businessmen of Honolulu" who "examine into the business of the country, just the same as is done in a large factory or on a farm."

The insurrectionists had, with support from the highest levels of the U.S. government, successfully overthrown a nation. They'd installed an autocracy in its place, with Dole as president.

Americans argued about Hawai'i for five long years after the overthrow. And once the United States officially annexed Hawai'i in 1898 under President William McKinley, Dole became the first governor of the United States territory. Most Americans today know his name only because of the pineapple empire one of his cousins started.

All along, the debate over Hawai'i was not merely about the fate of an archipelago some 5,000 miles away from Washington. Nor is the debate over Hawai'i's independence today some fringe argument about long-ago history. America answered the "question of Hawaii" by deciding that its sphere of influence would not end at California, but would expand ever outward. Harrison took the aggressive, expansionist view. Cleveland took the anti-imperialist, isolationist one. This ideological battle, which Harrison ultimately won (and later regretted, after he joined the Anti-Imperialist League himself), is perhaps the most consequential chapter in all of U.S. foreign relations. You can draw a clear, straight line from the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom to the attack on Pearl Harbor to America's foreign policy today, including the idea that liberal democracy is worth protecting, at home and abroad.

It's easy to feel grateful for this ethos when contemplating the alternative. In the past century, America's global dominance has, despite episodes of galling overreach, been an extraordinary force for good around the world. The country's strategic position in the Pacific allowed the United States to win World War II (and was a big reason the U.S. entered the war in the first place). The U.S. has continued to serve as a force for stability and security in the Pacific in a perilous new chapter. How might the world change without the United States to stand up to Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin?


Some people in Hawai'i now want to plan for how to regain--and sustain--independence if the United States loses power. (Brendan George Ko)



But to treat the U.S. presence in Hawai'i as inevitable, or even as a shameful but justified means to an end, is to disregard the values for which Americans have fought since the country's founding. It was the United States' expansion into the Pacific that established America as a world superpower. And it all began with the coup in Honolulu, an autocratic uprising of the sort that the United States fights against today.

Perhaps the true lesson of history is that what seems destined in retrospect--whether the election of a president or the overthrow of a kingdom--is often much messier and more uncertain as it unfolds. John Waihe'e, the former governor, told me that he no longer thinks about how to gain sovereignty, but rather how Hawai'i should begin planning for a different future--one that may arrive unexpectedly, and on terms we may not now be considering.

Waihe'e is part of a group of local leaders that has been working to map out various possible futures for Hawai'i. The idea is to take into account the most pronounced challenges Hawai'i faces: the outside wealth reshaping the Islands, the economic overreliance on tourism, the likelihood of more frequent climate disasters, the potential dissolution of democracy in the United States. One of the options is to do nothing at all, to accept the status quo, which Waihe'e feels certain would be disastrous.

Jon Kamakawiwo'ole Osorio, another member of the group, agrees. Osorio is the dean of the Hawai'inuiakea School of Hawaiian Knowledge at the University of Hawai'i at Manoa. Undoing a historic wrong may be impossible, he told me, but you have a moral obligation to try. "If things don't change, things are going to be really fucked up here," Osorio said. "They will continue to deteriorate." (As for how things are going in the United States generally, he put it this way: "I wouldn't wish Trump on anyone, not even the Americans.")

Osorio's view is that Hawaiians should take more of a Trojan-horse approach--"a state government that essentially gets taken over by successive cadres of people who want to see an end to military occupation, who want to see an end to complete reliance on tourism, who see other kinds of possibilities in terms of year-round agriculture," he told me. "Basically, being culturally and socially more and more distinct from the United States." That doesn't mean giving up on independence; it just means taking action now, thinking less about history and more about the future.

But history is still everywhere in Hawai'i. On the east side of Moloka'i, I drove by a house that had a sign out front that just said 1893 with a splotch of red, like blood. If you head southwest on Kaua'i past Hanapepe, and then on to Waimea, you can walk out onto the old whaling pier and see the exact spot where Captain James Cook first landed, in 1778. Not far from there is the old smokestack from a rusted-out sugar plantation. All around, you can see the remnants of more than two centuries of comings and goings. A place that was once completely apart from the world is now forever altered by outsiders. And yet the trees still spill mangoes onto the ground, and the moon still rises over the Pacific. Hawaiians are still here. As long as they are, Hawai'i belongs to them.

Read: How to save a dying language

Over the course of my reporting, several Hawaiians speculated that Hawai'i's independence may ultimately come not because it is granted by the United States, but because the United States collapses under the second Trump presidency, or some other world-altering course of events. People often dismiss questions of Hawaiian independence by arguing, fairly, that if the United States hadn't seized the kingdom, Britain, Japan, or Russia almost certainly would have. Now people in Hawai'i want to plan for how to regain--and sustain--independence if the United States loses power.

Things change; Hawai'i certainly has. All these years, I've been trying to understand what Hawai'i lost, what was stolen, and how to get it back. What I failed to realize, until now, is that the story of the overthrow is not really the story of Hawai'i. It is the story of America. It is the story of how dangerous it is to assume that anything is permanent. History teaches us that nothing lasts forever. Hawaiians have learned that lesson. Americans would do well to remember it.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "What Happens When You Lose Your Country?"
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The Trump Family's Many Entanglements

Donald Trump's first term was rife with conflicts of interest. This time, it seems, there will be fewer constraints.

by Lora Kelley




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


President-Elect Donald Trump is, in some respects, a family man. During his first term in the White House, his children regularly surrounded him, appearing in important meetings and at major public events. Ivanka Trump served in an unpaid advisory role to the president, along with her husband, Jared Kushner, and his two elder sons ran the family business while their father served in office.

Ivanka was notably absent during her father's 2024 campaign, having retreated to a semi-private island in the Miami area with her family. And in 2023, Trump told Fox News's Bret Baier that his family members would not serve in his administration should he return to the White House: "It's too painful" for them, he said. But as he prepares for Inauguration Day, a new set of more distant family members is stepping in. Trump has already bestowed official positions upon the fathers-in-law of his daughters: Massad Boulos, Tiffany's husband's father, has been named a senior adviser to the president on Arab and Middle Eastern affairs, and Charles Kushner, father-in-law of Ivanka, was nominated to serve as U.S. ambassador to France.

Having family members serve in key government positions presents such clear opportunities for conflicts of interest that most government officials avoid it altogether. And there are legal barriers too: After President John F. Kennedy selected his brother for attorney general, Congress passed an anti-nepotism law in 1967 restricting presidents from appointing relatives to agency jobs. White House roles are still permitted, but most presidents don't go near the line. Trump, however, happily did so in his first term.

Trump's family benefitted from this arrangement. As my colleague Franklin Foer wrote in 2020, "Both the Kushner and the Trump families have tried to turn the White House into a vehicle for self-enrichment." Jared Kushner, he argued, had become his father-in-law's "most dangerous enabler" as he led some of the country's pandemic-response strategies. What Kushner "lacked wasn't competence, but the courage to challenge his father-in-law's fantasies," Foer wrote. In this case, familial appointments weren't just unseemly; they hindered the government's capacity to function well in a moment of crisis.

Trump's potential entanglements extend beyond his family's role in the White House to his businesses. After winning the presidency in 2016, he promised to avoid conflicts of interest introduced by his involvement in the Trump Organization, though he ultimately just transferred control of the company to his two older sons. The Trump Organization's 2017 ethics plan said that it would restrict dealings in foreign countries. It is apparently not planning to do so to the same extent this time: The New York Times reported earlier this month that Eric Trump, who leads most of the Trump Organization's operations, was preparing to limit deals done directly with foreign governments, but not to restrict deals in foreign countries altogether.

Eric has openly justified a looser approach, telling the Times that "the first term, we did everything imaginable to avoid any appearance of impropriety, and frankly, we got crushed anyway ... We can't just sit out in perpetuity, and I won't." (Donald Trump racked up some 3,400 conflicts of interest during his first term, according to a nonpartisan ethics watchdog.) In recent months, per the Times, Eric has struck deals in Vietnam, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Jared Kushner, who has said he will not return to an official White House role, in recent years has gone into business with the governments of Saudi Arabia (which contributed roughly $2 billion to his private-equity firm) and Serbia (with whom his firm plans to share profits from a hotel on the site of the former Yugoslav Ministry of Defense).

Trump's business interests have only gotten more varied and complex since his first term: Trump and his sons--including the youngest, Barron--helped launch a cryptocurrency project in the fall. (None of the Trumps is an officer of the company.) Trump's social-media app, Truth Social, debuted on the public markets in March. Both welcome foreign investments. His team has waved away criticism, saying that Trump didn't get into politics to make money and that he would follow ethics guidelines in his next term in office, but Trump has not promised to divest from his business interests, and the ethics code that his team issued last month for the transition period notably appeared to exclude restrictions on the president-elect himself.

Trump's first term was rife with apparent and actual conflicts of interest. This time, it seems, there will be fewer constraints. And his loyal advisers and family members will remain disinclined to raise questions if he crosses ethical lines, given that many of them stand to profit--be it financially or politically--from his success. Writing shortly after Trump endorsed Lara Trump, the wife of his son Eric, for RNC co-chair earlier this year, my colleague David Graham noted that the president-elect ran both his companies and his White House by stocking them with questionably qualified "ultra-loyalists." This approach, he wrote, helps "ensure that the only thing that matters, and the only person who decides, is Trump."
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Today's News

	Luigi Mangione, who was charged with murder in the UnitedHealthcare-CEO shooting, is fighting extradition from Pennsylvania to New York.
 	Israel said that its air strikes have destroyed Syria's navy. After ousted Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's government crumbled over the weekend, Israel's forces entered Syrian territory for the first time in more than 50 years.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu testified in his corruption trial, which began four years ago. He is charged with bribery, fraud, and breach of trust, all of which he has denied.
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	Work in Progress: Democrats have spent more than a decade tacking left on immigration to win Latino votes, Roge Karma writes. It may have cost them the White House--twice.
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The Celebrity Machine Never Dies

By Michael Waters

Humphrey Bogart--best known as the swaggering nightclub owner from Casablanca and the scotch-slinging private detective from The Maltese Falcon--has been dead since the 1950s. But his legacy is big business. As the face of a fountain pen, a Gucci sweatshirt, and formerly a gin brand, he's also just one of many celebrities who have been resurrected to sell products.


Read the full article.
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Examine. America can't break its wellness habit, Shayla Love writes. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is the latest in a long lineage of Americans who have waged battle against conventional medicine.

Watch. A new adaptation of The Piano Lesson (streaming on Netflix) updates the playwright August Wilson's convictions about how legacies are passed down through generations.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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The Conversation Democrats Need to Have

The party should stop talking to itself and start hearing what voters have to say.

by Jon Favreau




In the weeks since the election, I've been thinking about the woman who told me she'd heard that Kamala Harris "let in all the illegals who killed all those cops."

I met her when a few of us from Pod Save America were knocking doors in Las Vegas the Sunday before the election. She was listed in the voter file as a 72-year-old registered Democrat who hadn't voted yet, so we rang the doorbell and were greeted by a small Asian woman and a very large dog. Her broken English wasn't easy to understand, and the barking didn't help, but her concern about the cop-killing immigrants was clear.

We skipped the fact-check and assured the woman that Vice President Harris promised to crack down on illegal immigration and close the border if it got out of control. She seemed mildly encouraged, but not sold. We told her that Harris also wanted to make prescriptions cheaper for her and cut her taxes. Then she pointed to a photo of the vice president on the campaign literature we were holding: "Is that her?" We nodded. The woman gave us a thumbs-up and a promise that she'd vote for Harris.

This wasn't the type of exchange we'd expected, but only because the outcome was successful. Most interactions with voters aren't as satisfying as you hope, and some are just bizarre. When I was conducting focus groups for a podcast I host called The Wilderness, a Latino voter in Vegas told me that his two favorite political leaders were Governor Ron DeSantis and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, because they were both "outsiders" who were willing to "take on the establishment." An older Milwaukee voter said that he had voted for Barack Obama and then Donald Trump because "they both felt like change." A young Black man in Atlanta said that because of crime and inflation, he regretted his vote for Joe Biden, and that "at least Trump is an honest liar."

Roge Karma: Why the Democrats got the politics of immigration so wrong for so long

The show would sometimes get harsh reviews from Democrats, whose reactions to these focus groups I'd charitably describe as frustrated disbelief: "Infuriating." "Depressing." "Couldn't listen." "Why didn't you correct them?" "How did you not just walk out?"

I understand why people would feel this way. Well, I understand why people like us would feel this way. If you care enough about politics to read The Atlantic or listen to Pod Save America or scroll through an infinite feed of strangers' opinions, you mostly encounter broadly cohesive political identities. Even if we don't agree with the views of leftists or liberals or Never Trumpers or MAGA Republicans, we understand them (or at least we think we do). The people whose views we don't understand tend to be the people who simply don't follow politics that closely.

And yet, that's most Americans.

This majority still votes, but not in every election. They typically vote for the same party, but not always. Their political beliefs can be all over the map: left on some issues, right on others; willing to compromise on some issues, not on others. They tend to be less partisan (which doesn't mean they're centrist), less ideological (which doesn't mean they're moderate), and less likely to see politics as a black-and-white, life-and-death struggle with clear heroes and villains (which doesn't mean they don't care). They're also less likely to have a four-year college degree, which is now the best predictor of how Americans vote and the central divide in American politics--a divide that continues to grow.

The Democratic Party is currently on the wrong side of an unforgiving math problem. Fewer than four in 10 Americans have graduated college, and that number is even smaller in the battleground states that decide the presidency and control of Congress. In each of the past three elections, Trump has picked up millions of new votes from Americans without a degree who had previously supported Democrats. And every time, Democrats have taken comfort in explanations that, although plausible, absolve us from the hard work of winning back these voters.

In 2016, we told ourselves that the only reason white, working-class Obama voters could possibly choose Trump over Hillary Clinton was misogyny, racism, or misinformation. In 2020, Trump's gains with working-class Latinos were blamed on Cubans in Florida and COVID-19 lockdowns. In 2024, Trump won even more support from working-class Latino voters and Asian voters and Black voters. He won new votes from working-class Gen Z and Millennial voters. He made huge gains in working-class border communities and the immigrant neighborhoods of big cities.

Democrats can choose again to take comfort in an explanation that requires very little of us: If the party lost in 2024 because people were fed up with high costs and an old incumbent, maybe we can win in 2028 if people are still fed up with high costs and an old incumbent. Or maybe Democrats can just crank up the economic populism. Or sand down the edges of identity politics. Or create better ads, or hire smarter operatives, or run younger candidates, or find a Joe Rogan but without any of the stuff that makes liberals mad and Rogan popular. Surely, someone on Bluesky has the answer.

The truth is, 2024 should be a clarifying moment for those of us who have spent the past decade trying to keep Trump out of power. Half of the country just took another flier on the guy who attempted a coup--a convicted felon who somehow won 16 million more votes than he did in 2016. Democrats are about to have as little power as they've had at any time in the past two decades for a simple reason: Most Americans weren't convinced that they'd be better off under Democratic rule. That's it. And there's no shortcut back to power that avoids the difficult task of convincing people to change their minds.

Democrats need to get back into the persuasion business. Interactions with voters, frustrating as they often are, are always a good reminder of how different it feels to talk politics with a person you're genuinely trying to persuade. You don't speak in phrases from a candidate's overly polished speech or carefully worded interview answers. You don't talk like an ad that supposedly tests well but somehow sounds like every other Democratic ad you've ever heard. And the conversations certainly don't sound at all like people talk and argue about politics online. Imagine if the woman we met in Las Vegas had posted her cop-killing-immigrants question on social media. Does anyone think the resulting discourse would've won her vote--or any votes? I can't say I would've responded the same way I did in person.

Read: The coming Democratic revolution

Persuading voters is primarily the job of politicians and political professionals. But we now live in an era when the typical voter's occasional glimpse at the spectacle of American politics is less likely to be a candidate's speech or a campaign ad than an algorithmic assortment of takes and arguments from media figures, activists, and anyone with an opinion and a social-media account. This means that, whether we like it or not, the small minority of us who obsessively follow and talk and post about politics play a role in shaping the views of the majority of Americans who don't: a multiracial, working-class majority that has come to believe politics is largely irrelevant to their lives.

And can we really blame them?

Trump has been the main character of American politics for nearly a decade, so that certainly hasn't helped, but neither has the exhausting drama he's pulled us into, over and over again. He acts, we react, and sometimes overreact. Political obsessives see a debate in which the stakes are total and the right side is obvious. But more often than not, the person who's just checking in sees a fight that sounds both silly and sanctimonious, trivial and hyperbolic, inaccessible and exhausting--all of which feeds into the autocrat's empty promise that he can liberate us from the messier parts of a system in which everyone gets a say and nothing seems to get done.

Democrats can no longer just assert that this path is wrong; we have to show that a better way exists--yes, in the policies we propose and in the facts we present, but also in how we approach the essential work of politics in a democracy.

When someone expresses a view we find immoral or offensive, it's not that they never deserve to be scolded or shamed. It's that making people feel unwelcome or unwanted is self-defeating and antithetical to the project of democratic governance--a radical belief that everyone has equal worth and deserves an equal voice in organizing a society where dissenting views are tolerated, minority rights are protected, and progress happens only when minds are changed.

The last time Democrats suffered a defeat of this year's magnitude was in 2004, when George W. Bush won the popular vote to secure a second term and the Republicans controlled Congress. Some people have pointed out that, at the time, the smart money was on Democrats nominating a swing-state moderate in 2008. A Black guy from Chicago named Barack Hussein Obama who had broken with his party on the Iraq War wasn't really in the cards. The suggestion is that maybe Democrats should worry less about where our next candidates fall on the political spectrum and more about whether they can rally the party faithful.

But that is based on a misconception about why Obama was the last Democratic president since Franklin D. Roosevelt to twice win an electoral majority. For all the attention on his charisma and ability to inspire, an underrated aspect of Obama's appeal was how hard he tried to empathize with the people he was trying to lead. Even if they weren't for him, he made it clear that he was for them. Part of that capacity came from navigating so many different worlds as he grew up. But part of it was his background as a community organizer.

Organizers understand better than just about anyone else in politics what it takes to change minds, because they spend their days talking with people who aren't like them, don't know them, and don't think like them. I spend way too much of my life arguing about politics online and on mic, but the disagreements I appreciate the most--the conversations that make me think differently--are almost always with people who have a background in organizing for a cause or campaign. Whether the person's politics are to the left or the right of my own, their experience tends to make them more patient, understanding, and compelling than 95 percent of social-media interactions. That's because organizers aren't looking to perform for the people who already agree with them. They're looking to persuade the people who don't. They don't just want to be right. They want to win.
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My Friend Outed Me to Her Conservative Parents

Now they think I'm a "bad influence"--and it hurts.

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,

A few months ago, I came out to my high-school friend group as bisexual. They were supportive and appreciated my request to keep it on the down-low. (It's not that I'm ashamed; I just don't think my sexuality defines my identity, and we live in a conservative area.) Here's the problem: One of my friends and I recently made plans to hang out, but the day before we were set to meet, she told me her parents had said no. I could tell she was hiding something. When I pressed her on it, she confessed that she had told her parents, who are Christian and very conservative, that I was bi. Now her parents won't let us hang out, because they think that I'm a "bad influence." The ironic part is that I'm a religious person--I consider being Christian a bigger part of my identity than being bisexual--yet her parents are ignoring this.

Complicating matters is that this friend and I are on a competitive team together at school, and her parents are closely involved. But now they avoid talking to me. I've told my friend that her parents' treatment of me hurts. I've also told her that I wish I could say to them, "Listen, I know I'm gay and you don't like that, but please, let's set aside my sexuality and discuss what we need to do for the team." But my friend says that if I were to say this, it would wreck her relationship with her parents. I can't help thinking that this would be her own fault--after all, she outed me to them. Am I overreacting? What should I do?



Dear Reader,

On behalf of adults everywhere, I apologize for the behavior of your friend's parents. That they are clearly marooned at an undeveloped level of consciousness is no excuse at all. You are showing a great deal more maturity, not to mention concern for their daughter's feelings, than they are.

I think you should do whatever your instincts tell you: If you feel that a direct conversation with your friend's parents would clear the air and improve the atmosphere around your competitive tournaments, go for it. The surer and steadier course, perhaps, is to rise above: to not blow up; to get on with it; to continue to treat these parents as if they are grown-ups; to ignore their pettiness and discomfort; to basically give them a model of responsible, charitable personhood that one day, one day, in the recesses of their currently benighted conscience, might spark a reaction and snap them out of it. And if it doesn't, that's their problem, and their loss--not yours.

As for your friend, she has let you down badly. But God knows what it's like for her at home. Stick with her if you can. This is how real friendships get made.

Good luck,

James



Dear James,

A year and a half ago, my wife told me that she had cheated on me 10 years earlier. It was a one-night stand during a work trip with a colleague. They stayed in touch for years afterward, and he made further advances that she politely, if flirtatiously, declined (I've seen the DMs). We were in marriage counseling for two and a half years before this ever came out. During that time, I asked her, on a couple of occasions, if she had ever been unfaithful. Each time, she looked me in the eye and said no. We've done more counseling since The Revelation and are in a good place--more than a good place. This bomb exploded almost everything about the earlier part of our marriage, and amid the carnage, we've rebuilt something so much more vital and real--something akin to what we had when we first fell in love. I'm grateful for that. I love my wife and the family we've made. But at 4 a.m., when I can't sleep, this is what I think about. It guts me still. Will it ever not?



Dear Reader,

This is what 4 a.m. is for, right? The gremlins come out; the edifices crumble; the saucy doubts and fears triumph. It sounds as if your wife has been (in the end) pretty up front with you, and that your second marriage, if I can call it that, is working out. So try to commit to this new shared reality, in which the old comforts and securities no longer obtain but--maybe for that very reason--you're more alive. And more alive = more painful, as well as more joyful. I'm pretty sure that's the equation.

Forgiveness: You need to keep topping it up. (Keep in mind, too, that your wife has things to forgive you for.) Isn't that what Jesus meant when he talked about forgiving your friend 70 times seven times? It's not that there are 490 separate offenses; there's only one. And you have to keep forgiving it, in the privacy of your heart, over and over again, at 4 a.m.

But then, as Tennyson says, "with morning wakes the will." Up and at 'em. Fling wide the curtains. Brew the coffee. Embrace your spouse.

Squinting at the daylight,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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        The Ozempic Flip-Flop
        Sarah Zhang

        Photographs by Kristian ThackerA few years ago, West Virginia, which has the highest obesity rate in the nation, quietly began a small and unusual pilot program that would touch hundreds of lives: It started covering obesity drugs for state employees--even as many other insurers balked at what they considered expensive "vanity" drugs.The program was, by health measures, a success. Patients shed as much as 120 pounds, their cholesterol dropped, their prediabetes faded, and they cut down on blood-pr...

      

      
        A Scandalous Resignation
        Jonathan Chait

        When Donald Trump fired FBI Director James Comey, in 2017, I was about to drive my daughter and some of her friends to a soccer tryout. I remember that the news came moments before we left; once we arrived, I sat on a bench next to the soccer field, scrolling through incredulous and fearful reactions on Twitter. The news was widely considered akin to Richard Nixon's Saturday Night Massacre, one of the most odious scandals in American history. TRUMP FIRES COMEY AMID RUSSIA INQUIRY, screamed a bann...

      

      
        Compose Your Very Own Ode to Joy
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A few weeks ago, I wrote about happiness and music but didn't mention perhaps the most famously joyful work ever written: Ludwig van Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, composed in 1824, which ends with the famous anthem "Ode to Joy," based on Friedrich Schiller's poem "An die Freude." In the symphony's fourth movement, with the orchestra playing at full volume, a huge choir belts out these famous lyrics...

      

      
        The Government's Disturbing Rationale for Banning TikTok
        Evelyn Douek

        Last week, a federal court upheld the extraordinary use of government power against TikTok, the social-media platform that an estimated 170 million Americans use to dance, sing, talk about politics, and engage in a lot of other First Amendment-protected expression. A three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit unanimously dismissed TikTok's challenge to a law requiring that the app--currently a subsidiary of the Chinese tech company ByteDance--be sold to new owners by Januar...

      

      
        The 13 Best TV Shows of 2024
        Shirley Li

        Editor's Note: Find all of The Atlantic's "Best of 2024" coverage here. Anyone could be forgiven for struggling to remember which TV shows aired in 2024. Whereas 2023 gave audiences the final chapters of several beloved shows--Succession, Barry, Reservation Dogs--this year may have reminded them that Hollywood is still playing catch-up after the end of the dual writers' and actors' strikes. Studios are also clearly struggling with the same financial and artistic issues that the strikes highlighted:...

      

      
        A Novel That Disrupts a Fundamental Law of the Universe
        Rhian Sasseen

        Some years after his theory of relativity changed our fundamental understanding of the concept of time, Einstein wrote that "there is no audible tick-tock everywhere in the world that can be considered time." What he meant was that timekeeping as we understand it--the seconds, minutes, and hours meted out to us precisely by our clocks--does not exist in any physical way. Clock time is a human invention, a system that we impose upon the world in an attempt to maintain, for our own sanity, some sembl...

      

      
        Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear
        Charlie Warzel

        For years, crypto skeptics have asked, What is this for? And for years, boosters have struggled to offer up a satisfactory answer. They argue that the blockchain--the technology upon which cryptocurrencies and other such applications are built--is itself a genius technological invention, an elegant mechanism for documenting ownership online and fostering digital community. Or they say that it is a foundation on which to build and fund a third, hyperfinancialized iteration of the internet where you ...

      

      
        'Dumbed-Down Catholicism Was a Disaster'
        Molly Worthen

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Nick Chancey was a boy in West Virginia, he didn't have much time for Christianity. He spent the occasional Sunday hiking into the woods with his father to offer a cup of milk and a handful of quarters to forest fairies. His dad kept a small Buddhist statue at home, and dabbled in Native American spirituality and "druid and Celtic stuff," Chancey told me. "It was not uncommon for the Baptist preacher in ...

      

      
        Decivilization May Already Be Under Way
        Adrienne LaFrance

        The line between a normal, functioning society and catastrophic decivilization can be crossed with a single act of mayhem. This is why, for those who have studied violence closely, the brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and, more important, the brazenness of the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed and the conditions that exacerbate it.In recent days, journalists and other observe...

      

      
        The Crisis Neither Party Is Equipped to Handle
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In 1957, the Soviet Union shocked the world with the launch of its Earth-orbiting Sputnik satellite. The United States, fearful of the security risk and hoping to make the nation more competitive with foreign powers, reacted with dramatic investments in science-and-technology education. In 1983, "A Nati...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year
        Alan Taylor

        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."To receive an email notification every time new photo stor...

      

      
        Luigi Mangione's Commonplace, Deplorable Politics
        Graeme Wood

        In the last scene of Terrence Malick's 1973 film, Badlands, a recently arrested spree killer is sitting handcuffed next to a state trooper. Unperturbed by the prospect of the electric chair, the killer compliments the trooper's state-issued Stetson. "You're quite an individual, Kit," the trooper says. Kit looks at him and deadpans: "Think they'll take that into consideration?"Luigi Mangione, the man charged with murdering the CEO of UnitedHealthcare last week in Midtown Manhattan, is quite an ind...

      

      
        Will January 6 Be Memory-Holed?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThere are two very different stories out there about what happened on January 6. One is the truth, laid down by then-Representative Liz Cheney and others on the House Select Committee: Donald Trump "mobilized an angry mob and sent them to the United States Capitol, where they attacked police officers, invaded the building and halted the official counting of electoral votes" in an attempt to "overturn the 2020 presidential...

      

      
        This Is How Political Violence Goes Mainstream
        Ali Breland

        It is tempting to think of political extremists as those who have had their brain flambeed by a steady media diet of oddball podcasters, fringe YouTubers, and "do your own research" conspiracists. Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a Black church in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015, was known to hang out in white-supremacist forums. Robert Bowers frequently posted racist content on the right-wing site Gab, where he wrote "Screw your optics, I'm going in" just before murdering 11 people at ...

      

      
        A Clash of Titans
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScIDay 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a clash of titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large, luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink...

      

      
        Read These Six Books--Just Trust Us
        Tajja Isen

        Books are, despite the common adage, often intended to be judged by their covers. Their jacket flaps include marketing copy designed to entice a browser to buy (and, ideally, read) them, teasing the details of their plot, their mood, or the flavor of their prose. But these polished descriptions, like many attempts to summarize compelling stories, rarely convey the excitement of reading a book that genuinely surprises you. Perhaps a better introduction to a title is no introduction--a friend saying...

      

      
        America Needs to Radically Rethink What It Means to Be Old
        Jonathan Rauch

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.July 1977: A 105-degree afternoon in Phoenix. I'm 17 and making deliveries in an underpowered Chevette with "4-55" air-conditioning (four open windows at 55 miles per hour), so I welcome the long runs to Sun City, when I can let desert air and American Top 40 blast through the car. Arrival, though, always gives me the creeps. The world's first "active retirement community" is city-size (it would eventually sp...

      

      
        Self-Portrait: Winter Landscape, 1997
        Shara McCallum

        through cracks in the stone foundation
entered drafts of air and mice
I could not bring myself to kill
so trapped them
in translucent boxes with a door
that swung only one way in
not meaning to but terrorizing
them quickly dehydrating
their small bodies 'til I heard
frenzied scratching and hurried
to free them to the frozen fields
from which soon enough
they'd run back reentering
the warm cellar before
creeping up to the kitchen larder
and we'd begin again
all that winter as the house
seeped into...

      

      
        Nikki Giovanni's Wondrous Celebrations of Black Life
        Hannah Giorgis

        In the last years of her life, Nikki Giovanni felt her memory fading. At the beginning of the 2023 documentary Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project, she offered an inventive take on how the loss affected her: "I remember what's important, and I make up the rest. That's what storytelling is all about." Giovanni's playful reflection on aging and the alchemy of storytelling captured an essential truth about her work. The poet and scholar, who died Monday at 81, was a gifted chronicler of the wo...

      

      
        Gazing Deeply Through Time
        Alan Taylor

        ESA/Webb, NASA & CSA, L. Bradley, A. Adamo, and the Cosmic Spring collaborationDay 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: gazing deeply through time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly lensed galaxy emitting light from when the universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97 percent of cosmic time.See the full advent calendar here, where a n...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months
        Alan Taylor

        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."To receive an email notification every time ...

      

      
        The Trump Family's Many Entanglements
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.President-Elect Donald Trump is, in some respects, a family man. During his first term in the White House, his children regularly surrounded him, appearing in important meetings and at major public events. Ivanka Trump served in an unpaid advisory role to the president, along with her husband, Jared Kus...

      

      
        The Conversation Democrats Need to Have
        Jon Favreau

        In the weeks since the election, I've been thinking about the woman who told me she'd heard that Kamala Harris "let in all the illegals who killed all those cops."I met her when a few of us from Pod Save America were knocking doors in Las Vegas the Sunday before the election. She was listed in the voter file as a 72-year-old registered Democrat who hadn't voted yet, so we rang the doorbell and were greeted by a small Asian woman and a very large dog. Her broken English wasn't easy to understand, ...

      

      
        My Friend Outed Me to Her Conservative Parents
        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,A few months ago, I came out to my high-school friend group as bisexual. They were supportive and appreciated my request to keep it on the down-low. (It's not that I'm ashamed;...
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The Ozempic Flip-Flop

West Virginia gave obesity drugs to teachers and state employees--then took them away.

by Sarah Zhang


"My insurance set me up for failure," says Hilaria Ireland Swisher. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





A few years ago, West Virginia, which has the highest obesity rate in the nation, quietly began a small and unusual pilot program that would touch hundreds of lives: It started covering obesity drugs for state employees--even as many other insurers balked at what they considered expensive "vanity" drugs.



The program was, by health measures, a success. Patients shed as much as 120 pounds, their cholesterol dropped, their prediabetes faded, and they cut down on blood-pressure meds. As word began to spread, more patients wanted to join. A school nurse told me her weight loss inspired at least six other teachers and staff to get into the pilot program too.



Then it all came to an abrupt end. In March, the state's Public Employee Insurance Agency (PEIA) decided it could no longer bear the crushing costs of Wegovy and Zepbound. (These obesity drugs are sometimes better known by the brand names Ozempic and Mounjaro, respectively, which is how they are sold for diabetes.) In the months after, PEIA patients began running out of medication. They rationed their remaining supplies, stretching the weekly injections to 10 days, two weeks, even three weeks. They considered copycat compounded versions. One woman began sharing her diabetic mother's Ozempic. Those who could no longer get the drugs felt their "food noise," the constant thoughts about eating that the obesity drugs suppress, return with a vengeance. And they have regained weight.



West Virginia's pilot program is a microcosm of the dilemma posed by new obesity drugs that are at once effective and shockingly expensive. Patients, doctors, and insurers alike are stuck in an intractable situation. Since the program ended, Laura Davisson, the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University, told me, "there's a lot of desperation that we're seeing in our practice." Her center was one of a handful in the state's pilot program, which was always small; it enrolled about 1,000 patients at its peak, a tiny fraction of the more than 200,000 West Virginians who rely on PEIA. (About two in five people in West Virginia have obesity.) And these 1,000 patients have since become unwitting subjects in an experiment about what happens when patients are given a life-changing drug--only to have it taken away.


West Virginia University was one of the few health centers that could prescribe obesity drugs in the state's pilot program. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)









Megan Pigott is what one might call a Wegovy super-responder; she lost 120 pounds, more than a third of her body weight, after starting the drug in 2022. Before that, she had been counting calories since elementary school; she had tried SlimFast shakes, a cabbage-and-green-pepper-soup diet that left her miserable, and an older obesity drug called liraglutide. Nothing worked as well as Wegovy, which WVU prescribed for her as part of a weight-management plan that also included dieting and exercise. The drug is meant to be taken indefinitely, first to help patients lose weight and then to keep it off. Wegovy, Pigott told me, finally gave her hope.



After PEIA cut off coverage, she ran out of Wegovy in July. Half of the weight she lost has already come back. She is now considering a generic version of liraglutide, despite the drug causing vomiting and diarrhea when she previously took it. (Wegovy can cause these side effects, too, but Pigott personally found them milder.) To afford even this cheaper and less effective medication, she plans to drive an hour and half to the nearest Rite Aid, which takes a coupon that reduces the cost to $245 a month. Wegovy's out-of-pocket price, which is more than double that even with a manufacturer's coupon, is out of the question. "I felt like a drug seeker," Pigott told me, going to such lengths for medication to lose weight. She is willing to try because, like other PEIA patients I interviewed, she found that managing her obesity had reversed so much of what ailed her body.



When Cassie Hornbeck Maxwell started Wegovy, she had already been diagnosed with prediabetes, sleep apnea, and polycystic ovarian syndrome, a hormonal disorder that can cause irregular periods--all of which are associated with obesity. "I had given up on myself," she told me. "I had given up on my health." With Wegovy, her health problems faded away one by one: Her blood sugar went down, she stopped needing a CPAP machine to sleep, and her periods became regular. Her experience matches growing anecdotal and clinical evidence that obesity drugs can mitigate these associated conditions.



Hilaria Ireland Swisher has cut her use of blood-pressure medication in half. She told me she had cried when she first started on Zepbound, so overwhelmed was she to have--after a lifetime of dieting, dieting, dieting, and regaining the weight anyway--a drug that might finally end her health struggles. Obesity made her everyday life difficult: She used to lose her breath climbing a flight of stairs, and her feet would ache for days after outlet shopping with friends. But the drug-induced weight loss kicked off a virtuous cycle. She can move without pain, so she can be more active and keep healthier habits. Now she goes to the gym twice a week.



This is why patients on PEIA don't want to lose access to the drugs. Whatever the downsides of the drugs--the long-term side effects are still unknown--patients don't want to go back. The pilot program has been a bit of a roller coaster for patients, says Bisher Mustafa, a weight-management specialist at Marshall Health, one of the centers in the PEIA pilot program. Davisson at WVU has been advocating for PEIA to keep at least the patients in the pilot program on the drugs. Kicking them off Wegovy and Zepbound now, she argues, would reverse the progress already made: "All that money you just put in, you're going to throw away."


Laura Davisson is the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University and sees a lot of desperation in her practice. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





Around the country, however, other insurers faced with the same costs as PEIA have been largely unswayed by the argument that covering obesity drugs will ultimately save money, by preventing obesity-related conditions such as diabetes and heart attacks down the line. North Carolina also dropped coverage for state employees earlier this year, and private insurance has been cutting patients off too. Wegovy and Zepbound are still new enough that firm evidence of cost savings is hard to come by. A handful of studies and simulations, though, suggest that any future health savings will still be dwarfed by the cost of the drugs, at least at current prices. A simulation from Wegovy's manufacturer, Novo Nordisk, for example, found a savings of $85 million over five years for 100,000 patients--but the current list price of Wegovy over that same period would run $8 billion, a huge discrepancy even if insurers do not pay full price



In West Virginia, PEIA says it was struggling with costs: The pilot program for 1,000 patients ran at roughly $15 million a year at its peak. Expanding it to 10,000 patients would require $150 million a year, or 40 percent of the agency's total prescription-drug budget. "I've laid awake at night pretty much since I made the decision," the agency's director, Brian Cunningham, said in June. "But I have a fiduciary responsibility, and that's my No. 1 responsibility." (PEIA did not respond to The Atlantic's questions about ending the pilot program.) Shutting down the pilot program puts West Virginia in line with other states: Most never covered the obesity drugs for state employees in the first place. Only about a quarter of Americans, with any sort of insurance, have coverage for these medications, according to Obesity Coverage Nexus.



For the West Virginians who briefly gained and then lost coverage, this talk of numbers can feel rather abstract compared with the change they feel so viscerally in their bodies every day. To insurers, a heart attack averted might be a number in a spreadsheet, but to patients, this is their life. Some have written letters to PEIA and state legislators pleading their case. Angela Young, a retired state employee (who wasn't part of the pilot but lost coverage when she got on PEIA after a divorce), put it to me most bluntly. She feels the extra weight in the knee she had replaced. She struggles with shortness of breath and heart problems. "I'm assuming," she said, "this is eventually going to kill me."


A billboard just outside of Fairmont, West Virginia, advertises for inexpensive semaglutide, a type of GLP-1 drug. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)









Even a short stint on the obesity drugs, PEIA patients told me, changed their lives in ways beyond the physical. "When you're an overweight person, it's like you're invisible," Lory Osborn said. "Like you're less than a person," Randi Bourne, the school nurse with six co-workers in the pilot program, told me. They had always been aware of the fat-shaming, the willful ignoring, the subtle and not-so-subtle disrespect, but losing weight opened their eyes to just how differently society treated people with obesity. Maxwell felt she had lost part of her identity when she was seen first as "the fat person." Losing weight finally let her be seen as herself--as Cassie--but would regaining it erase a part of her identity again?



The drugs also made Maxwell rethink how she thought about herself and about obesity. Like many, she had long considered obesity a problem of self-discipline and motivation. Being on Wegovy and then Zepbound--feeling the food noise disappear with a tweak in brain chemistry--made her see it as a medical condition. Obesity is more complicated than a simple imbalance of the hormone mimicked by these drugs, but doctors do now generally consider it a chronic disease. Maxwell now sees it that way too.


Lory Osborn felt panic, like the rug was being ripped out from underneath her, when she found out about the pilot program ending. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





To her, and other patients, that makes PEIA's decision all the more unjustifiable. "It's the same thing as giving someone with cancer a cancer drug, or someone with diabetes their insulin," Swisher said of the obesity drugs. Putting them in a different category, many said, felt like yet another instance of discrimination. Historically, the reluctance of insurance companies to cover obesity medications is born out of a belief that obesity is a personal failing. Medicare is still prohibited by law from covering medications for weight loss; the Biden administration recently proposed a rule to sidestep that law, but the Trump administration would need to approve it.



In the fall, PEIA proposed raising premiums for next year. It even cited the high cost of GLP-1 drugs, the class that includes Wegovy and Zepbound, as a key reason. But PEIA had already canceled the obesity-drugs pilot program. The cost, going forward, would be from funding the drugs prescribed for diabetes. (The pilot program was so small that some 86 percent of the money PEIA had been spending on GLP-1 drugs was still for diabetes treatment. However, about two or three times more people in West Virginia have obesity than diabetes, so expanding the pilot program would make obesity costs much higher.) The agency did not propose eliminating coverage for diabetes.



When Pigott started Wegovy, she was prediabetic. "One of the reasons I took the medicine was to prevent myself from getting diabetes," she said. And it worked: Her blood-sugar levels went down. Now her premiums are going up, and she still can't get the drug--not unless, of course, she eventually does develop diabetes. "It doesn't make sense," she said. To get help, she would first have to get sicker.



What have you experienced while taking GLP-1 drugs? Share your story with us.
 
 (By writing to us, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use your response, which we may edit for length or clarity. You are also agreeing that The Atlantic's reporters may contact you at the address provided to discuss whether you would be willing to be interviewed.)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/12/west-virginias-obesity-drug-experiment/680954/?utm_source=feed
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A Scandalous Resignation

FBI Director Christopher Wray, like so many Republicans who couldn't stomach Trump's demands, decided to go gentle into that good night.

by Jonathan Chait




When Donald Trump fired FBI Director James Comey, in 2017, I was about to drive my daughter and some of her friends to a soccer tryout. I remember that the news came moments before we left; once we arrived, I sat on a bench next to the soccer field, scrolling through incredulous and fearful reactions on Twitter. The news was widely considered akin to Richard Nixon's Saturday Night Massacre, one of the most odious scandals in American history. TRUMP FIRES COMEY AMID RUSSIA INQUIRY, screamed a banner headline on the front page of The New York Times.

Now Trump, preparing for his second term as president, has decided to replace the FBI director again. The figure he picked to replace Comey--the lifelong Republican Christopher Wray--proved unable to meet Trump's expectations for the position, which are (1) to permit Trump and his allies to violate the law with impunity, and (2) to investigate anybody who interferes with (1). Wray, wrestling with the problem of Trump's desire to separate him from a job he apparently liked, chose to step down on his own. This raises the likelihood that the media will treat the replacement of Wray as normal administrative turnover rather than as a scandal.

But a scandal it most certainly is. By tradition, FBI directors serve 10-year terms, a norm designed to insulate the FBI from pressure to serve the president's whims. Trump supporters have two philosophical rationalizations for his demand to violate that tradition. The lowbrow, populist version favored by Trump cultists is that Trump is beset by a "deep state" conspiracy that has kneecapped him at every turn because it is loyal to globalists, neoconservatives, or some other corrupt network. The highbrow version, preferred by conservative-movement elites, is that presidents possess an inherent right to control the executive branch from top to bottom, and all norms designed to prevent the president from abusing that power are an affront to the Constitution.

Neither theory can explain why Trump continues to go to war with people he appointed himself. Wray is not a Democrat, nor is he a Never Trumper. He's a Republican picked by Trump. So was former Attorney General Jeff Sessions, a Trump loyalist, and his successor, William Barr, who auditioned to succeed Sessions by performing even more obsequious loyalty to Trump.

The problem that keeps arising is that there is no way to remain in Trump's favor while following the law. In a celebratory statement posted to Truth Social, Trump claims, "Under the leadership of Christopher Wray, the FBI illegally raided my home, without cause." Had the FBI raid actually been illegal, he could have proved that in court. He didn't, because by taking massive troves of classified documents when he left office, keeping them in a wildly unsecured location, refusing multiple requests to return them, lying repeatedly about it, and engaging in a clumsy cover-up, Trump had given the bureau no other choice. For Wray to allow this brazen defiance of the law would have been to simply admit that the law doesn't apply to Trump, in or out of office.

David Frum: A constitutional crisis greater than Watergate

But that is precisely the credo Trump demands that the bureau follow. It is why he has selected Kash Patel, a sycophant so childishly worshipful that he spelled out his loyalty to Trump in a literal children's book portraying Trump as a virtuous king and himself as Trump's loyal wizard. Perhaps Patel (or whomever Senate Republicans ultimately confirm for the position) will, once in office, somehow develop an adult, professionalized understanding of the rule of law. More likely, Trump's FBI director will discover that actually locking up Trump's enemies is hard. This was the anticlimactic outcome of the Durham investigation, Trump's first-term campaign to imprison his foes, which resulted, after months of conservative-media salivating, in two embarrassing acquittals in court.

Still, the risk of turning the bureau over to a director who intends to abuse its powers is quite serious. Republicans tended to downplay these risks during the campaign, pointing to Trump's first term, when Democrats and the media loudly decried Trump's norm-violating authoritarian gambits, only for the system to hold. The fact that Trump is hunting down the very people who made the system hold is a logical flaw these Republicans have steadfastly refused to consider.

Discouragingly, Republican willpower to resist Trump's most corrupt impulses appears to be a finite resource. When Wray announced that he was stepping down, three years short of completing his standard 10-year term, he poignantly confessed his regret: "It should go without saying, but I'll say it anyway--this is not easy for me."

It is, however, easy for Donald Trump. The president-elect had been facing the unpleasant task of firing a lifelong Republican whom he had selected himself, inviting the national media to raise ugly questions about his oft-confessed desire to turn the federal criminal-justice apparatus into a weapon of political vengeance. Instead, Wray, like so many Republicans who couldn't stomach Trump's demands, decided to go gentle into that good night. Nobody except Wray will remember where they were when Christopher Wray resigned.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/12/christopher-wray-fbi-trump/680967/?utm_source=feed
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Compose Your Very Own Ode to Joy

If you work on the traits of a happier personality, you can be that happier person.

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.

A few weeks ago, I wrote about happiness and music but didn't mention perhaps the most famously joyful work ever written: Ludwig van Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, composed in 1824, which ends with the famous anthem "Ode to Joy," based on Friedrich Schiller's poem "An die Freude." In the symphony's fourth movement, with the orchestra playing at full volume, a huge choir belts out these famous lyrics: "Freude, schoner Gotterfunken / Tochter aus Elysium / Wir betreten feuertrunken / Himmlische, dein Heiligtum!" In English: "Joy, thou shining spark of God / Daughter of Elysium / With fiery rapture, goddess / We approach thy shrine!"

You might assume that Beethoven, whose 254th birthday classical-music fans will celebrate this coming week, was a characteristically joyful man. You would be incorrect in that assumption. He was well known among his contemporaries as an irascible, melancholic, hypercritical grouch. He never sustained a romantic relationship that led to marriage, was mercurial in his friendships, and was sly about his professional obligations.

Perhaps all of that seems only natural, given the fact that Beethoven progressively lost his hearing and was therefore deaf when he wrote his later works (including the Ninth Symphony). But we have ample evidence that his unhappy personality predated his deafness. Even before his hearing loss set in, for example, he complained bitterly about his music's shortcomings, as he saw them. He is said to have reviled what was probably his most popular early composition, the Septet in E-flat Major, as "that damned thing! I wish [the score] were burned!"

At the same time, he clearly saw--and regretted--the effects of his unhappy personality. "I can easily imagine what you must think of me," he wrote to an "esteemed friend" in 1787, "and I cannot deny that you have too good grounds for an unfavorable opinion."

Perhaps you can relate to Beethoven: You recognize that you have some unhappy personality traits--and, like him, you regret that. If you would like to know how to change and acquire a happier personality, here's how.

Read: Beethoven's punk-rock 8th symphony

Personality is a focus for many social scientists, myself included, and I have written about it in several different columns. The most common way to measure personality is by using the so-called Big Five Personality Traits, which can be remembered via the acronym OCEAN: openness (to experience), conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. You can take this test yourself online and see how you rank on each dimension, compared with the overall population of test-takers.

Scholars have used the Big Five assessment in novel ways. For example, they have found that high conscientiousness is a good predictor of job performance, academic performance, and longevity. Extroversion, openness, and neuroticism are predictive of higher-than-average social-media use; the first two of these (but not the third) also correlate with leadership effectiveness. Risk-taking behavior is associated with high openness and low conscientiousness. Creativity is most related to openness--which makes sense, because a willingness to experiment and try new things is typically part of a creative process.

Scholars have also studied the role personality plays in happiness. Two psychologists writing in the Journal of Personality in 2024 found that up to 54 percent of well-being is explained by the combination that a person has of these personality traits. Researchers have also looked at what causes unhappiness; they identify high neuroticism (which typically makes people feel misunderstood), low extroversion (which can reduce people's sense of excitement about life), and low conscientiousness (which tends to make a person indecisive).

Thanks to such studies, we can also break down life satisfaction into three components and see how different personality traits affect our happiness in various ways. For example, relationship satisfaction (with an intimate partner) is best predicted by high agreeableness, extroversion, and conscientiousness, and low neuroticism. Meanwhile, high conscientiousness best predicts work satisfaction, while agreeableness and extroversion are associated with highest social satisfaction. Very conscientious people tend to have good marriages and jobs; very agreeable people tend to have plenty of good friends.

Based on all of this, we can reconstruct a personality portrait of Beethoven. We know that he was generally unhappy, struggled with intimate relationships and close friendships, was intensely creative, and was passionate about his work, but unreliable and dissatisfied with it. So he probably scored very high in openness, fairly low in conscientiousness, low in extroversion, very low in agreeableness, and extremely high in neuroticism.

From the March 2022 issue: I gave myself three months to change my personality

What does your own personality profile say about your well-being? Mine is an accurate predictor of high happiness--though also of moderately high unhappiness. This is because I rate near the top in openness, conscientiousness, and extroversion, but am in the middle in agreeableness and neuroticism.

If, like my colleague Olga Khazan, who tried to change her personality, you suspect that your personality is keeping you from living your best life, you may want to accentuate the positive elements and dial down the negative parts. The research on this is clear: With targeted effort, you can do so.

To begin with, realize that what you do matters a lot more than what you feel. For example, just because you feel disagreeable doesn't mean that you must inevitably behave disagreeably. To do so is to hand management of your life over to your limbic system (which processes emotions) rather than your prefrontal cortex (which enables you to make conscious decisions).

Being ruled by the limbic system is how your dog lives. You can do better.

Feelings aside, make a resolution to behave as a happier person would--someone who enjoys a good intimate relationship, close friendships, and their work. To follow that model, scholars recommend such habits and practices as taking an interest in others and engaging in acts of kindness, counting your blessings and savoring good moments, committing to goals, learning to worry less, increasing your faith or meditation practice, forgiving others, and taking positive steps to get physically healthier.

Easy, right? You don't, in fact, need to do all of these things, but the research shows that happier people do many of them. And that effect can hold true regardless of your attitude toward doing them: You may feel no desire to do any of them, but if you can manage it anyway, that will probably make you happier.

Amazingly enough, getting happier in this way can change your personality, emphasizing the traits that make happiness easier to achieve and initiating an upward spiral. Researchers writing in the Journal of Personality in 2015 showed that people who score higher in well-being tend over time to become more conscientious, emotionally stable, and agreeable--all of which in turn makes happiness more available to them. Curiously, happiness also tends to make people less extroverted: I'd posit that this simply means that as satisfied people age, they prefer to stay home with loved ones and do their own thing.

Billy Collins: Ode to joy

We have no data on Beethoven's happiness level as he grew older, nor about how his personality changed. A pleasing notion is that perhaps he followed something like the program I suggest above: To become happier, he chose to do something a happier composer might do and write an "Ode to Joy."

He may even have succeeded. On May 7, 1824, he conducted the premiere to a packed house in Vienna. (In case you are wondering how a deaf man could conduct an orchestra, Beethoven had, standing behind him, another maestro whom the orchestra and chorus could follow.) At the end of the performance--culminating in what was the last movement of the last symphony he ever composed--the audience was jubilant. The attendees rose five times to give Beethoven a standing ovation, and threw their hats in the air, which the composer saw only when the musicians physically turned him around to face the audience.

There Beethoven stood, with an expression of amazement and, for a moment at least, of real happiness.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/12/compose-own-ode-joy/680939/?utm_source=feed
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The Government's Disturbing Rationale for Banning TikTok

Vague national-security concerns don't justify shutting down the popular Chinese-owned app.

by Evelyn Douek




Last week, a federal court upheld the extraordinary use of government power against TikTok, the social-media platform that an estimated 170 million Americans use to dance, sing, talk about politics, and engage in a lot of other First Amendment-protected expression. A three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit unanimously dismissed TikTok's challenge to a law requiring that the app--currently a subsidiary of the Chinese tech company ByteDance--be sold to new owners by January 19 or be shut down in the United States.

This is a stunning holding in a country proud of its free-speech tradition. Shutting down a whole speech forum is generally associated with repressive countries such as Russia and China. And the decision is all the more remarkable because the court acknowledged that the law was motivated by concerns about what Americans might be convinced to believe by using the app. Although the government had also argued that the law, passed in April, was justified by data-security concerns, the court strongly suggested that concerns that the Chinese government would leverage its power over ByteDance to covertly manipulate content on TikTok to promote Beijing's interests would on their own be enough to justify the law. In other words, in the land of the First Amendment, the judges showed a surprising amount of deference to the idea that an entire platform can legally be shut down to keep people from holding views the government doesn't like.

The Department of Justice had argued to the court that potential Chinese influence over which posts are suppressed or amplified made TikTok a national-security threat. The appeals-court opinion by Judge Douglas Ginsburg explicitly references the government's concern that China could manipulate content on TikTok related to Taiwan, for example. But why should we think this such an extraordinary threat that it justifies this extraordinary measure? Are we supposed to believe that such manipulation would be so effective as to force America to sit on its hands if China invades Taiwan? Ginsburg does not quite say.

From the November 2021 issue: The largest autocracy on Earth

In a concurring opinion, Chief Judge Sri Srinivasan described the potential threat more concretely: He mused about officials of the People's Republic of China "covertly compelling ByteDance to flood the feeds of American users with pro-China propaganda," "sowing discord in the United States by promoting videos--perhaps even primarily truthful ones--about a hot-button issue having nothing to do with China," or even using ostensibly anti-Chinese TikTok content to "conjure a justification for actions China would like to take against the United States." Far from showing a grave national-security risk, these examples illustrate just how amorphous the concern is. If China attacks the United States, it will not be because someone said mean things about it on a social-media app supposedly controlled by Beijing.

These statements, which presume that Beijing could easily reshape users' political beliefs via an app known largely for its dance videos, reflect a highly unflattering view of the American public. That view is also completely inconsistent with the First Amendment, which typically allows people to think for themselves. If the government thinks people have wrong beliefs--about Taiwan, China, or anything else--then the Constitution requires that the government change their minds, not censor speech it doesn't like, unless it can meet the heavy burden of proving that it has no other way of preventing an inevitable, direct, and immediate national-security harm.

Instead of demanding such proof, the court accepted the TikTok law as part of a "well-established practice of placing restrictions on foreign ownership or control" of mass-communications technologies. But most of the precedents cited by the court involve broadcast television and radio, which rely on common airwaves that the government has long regulated closely--to the point of requiring stations to obtain licenses even to operate. Therefore, the Supreme Court has held, broadcasters can even be subject to limited content-based standards that, for example, prohibit obscenity and require opposing political candidates to be given equal time. No such regime governs cable channels, news websites, or social-media apps. The new law doesn't establish a careful regulatory framework for the mobile-app industry; it singles out TikTok by name and demands the app's sale or closure. It is, to be clear, a de facto ban. TikTok has credibly argued that a sale would not be commercially or technically feasible--or even legal in ByteDance's home country, given that China would use export controls to prevent the transfer of the app's recommendation engine.

Read: Facebook is a Doomsday Machine

The appeals court's unquestioning deference to the government is all the more galling given evidence that Congress targeted TikTok in part because officials do not like what people say on it. Some lawmakers reportedly supported this year's law because they thought content on the platform was too pro-Palestinian. Donald Trump's first-term attempt to ban TikTok, which the court relied on as evidence of the "extensive, bipartisan" concerns about the app, may have been motivated because teens used it to prank him. (Trump subsequently dropped his support for banning TikTok--but may be changing his mind again after the court's decision.)

To be clear, covert manipulation of the online public sphere is a real problem. It's also the status quo: Social-media platforms wield enormous power over what people are allowed to say and read online, and they exercise that power in opaque ways. Platforms publish content-moderation rulebooks, but there's no way to know if they are enforced consistently. And the use of algorithmic feeds means that the choices that companies routinely make about which posts to promote and demote are almost completely unobservable from the outside. Some changes--such as when Elon Musk changed X's algorithm to boost his own posts--might be so ham-fisted that people can infer how a platform is distorting debate, but subtler tweaks are harder to see.

The threat of covert manipulation does not come only from the platforms themselves. Governments around the world eye platforms' power jealously and often try to leverage it to their own ends. Asking--with varying degrees of politeness--for social-media platforms to remove content is a common habit of governments from around the world, including India, Europe, Turkey, and American administrations on both sides of the aisle. In many cases, platforms are eager to accommodate. Some set up "trusted flagger" programs for officials to alert them to content they think should be taken down, and have employed executives, including former political operatives, who guide content moderation in ways favorable to ruling parties and politicians and represent those governments' interests in companies' internal policy discussions. Days after Mark Zuckerberg dined with President-Elect Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago late last month, one of the Facebook founder's top executives told reporters that the company previously "overdid it a bit" in moderating content and suggested that it would change its approach. And who knows what impact Musk's business interests in countries such as China and Brazil, or the Saudi ownership stake in X, are having on his content-moderation choices. The black box of content moderation obscures all of these inputs into platform decision making.

Just last term, however, the Supreme Court sounded a very blase note about these threats. In one case, it held that platforms' covert manipulation--sorry, content moderation--of the speech on their sites was protected by the First Amendment. Motivated by concerns that platforms were secretly suppressing conservative viewpoints, Texas and Florida had passed laws to constrain platforms' content moderation and make it more transparent. But the Supreme Court was clear: Covert manipulation of online spaces was not in itself a harm that the First Amendment allowed U.S. governments to regulate to prevent. "Texas does not like the way those platforms are selecting and moderating content, and wants them to create a different expressive product, communicating different values and priorities. But under the First Amendment, that is a preference Texas may not impose," Justice Elena Kagan wrote for the majority. This argument rested on the principle, fundamental to First Amendment law, that no matter how much damage private companies appear to be doing to the marketplace of ideas, governmental intervention would be worse.

Read: America lost the plot with TikTok

In a second case, the Supreme Court concluded that even when evidence suggested that platforms had changed their approach to content moderation after being pressured by the federal government, plaintiffs seeking redress under the First Amendment would have to show that a specific "discrete instance of content moderation"--for example, taking down a specific post, not just changing general policies--was done directly because of government coercion. The upshot of these cases from last year is that the Supreme Court seems to accept a very large amount of covert manipulation of the modern public sphere--including by governments--as merely part of the modern marketplace of ideas.

Courts should be very wary of letting amorphous claims of "national security" interests by the government become a loophole in the First Amendment. In a globalized and interconnected world, we need a structural answer to what are likely to be recurring problems caused by foreign-ownership stakes in platforms, other forms of foreign influence, and indeed covert manipulation in general. Industry-wide regulation would create fewer fears that the government is simply picking and choosing which platforms to favor and which to restrict.

There are many pathologies of the modern public sphere, and covert manipulation, including by governments, of what we say and read online is definitely one of them. But to water down First Amendment constraints on the American government because of vaguely articulated fears of future Chinese influence would be to endanger what is supposed to make America different, and stronger, in the first place.
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The 13 Best TV Shows of 2024

The year's most essential series

by Sophie Gilbert, Hannah Giorgis, Shirley Li



Anyone could be forgiven for struggling to remember which TV shows aired in 2024. Whereas 2023 gave audiences the final chapters of several beloved shows--Succession, Barry, Reservation Dogs--this year may have reminded them that Hollywood is still playing catch-up after the end of the dual writers' and actors' strikes. Studios are also clearly struggling with the same financial and artistic issues that the strikes highlighted: Many streaming services hiked their prices and cracked down on password-sharing in reported efforts to cut costs; several also canceled or delisted their original programming.

Still, amid a glut of middling reboots and delayed seasons, some standout television arrived this year. The list below is a snapshot of our favorites from 2024--the new and familiar shows that made us laugh over classic sitcom hijinks, root for scrappy underdogs, or think more deeply about our own relationships. Whether they transported us to another century or dropped us in the middle of a high-stakes work environment, these are the series that kept our hope for TV's creative future alive.




Kurt Iswarienko / FX



Shogun (FX)

James Clavell's best-selling 1975 novel, Shogun, has been adapted before--but FX's take made the familiar feel fresh. The sophisticated historical drama, set in 17th-century feudal Japan, follows three primary characters: Toranaga (played by Hiroyuki Sanada), a lord whose political influence seems to be waning in the face of power-hungry rivals; John Blackthorne (Cosmo Jarvis), an English sailor who's shipwrecked on Japan's shores; and Mariko (Anna Sawai), a highborn translator who serves Toranaga. With its striking production design and authentic rendering of Japanese culture, the show dazzled millions of viewers over its first two episodes alone--and amassed a history-making haul at the Emmys. Shogun filled the Game of Thrones-shaped hole in my heart; it's the kind of epic storytelling that TV has been missing, a big-budget swing that successfully balances its ambitious scope with intimate emotional arcs.  -- Shirley Li
 
 Somebody Somewhere (HBO)

Somebody Somewhere is a slow-TV masterpiece in miniature, in which nothing happens until you're suddenly watching an intense emotional breakthrough in what feels like real time. The first season introduced us to Sam (Bridget Everett), a woman who moved back home to care for her dying sister. Now mired in grief, she comes to find unexpected solace within her small-town Kansas community. Sam meets Joel (Jeff Hiller), a co-worker and pianist who becomes her platonic everything; she starts singing again at an underground queer cabaret night; she mends bridges with her family. The third and final season zeroes in on Sam's sense of self-worth: how much she attaches to other people, and how much she finally manages to rebuild for herself. I will deeply miss this beautiful, naturalistic, bawdy, empathetic show.  -- Sophie Gilbert


Paramount+ with SHOWTIME




 Couples Therapy (Showtime)

This Showtime series, which documents the psychologist Orna Guralnik's sessions with couples, remains among the most incisive and watchable examples of a genre referred to by the writer Eliza Brooke as "therapy voyeurism" in a 2021 Atlantic essay. The show's continuing appeal hinges largely on Guralnik; her calm demeanor and sharp analytical framing guide the participants (and the audience) toward astute insights about their relationship patterns. In many cases, that involves revisiting partners' past experiences and examining their lingering effects. In some of Season 4's most striking scenes--such as those involving two men who struggle with the lasting consequences of one's childhood abuse--Guralnik helps her clients understand how coping mechanisms developed under duress can begin to undermine them. Viewers may not find all of Guralnik's lessons new, but every breakthrough feels different.  -- Hannah Giorgis

Industry (HBO)

Okay, I'll admit it: I'm an Industry bandwagoner who only started watching the show this year. When HBO's drama about a group of young employees at a multinational investment bank began in 2020, there was already a surplus of stories about the amorality of corporate culture and the savagery of the wealthy. Did I really need another show tackling these themes? Turns out, I did. Industry is a propulsive watch loaded with brain-tickling finance jargon and complex characters, many of whom seem poised to change the institution they're working for only for the opposite to happen. Its third and latest season offers a sharp dissection of how work can become an obsession, the false promises of ethical investing, and the endless cycle of avarice to which stockbrokers (and perhaps the rest of us) belong. The world of contemporary finance is ruthless, Industry posits, but it's no trap. To those on the inside, greed is a limitless good.  -- S. L.


Ryan Green / Paramount+



Lioness (Paramount+)

"Best TV" by definition implies quality: well-crafted plot, plausible characters, artful dialogue. Lioness lacks most of these things--so why, then, do I run to my TV on Sunday nights with such unbalanced enthusiasm? I think it's the show's sheer preposterous spectacle. Ostensibly a drama about female CIA operatives charged with clandestine missions, Lioness is really a showcase for the movie stars who signed on for Taylor Sheridan's least-coherent production so far: Zoe Saldana as Joe, the leader of the Lioness program, bringing screaming to new heights; Nicole Kidman as Kaitlyn, a CIA official whose iciness is the foil to Joe's yelling; Morgan Freeman as the secretary of state, providing a mouthpiece for Sheridan's paper-thin takes on geopolitics. Lots of things blow up. Lots of people get shot. And, in an operatic display of diva hauteur, Kaitlyn tells a room full of generals that the "dick-measuring" contest was over the minute she walked in.  -- S. G.

Abbott Elementary (ABC)

Abbott has shown itself to be an adept interpreter of the joys and frustrations that teachers encounter in many public-school systems--and an energizing force for the broadcast sitcom as a format. This year, the workplace mockumentary continued its deft explorations of the challenges facing Abbott's teachers and students. It also committed even further to classic genre conventions, serving up celebrity guests and holiday-themed episodes, and reinvigorating a familiar romantic-comedy trope: May's Season 3 finale saw Janine (Quinta Brunson) and Gregory (Tyler James Williams) finally get together, wrapping a multi-season arc of missed connections and bruised egos. In the Season 4 premiere, which aired in October, Janine tried (and failed) to hide their relationship, while Abbott charmingly subjected the newly minted lovers to awkward hijinks of their own making. Thankfully, Janine and Gregory's romance hasn't overtaken the show: The other teachers have way more pressing things to worry about, including a ringworm outbreak that spreads faster than any gossip.  -- H. G.

Slow Horses (Apple TV+)

It wasn't a fantastic year for drama, what with all the sludgily paced trippy prestige miniseries and a Busby Berkeley-like parade of questionable true-crime re-creations. But Slow Horses didn't disappoint. In Season 4, Apple's sly comic thriller about a motley crew of MI5 rejects who keep finding themselves out in the field--despite their boss's best intentions--was better than ever, introducing an enigmatic new villain (Hugo Weaving) and bringing River Cartwright (Jack Lowden) into greater focus. Come for Gary Oldman's Jackson Lamb, sweaty and malodorous and razor-sharp; stay for some of the best-structured storytelling on television.  -- S. G.


Atsushi Nishijima / HBO



Fantasmas (HBO)

In the first episode of Fantasmas, Paul Dano stars in a faux sitcom about a man who falls in love with an Alf-like alien named Melf. He causes a national scandal by abandoning his family to marry Melf and, later, regains the trust of one of his children with Melf's help. None of this ever comes up again, but that's just how this singular comedy works: Its six episodes offer a collection of disparate sketches that prompt viewers to question what they're watching. The show's creator, the former Saturday Night Live writer Julio Torres, brings in plenty of his famous friends--his Problemista co-star Tilda Swinton, for instance, voices the element of water--to explore many of his mundane fixations, including the absurdity of dealing with customer-service representatives and the strange specificity of targeted ads. With its dreamlike tone and offbeat humor, Fantasmas may not be for everyone. It is, however, the most inventive show I saw this year.  -- S. L.

Hacks (Max)

If Hacks were just a formulaic workplace sitcom riffing on the competitive affection between the comedy superstar Deborah Vance (Jean Smart) and her acerbic Millennial co-writer, Ava (Hannah Einbinder), I'd be down. Smart is so magnificently regal, Einbinder so winningly sarcastic, that their dynamic just pops. But in its third season, the Max show dug into late-night comedy's sexist history in a way that made Deborah's eventual ascension to her own desk feel both fraught and thrilling. Along the way were subplots regarding offensive jokes, Ava's own ambitions, and Tom Cruise's coconut cakes. The main pull of the show, though, is still its ping-ponging, odd-couple energy. (Paul W. Downs's Jimmy and Megan Stalter's Kayla also contributed heroically on this front.)  -- S. G.


Saima Khalid / WTTV Limited / Peacock / C4



We Are Lady Parts (Peacock)

May feels like it was a lifetime ago, but I still remember how excited I was to dig into Season 2 of this delightful British dramedy--and to find that it had gotten even better. Season 1 introduced Amina (Anjana Vasan), a naive but musically gifted nerd who joins the band Lady Parts to get closer to one member's hunky brother. Much to Amina's surprise, the sisterhood she finds through the group, which is composed entirely of young Muslim women, proves far more transformative. Now she's all in, but the cash-strapped musicians find themselves at a crossroads: contemplating whether a fancy record contract is really their best next move. We Are Lady Parts builds on its distinctive voice and style this season with playfully pointed tracks like "Malala Made Me Do It" sending up Muslim stereotypes and intra-community expectations. Record deal or not, the women who came out swinging with "Voldemort Under My Headscarf" remain as inventive, irreverent, and unforgettable as ever.  -- H. G.

Social Studies (FX)

Lauren Greenfield's docuseries about Gen Z's relationship with social media--which its members have never lived without--may play like a horror movie to parents. Greenfield, who has long chronicled America's evolving youth culture, had the high schoolers she followed record their phone screens, which means the series is packed with troubling footage of today's teens passing constant judgment on one another--and themselves--online. Yet Social Studies isn't an alarmist project condemning kids for being too into TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram; instead, it deftly examines how such platforms exacerbate timeless issues. Greenfield's interviews with her subjects' parents reveal how jealousy, isolation, and anxiety aren't unique to Gen Z, and her phone-free roundtable discussions with teens demonstrate how aware they are of social media's damaging effects. Social Studies suggests that the bigger problem is that the overwhelming litany of apps has been designed to make young users feel self-conscious. In their candid talks with Greenfield, Gen Zers prove that they, as the ones who best understand how such platforms work, may one day have the solution.  -- S. L

Love Island USA (Peacock)

To borrow from a friend who peer-pressured me into watching the show's whopping 37-episode run, "they really put something different" in this summer's Love Island USA, a spin-off of the popular British reality-dating series. Previous seasons had mostly paled in comparison with the quirky original. But Season 6 of USA featured some of the franchise's most charismatic cast members ever, who formed relationships that resonated widely: Social media was awash with surprisingly compelling clips from the Fijian villa housing the romantic hopefuls. Throwing a group of "sexy singles" together--and putting them at the mercy of an audience that can vote them off--is hardly a new formula. But the "islanders," as they're called, seemed to express authentic, vulnerable emotions, despite the contrivances. Months later, this season's standout contestants have retained their cultural staying power. Just ask the NFL star Odell Beckham Jr., who's been getting called "Kordell's brother" since the younger Beckham (and the season's co-winner) joined the show.  -- H. G.


Robert Viglasky / Disney / Hulu



Rivals (Hulu)

Yes, Rivals is an adaptation of the epic, sex-laden 1988 novel by Dame Jilly Cooper, the queen of trying to make horse-obsessed Brits sexy. Yes, it's set in the high-stakes realm of ... regional television. Yes, it's largely about a louche show jumper turned Tory politician who can't keep his pants zipped. The clothes are just on the right side of an '80s-themed costume party, the score is pure soft-rock Gruyere, and everyone seems to constantly half-wink at the camera. And yet, for such a high-camp, absurd show, it's deadly serious about the matter of what women deserve. Following along with the bed-hopping and airplane-rocking shenanigans of the swaggering Rupert Campbell-Black (Alex Hassell), as well as the saintly Taggie O'Hara (Bella Maclean), the smoldering Declan O'Hara (Aidan Turner), and the villainous Tony Baddingham (David Tennant), was the most entertaining distraction from the year's unrelenting news cycle.  -- S. G.
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A Novel That Disrupts a Fundamental Law of the Universe

In Solvej Balle's new series, the concept of a time loop is more than a gimmick; it's a way of rethinking human existence.

by Rhian Sasseen




Some years after his theory of relativity changed our fundamental understanding of the concept of time, Einstein wrote that "there is no audible tick-tock everywhere in the world that can be considered time." What he meant was that timekeeping as we understand it--the seconds, minutes, and hours meted out to us precisely by our clocks--does not exist in any physical way. Clock time is a human invention, a system that we impose upon the world in an attempt to maintain, for our own sanity, some semblance of order.

Time in fiction works in a similar way--except that in books, the writer alone controls the organizational system, measuring out time through sentences, paragraphs, and chapters, and moving it in service to the plot. It is only in fiction that time travel--or the stopping of time altogether--is really possible; the reader can start a page on one day and end it in a different year. In her seven-part novel On the Calculation of Volume (the first two books of which are now out in English, as translated by Barbara J. Haveland), the Danish writer Solvej Balle pushes the writer's privilege to its limit. Balle's protagonist, Tara Selter, is a rare-book dealer in France who has found herself trapped within a time loop, a ruminative version of Groundhog Day that sees her endlessly repeating one day, the same day, over and over: November 18.

"Every night when I lie down to sleep ... it is the eighteenth of November and every morning, when I wake up, it is the eighteenth of November," Tara explains near the beginning of Balle's first installment (which was longlisted for the National Book Award in Translated Literature this year). On the Calculation of Volume is a book of hours in its most literal sense, a diary in which Tara tallies each of her November 18ths and her attempts, both hopeful and despairing, to break free from the cycle she is trapped within. Having left the northern French town where she and Thomas, her husband and business partner, run an antique-book business in order to attend an auction in Paris, Tara inexplicably wakes up one morning in a baffling scenario. Time "has fallen apart," and Tara's days are repeating themselves, a fact that becomes clear to her when she watches a fellow hotel guest drop a piece of bread at breakfast at the exact time and place he had done so the morning before. Tara's observations display an increasing sense of desperation over the course of the first book and some of the second as she tries to come to terms with her new reality.

Read: Knausgaard gave you all the clues

There are no more yesterdays in Tara's life, and no tomorrows either. Instead, there is a fluid but constant present with its own internal set of rules. Certain objects travel with Tara as she repeats her November 18ths, like the notebooks--part captain's log and part prison diary--in which she records each day's events. Yet, in contrast with most popular iterations of the time-loop genre, her physical location remains unconstrained: If she falls asleep in a different city from the one in which she began her day, Tara will remain in this new place come morning, rather than be transported back to her hotel room in Paris.

But these rules apply only to Tara, not to anyone else. To the other characters, time seems to be progressing normally, but each time the clock strikes midnight, the day spins backwards and wipes the slate--and their memories--clean. Only Tara is able to remember what happened during the previous iteration of November 18; Thomas, for instance, approaches each November 18 as if it were his first. In a poignant sequence in the first book, Tara is confronted, each morning, with having to explain to Thomas what has happened, and what will occur again. "We could not find the mistake," Tara writes. "We could find patterns and we could find inconsistencies." In the second volume, she will have to do this with her parents too. A listless acceptance will follow, as Tara attempts to forget herself as an individual with a past. "This is how I pass my days: I throw myself into the crowd, I let myself be carried along, I am in motion ... once I have emerged from the metro stations or landed on the sidewalk at a bus stop, I lose momentum. I slow down, stop." The meaning is clear: Without external cues that time is passing, life--even on the page--pauses.

On the Calculation of Volume's premise could, in other hands, be reduced to a gimmick. But in Haveland's rendering, Balle's stripped-down prose has an understated clarity that lends philosophical resonance to this fantastical setup. Both of these volumes move swiftly; their briefness (each is less than 200 pages) is at odds with the feeling of unendingness that attends Tara's predicament. Balle's work disrupts one of the foundational laws of the universe: that time moves forward. Only the act of writing allows Tara to feel some control over her time again. "That is why I began to write," Tara notes near the beginning of the first novel. "Because time has fallen apart. Because I found a ream of paper on the shelf. Because I'm trying to remember. Because the paper remembers. And there may be healing in sentences." But without other people experiencing the same events beside her, do any of her actions matter? Without time, life becomes static, a repetitive series of journal entries all marked with the same date.

Read: When realism is more powerful than science fiction

In the first volume, Tara is still attempting to understand the new order in which she must now structure her life; by its end, she is resigned to her fate and yet proactive about how she will exist within it. "There is something underneath my November day," she muses toward the first book's conclusion, "and the woods tug at me as if it wishes me to stay. It clings to the soles of my boots, it wants to tell me about September and October." A different sort of time exists outside the one dictated by the calendar: the cycle that belongs to nature, reflected in the changing seasons. Tara will, in the second book, devise a clever plan to experience a year's worth of weather thanks to Europe's varying climates. By traveling via train to different countries in tune with imagined seasons--both the warmer southern locales and the colder northern ones--Tara will find a way to feel time passing. But this is of course only an imitation of linearity.

As an antiquarian book dealer, Tara makes her life's work out of the written word, but her connection to books is passive; her profession demands that she regard them as purely physical objects. "My relationship with books has always lain in the eyes and the hands," she admits at one point. But by recording her days, Tara becomes a writer herself. And though the plot of her life may have run away from her, her diary keeping imposes order once again. In chronicling the events of her repeating days, Tara performs the kind of time travel that only writing--not science or technology or engineering--can. She creates a beginning and a middle--and hopefully, eventually, an end.
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Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear

An anti-establishment technology for an anti-establishment age

by Charlie Warzel




For years, crypto skeptics have asked, What is this for? And for years, boosters have struggled to offer up a satisfactory answer. They argue that the blockchain--the technology upon which cryptocurrencies and other such applications are built--is itself a genius technological invention, an elegant mechanism for documenting ownership online and fostering digital community. Or they say that it is a foundation on which to build and fund a third, hyperfinancialized iteration of the internet where you don't need human intermediaries to buy a cartoon image of an ape for $3.4 million.



Then there are the currencies themselves: bitcoin and ether and the endless series of memecoins and start-up tokens. These are largely volatile, speculative assets that some people trade, shitpost about, use to store value, and, sometimes, get incredibly rich or go bankrupt from. They are also infamously used to launder money, fund start-ups, and concoct elaborate financial fraud. Crypto has its use cases. But the knock has long been that the technology is overly complicated and offers nothing that the modern financial system can't already do--that crypto is a technological solution in search of a problem (at least for people who don't want to use it to commit crimes).



I tend to agree. I've spent time reporting on NFTs and crypto-token-based decentralized autonomous organizations, or DAOs (like the one that tried to buy an original printing of the Constitution in 2021). I've read opaque white papers for Web3 start-ups and decentralized finance protocols that use smart contracts to enable financial-service transactions without major banks, but I've never found a killer app.



The aftermath of the presidential election, however, has left me thinking about crypto's influence differently.

Christopher Beam: The worst of crypto is yet to come

Crypto is a technology whose transformative product is not a particular service but a culture--one that is, by nature, distrustful of institutions and sympathetic to people who want to dismantle or troll them. The election results were at least in part a repudiation of institutional authorities (the federal government, our public-health apparatus, the media), and crypto helped deliver them: The industry formed a super PAC that raised more than $200 million to support crypto-friendly politicians. This group, Fairshake, was nonpartisan and supported both Democrats and Republicans. But it was Donald Trump who went all in on the technology: During his campaign, he promoted World Liberty Financial, a new crypto start-up platform for decentralized finance, and offered assurances that he would fire SEC Chair Gary Gensler, who was known for cracking down on the crypto industry. (Gensler will resign in January, as is typical when new administrations take over.) Trump also pledged deregulation to help "ensure that the United States will be the crypto capital of the planet and the bitcoin superpower of the world." During his campaign, he said, "If you're in favor of crypto, you'd better vote for Trump." At least in the short term, crypto's legacy seems to be that it has built a durable culture of true believers, techno-utopians, grifters, criminals, dupes, investors, and pandering politicians. Investments in this technology have enriched many of these people, who have then used that money to try to create a world in their image.



Though the white paper that introduced bitcoin's origins and philosophy--something of an urtext for crypto overall--does not discuss politics per se, cryptocurrency was quickly adopted and championed by cyberlibertarians. Their core belief, dating back to the 1996 "A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace," is simply that governments should not regulate the internet. Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies are built on blockchains, which are fundamentally anti-establishment insofar as they are decentralized: They do not require a central authority or middleman to function. As the late David Golumbia, a professor who studied digital culture, wrote in his 2016 book, The Politics of Bitcoin: Software as Right-Wing Extremism, "Many of [bitcoin's] most vociferous advocates rely on characterizations of the Federal Reserve as a corrupt idea in and of itself, a device run by conspiratorial bankers who want 'the state to control everyone's lives.'" For true believers at the time, cryptocurrencies were a techno-utopian response to a broken, exclusionary, and extractive financial system--a response that may either remake the system or burn it down.

Yet today, crypto's culture is far more diffuse. Exchanges such as Coinbase and Robinhood have effectively opened trading markets to anyone with a bank account and a smartphone. There are certainly true believers in the technology, but they are accompanied by celebrities and memelords drumming up new coins based on viral memes, and scores of day traders hoping to catch one of these speculation tokens at the right moment. Because crypto profits are driven by generating hype and marketing, the technology has spawned a durable digital culture of people longing for community or chasing after the allure of 1,000x returns, as well as those who relish just how much crypto pisses off the right people. Even as crypto becomes more mainstream, many of the industry's boosters see their investments and community as a countercultural force. And so it makes sense that right-leaning culture warriors such as Jordan Peterson and Joe Rogan (who are now very much the establishment but position themselves as outsiders) have expressed fondness for crypto, and that venture capitalists such as Marc Andreessen, whose firm is deeply invested in crypto, have adopted more and more reactionary politics.



It is easy to make fun of the crypto hype cycles--the Beanie Babies-esque rise and fall of NFTs such as Bored Apes--and to roll your eyes at the shamelessness of memecoin culture. As of this writing, Haliey Welch, a viral sensation turned podcaster (better known as the "Hawk Tuah girl"), is in the middle of a backlash for launching her own memecoin, which immediately spiked and then crashed, infuriating her fans. If that sentence makes perfect sense to you, I'd like to apologize, but also: You get my drift. Crypto culture, with its terminally online slang and imagery, is alienating and off-putting. The industry's penchant for Ponzi schemes and defrauding retail investors--the implosion of insolvent companies such as FTX and platforms such as Celsius--is more than worthy of scorn. And yet, through all of this--perhaps because of all of this--cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests. And now they're using their money to influence politics.



Which brings us back to Trump. Whether he understands crypto beyond the basic notion that it's a good way to win votes and get rich off the backs of his most fanatical supporters is not clear. But the alliance between Trump and the crypto constituency makes sense philosophically. Trump is corrupt, and he loves money. For supporters, the appeal of his administration revolves in part around his promises to gut the federal government, seek retribution against his political enemies, and remake American institutions. You can see how the MAGA plan might overlap with an edgelordian culture that has contempt for a system it sees as decrepit and untrustworthy. The same overlap applies to technology executives like David Sacks, the anti-woke venture capitalist Trump has named as his AI and crypto czar.



I put all of this to Molly White, a researcher who covers the cryptocurrency industry. She suggested that there was yet another parallel between crypto advocates and the MAGA coalition--namely a desire to become the powerful institutions they claim to despise. "Bitcoin, and to some degree the other crypto assets, have this anti-government, anti-censorship ethos," she told me. The original crypto ideology, White said, was built around the notion that large financial institutions and the government shouldn't be part of this new paradigm. "But many crypto advocates have established a great deal of power through the wealth they've managed to accumulate using these assets. And over time there's been a shift from We don't want those institutions to have the power to We want the power."



White argues that the crypto industry has become a re-creation of much of what its original ideology claimed to despise. "If you look at Coinbase and other crypto companies, they do similar things to the financial institutions that Satoshi [Nakamoto, Bitcoin's pseudonymous creator] was disappointed in. A lot of these companies work closely with the government, too, and they do things like the same type of ID verification that banks do," she said. "They've re-created the financial system, but with fewer protections for consumers."



It seems clear that in a second Trump administration, the crypto industry and its barons might get their wishes. It's possible that the industry could see regulations declaring tokens as commodities, instead of securities, which would ease restrictions on trading and perhaps lead to more comingling between big banks and crypto assets. Last week, Trump nominated Paul Atkins, a former SEC commissioner, and a pro-crypto voice, to run the SEC. The announcement caused the price of bitcoin to surge to more than $100,000 (at the same time last year, the price was less than half that).



You don't have to be a cynic to see a flywheel effect: Crypto has become a meaningful political constituency not because its technology has broad, undeniable utility, but because it has made certain people extremely wealthy, which has attracted a great deal of attention and interest. The industry courts politicians with its wealth, and politicians pander for donations by making promises. Ultimately, the pro-crypto candidate wins, and the price of bitcoin surges, making many of these same people richer and thus able to exert more influence.



Trump hasn't taken office yet, but you can already see how this might play out. Justin Sun, a Chinese national and cryptocurrency entrepreneur charged with fraud by the SEC, recently bought $30 million worth of tokens of Trump's World Liberty Financial coin--an arrangement that may have been quite lucrative for Trump, raising concerns that the incoming president's crypto investment will be an easy vehicle for bribery. There is speculation that Trump could make good on a proposal to create a strategic reserve of bitcoins in the U.S., which could involve the federal government buying 200,000 bitcoins a year over the next five years--perhaps by using the country's gold reserves. For large crypto holders, this would be an incredible scheme, a wealth transfer from the government to crypto whales. In practice, this would allow crypto holders to sell off their assets to the government while pumping the price of the asset. Using the government to prop up bitcoin is an interesting maneuver for a technology whose origins lie in decentralization.



Crypto could also end up being the currency of choice for greasing the skids of the second Trump administration, but the broader concern is about what happens if crypto executives get everything they want. As my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote recently, "Industry-friendly rules would lead to a flood of cash entering the crypto markets, enriching anyone with assets already in their wallets, but also increasing volatility and exposing millions more Americans to scams, frauds, and swindles."

Annie Lowrey: The three pillars of the bro-economy 

White offered a similar concern, should crypto end up further entangled in the global economy. The collapse of FTX wiped out some of the exchange's users, but there was no real contagion for the broader financial system. "Back then, crypto companies weren't too big to fail and there was no need for a bailout," she told me. "If banks are allowed to get more involved and if crypto and traditional finance are enmeshed, my fear is the industry will grow bigger and the crashes will be greater."



Crypto's future is uncertain, but its legacy, at least in the short term, seems clearer than it did before November 5. It turns out that cryptocurrencies do have a very concrete use case. They are a technology that has latched on to, and then helped build, a culture that celebrates greed and speculation as virtues just as it embraces volatility. The only predictable thing about crypto seems to be its penchant for attracting and enriching a patchwork of individuals with qualities including, but not limited to, an appetite for risk, an overwhelming optimism about the benefits of technology, or a healthy distrust of institutions. In these ways, crypto is a perfect fit for the turbulence and distrust of the 2020s, as well as the nihilism and corruption of the Trump era.
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'Dumbed-Down Catholicism Was a Disaster'

America's most watched bishop, Robert Barron, is scouting out a new future for Christianity.

by Molly Worthen




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


When Nick Chancey was a boy in West Virginia, he didn't have much time for Christianity. He spent the occasional Sunday hiking into the woods with his father to offer a cup of milk and a handful of quarters to forest fairies. His dad kept a small Buddhist statue at home, and dabbled in Native American spirituality and "druid and Celtic stuff," Chancey told me. "It was not uncommon for the Baptist preacher in his Sunday best to show up on our doorstep and for my dad to cuss the guy off the porch because he was saying we were going to hell."

Chancey's views started to change in college. A friend invited him to the Catholic hub on campus, where he immediately felt welcome. One night, at the home of a Catholic family, his hosts suggested watching an episode of a 2011 documentary series called Catholicism. Until then, Chancey said, "I had seen Jesus as one of two extremes: either a really angry guy who was judging people and condemning them to hell, or he was this domesticated hippie figure." The series, by contrast, presented Jesus as "mysterious; his own followers were amazed and afraid." Chancey devoured the 10-part box set. "It all made sense to me. What do you do with that? It was kind of scary. There was only one pathway forward." Chancey converted to Catholicism. Now he works for the Church in his home state, overseeing programs in youth and young-adult ministry.

The creator of that documentary is today's most effective Catholic evangelist, and the most controversial--the 65-year-old bishop of the Diocese of Winona-Rochester in Minnesota, Robert Barron. More films followed Catholicism, as well as books, study courses, podcasts, and YouTube videos with nearly 200 million views. Barron published them all under the aegis of his digital empire, Word on Fire Catholic Ministries. In the Catholic English-speaking world, he has more social-media followers than any clergyman except the pope.

Now is an unlikely time for a Catholic ministry to grow. Fewer and fewer Americans embrace any religion, and the U.S. Catholic Church is shrinking. Yet Word on Fire continues to expand. When I visited its headquarters in Rochester earlier this fall, Barron told me that he senses an "extraordinary hunger for God" in America, but "beige Catholicism" won't satisfy it. That's his term for the Church that many American Catholics have known in the 60 years since Vatican II: simplistic and relevant homilies, felt banners, acoustic guitars--all meant to make the 2,000-year-old faith fit in with contemporary Western culture.

From the January/February 2023 issue: The reinvention of the Catholic Church

Barron, who is always in clerical dress and ready to quote the ancient Church fathers, has no interest in fitting in. His uncompromising presentation of the Christian story--and his willingness to discuss it with polarizing figures such as Jordan Peterson and Ben Shapiro--resonates especially among young men. To fans, Barron is convincing a new generation that Christianity is not the faded wallpaper of the West but a compelling, countercultural message. To critics, he has forged a cult of personality and cozied up to culture warriors for the sake of clicks.

The bishop's ambitions extend far beyond YouTube. He wants to build a real-life network--priests and laity gathering in Word on Fire centers around the country. More than that, he is scouting a future for Christianity: a Church that embraces the internet as an evangelizing tool, refuses to assimilate to mainstream culture, and welcomes the young men who are beginning to outnumber women in the pews. Driving this mission is a simple but risky bet: that many seekers don't want a faith that is easy and accessible. They want something difficult and strange.

When I entered the plain, glass-front building that houses Word on Fire's headquarters, I wasn't sure I was in the right place. Then I saw the picture wall of patron saints: the Catholic televangelist Fulton Sheen; the teenage French nun St. Therese of Lisieux; Pope John Paul II. Posters for The Godfather and A Man for All Seasons lined the hallway.

Movies launched Barron's YouTube ministry. In 2007, when he was a young priest in his hometown of Chicago, he posted his first video: a review of the depiction of evil in Martin Scorsese's The Departed. At the urging of his mentor, Cardinal Francis George, he began broadcasting Sunday homilies, dialogues with atheists, and more. Four years later, Barron released Catholicism. In 2015, Rome transferred him to serve as an auxiliary bishop in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, then, in 2022, to head the diocese of Winona-Rochester.

A priest named Steve Grunow oversees Word on Fire's daily operations; Barron spends most of his time tending to his diocese. But if any intellectual, politician, or social-media personality with a following wants to talk, Barron is game. He has spoken at Facebook's headquarters and addressed Congress and members of the U.K. Parliament. Online, he has talked about morality and the meaning of life with people ranging from the progressive Representative Ro Khanna to the conservative activist Christopher Rufo.

But he generally steers clear of politics--and rarely misses a chance for a theological deep dive. "Dumbed-down Catholicism was a disaster, pastorally," Barron, who has a doctorate from the Catholic Institute of Paris, told me. "If you don't think that young people have serious questions that need answers," he added later, "then you have not accompanied many young people." When Google invited him to speak at its headquarters in 2018, he lectured for an hour on Thomas Aquinas and the intellectus agens, "the restless, seeking, never satisfied mind."

Barron plumbs topics that confound the secular world, such as transubstantiation and the Shroud of Turin. He wants to prove that Catholicism is not just another lifestyle choice based on the Golden Rule. The Word on Fire bookstore sells artwork meant to remind viewers just how unsettling the Christian story is: the Holy Spirit cascading onto the apostles in a torrent of lava; a pack of wolves ripping into the unresisting body of a lamb.

If the ultimate source of meaning is "Jesus crowned, but with a crown of thorns, reigning, but reigning from a cross," Barron said recently, "then we're the weirdest religion around." He aims to invert worldly assumptions and break through our "crusty self-absorption"--his phrase for Dante's mindset at the start of The Divine Comedy, one of his favorite books. He frequently admonishes his audience: "Your life is not about you."

This is not the message that he got as a young Catholic. "To be frank about it, when I was in the seminary, it was more of a feminized approach," he recalled. "We did a lot of sitting in a circle and talking about our feelings."

The early years of Barron's media ministry coincided with the heyday of the new atheists, who won over many young men with books such as Christopher Hitchens's God Is Not Great and Sam Harris's The End of Faith. But they also inspired a renaissance among the faith's defenders. Like Barron, many took to YouTube with a cerebral, confident style that appealed to men. Justin Brierley, a Protestant podcaster who has been a professional apologist for almost two decades, noticed that the crowds at apologetics conferences "did not look like the population in church on Sundays. Eighty or 90 percent were male," he told me. "In a funny way, the new atheists helped bring men back to church, because the Church had to respond."


Word on Fire



On YouTube, according to Word on Fire's data, more than 60 percent of Barron's viewers are men. YouTube users in general skew male, and his followers on Facebook and Instagram are more evenly split between men and women, but YouTube is the heart of his ministry. "The Millennial male who is listening to Joe Rogan, Jordan Peterson, all those podcasts and YouTube channels--now, through Bishop Barron, they are being exposed to a fresh take," Brierley said. "The era of them just listening to Sam Harris's take on religion is over."

For at least 300 years, clergy have fretted about how to get men to go to church. Women's dominance in the pews has been one of the most reliable sociological facts of the Christian world. But that's beginning to change. Among the college-educated, men are now slightly more likely than women to attend church every week. The political scientist Ryan Burge analyzed the numbers and found that 69 percent of male college graduates younger than 40 claim a religious affiliation, compared with only 62 percent of women.

Some pundits argue that as gender norms shifted and women started outnumbering men in universities and the white-collar workforce, men have grown resentful and nostalgic for patriarchy--so they seek it in traditional religion. J. D. Vance is the country's most famous Catholic convert, and the story of his rightward shift might seem like a template for all Gen Z and Millennial men interested in Christianity.

Damon Linker: The post-liberal Catholics find their man

But framing this trend as bitterness and backlash misses the deeper reality. Many young men feel unmoored--lonely in a time of weakening social institutions, unsatisfied and overworked by an accelerating professional rat race, alienated by political tribalism. "Men my age, we don't have the social organizations that our fathers or grandfathers did," Torrin Daddario, a Barron fan who converted to Catholicism from a Protestant background, told me. "We're adrift." Over the past decade, both the left and the right have tried to fill the void with morality tales that treat unfettered individual freedom as sacred and split the world into victims and oppressors. Those stories are getting stale.

Darren Geist was drawn to Barron's ministry when the atheistic worldview he grew up with stalled out. After graduating from Princeton, he moved to Sierra Leone to work for UNICEF, where he focused on women's health and children's rights. He found himself debating with Christians and Jews about how to justify the universal human rights he sought to protect. He stuck to nonreligious arguments. "But I came to the conclusion that these have a weak foundation," he told me, "or a foundation borrowed from Christianity."

Eventually Geist went to law school and joined a firm in New York. The job left him feeling "intellectually dead," he said. "A lot of us are in these jobs that are soul-sucking, intellectually draining, and menial. Even when they are elite-sounding, they are menial jobs. We don't feel fully alive." During long commutes, he started listening to Jordan Peterson--whose lectures weave together Jungian psychology, the quest for purpose, and the Bible. Then he discovered one of Barron's podcasts. (This is a common story: Peterson does not call himself Christian, but his fascination with the biblical narrative--not to mention his taste for menswear emblazoned with Orthodox icons--compels secular listeners to take a closer look at Christianity. Algorithms then guide them to Barron.) Geist realized that he had "been fed this milquetoast version of Christianity, not the deep, rich version that's actually there." His spiritual journey took some surprising turns, but Barron played a major role. Geist entered the Catholic Church in 2020.

Joining a religious community, submitting to its rules, and learning its traditions is hard. I could find no data to indicate how often Barron inspires listeners to put down their phones and start going to church. Progressive critics are skeptical that he's much better than podcast bros like Joe Rogan at guiding young men toward "ethical heroism" and Christian virtue. After the actor Shia LaBeouf--once a self-described "Sam Harris, TED Talk, Christopher Hitchens guy"--began investigating Catholicism, Barron invited him onto his show. The liberal Catholic press criticized Barron for failing to confront LaBeouf about past run-ins with the law and accusations that he abused former girlfriends. (Those who watch the interview might see it differently. Although LaBeouf has said that "many of these allegations are not true," he readily confessed to Barron that his egotism had inflicted "pain and damage on other people.")

If Word on Fire makes a point of embracing troubled men, perhaps the ministry bears a burden of extra vigilance--especially in a Church with an extensive record of abuse. In 2022, the ministry fired a producer after investigating allegations of sexual misconduct in his personal life. (The former staff member has denied the allegations.) Several employees resigned, citing a "boys' club" culture.

Although Barron swears off the culture wars, some of his conversation partners have made their names trolling the left. "What I want to say to Barron is, 'You're participating in this culture of grievance. That's the problem; that's the complicity,'" Michael Sean Winters, a writer for the National Catholic Reporter, told me. He warned of the risks of an "online existence where the algorithms favor anger and easy hostility, not wisdom and truth."

Barron receives criticism from the right as well. When he says--echoing Pope Francis--that "we have a 'reasonable hope' that all will be saved," conservatives hear heresy. In their view, he is too supportive of liberal priests and does not spend enough time condemning homosexuality. Eric Sammons, the editor of Crisis Magazine, called Barron "an uncritical, enthusiastic defender of all things Pope Francis" who follows "only the letter of orthodoxy, not its spirit."

If both the left and the right find fault with Barron, the feeling is mutual. "I don't like Catholic progressivism. I never have. I don't like 'rad trad'-ism. I never have," he told me. The Word on Fire bookstore sells editions of Vatican II's declarations and decrees, as well as The Pope Benedict XVI Reader--because Barron believes that it's a mistake to pit the supposedly liberal "spirit of Vatican II" against Pope Francis's "conservative" predecessor.

Michael J. O'Loughlin: Why Pope Francis's recent decree shook the Catholic Church

Ultimately, concerns about ideology bother Barron's detractors less than his taste for empire building. His tweeting, TikToking, and branded merchandise don't sit well in a Church that stresses humility and hierarchy. On the webpage advertising leather-bound, gilt-edged Word on Fire Bibles with commentary, Barron appears first on a list of contributors, ahead of the Church fathers. His name and picture are everywhere--like in "Bishop Barron's Word on Fire Institute," the ministry's hub for online classes and communities. The bookstore offers a volume called The Theology of Bishop Barron. "He speaks as if he is the face and voice of Catholicism in the U.S., and he's not," Michael Sean Winters said. "He's the bishop of a tiny diocese in Minnesota."

This is one of the paradoxes of Christian history: Entrepreneurs with healthy egos tend to make great evangelists for a faith founded by an impoverished, self-denying carpenter. Like any of the Church's evangelistic enterprises over the centuries, Word on Fire's success is hard to imagine without its opportunistic and occasionally immodest founder.

Barron's long-term goal is to grow the online communities affiliated with Word on Fire Institute--about 25,000 people--into a religious order that operates across the country. "I'd like it to continue after me," he said. "That's why I'd like it to be institutionalized, both at the lay level and the clerical level." He envisions Word on Fire centers in major cities "where people can receive instruction and inspiration," modeled in part on Opus Dei, an organization that has dozens of centers across the United States, and which some view as secretive and controlling.

He waved off such concerns: "The last thing I want is to be cultlike." Barron's vision is bigger. "The whole idea is to evangelize the culture," he said. "It's not to turn inward, into some kind of self-protective cocoon. It's to go out to the world and engage it--creatively and enthusiastically, with panache and intelligence. This is what I want to do."
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Decivilization May Already Be Under Way

The brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed.

by Adrienne LaFrance




The line between a normal, functioning society and catastrophic decivilization can be crossed with a single act of mayhem. This is why, for those who have studied violence closely, the brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and, more important, the brazenness of the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed and the conditions that exacerbate it.

In recent days, journalists and other observers have worked to uncover the motivations of the accused killer. This is a worthy exercise when trying to understand a single, shocking event. But when attempting to understand how brutality spreads across society, studying individual ideologies only gets you so far. As violence worsens, it tends to draw in--and threaten--people of all ideologies. So if in the early stages of a violent upswing, law enforcement can see clearly that the greater threat comes from right-wing extremists, which has been the case in the U.S. in recent years, as the prevalence of violence snowballs, the politics of those who resort to it get messier. That's in part because periods of heightened violence tend to coincide with social and political reordering generally--moments when party or group identities are in flux, as they are in America right now. As I've written for this magazine, eruptions of violence are not necessarily associated with a clear or consistent ideology and often borrow from several--a phenomenon that law enforcement calls "salad-bar extremism."

We already understand many of the conditions that make a society vulnerable to violence. And we know that those conditions are present today, just as they were in the Gilded Age: highly visible wealth disparity, declining trust in democratic institutions, a heightened sense of victimhood, intense partisan estrangement based on identity, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, violent and dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," a sharply divided electorate, and a belief among those who flirt with violence that they can get away with it. These conditions run counter to spurts of civilizing, in which people's worldviews generally become more neutral, more empirical, and less fearful or emotional.

From the April 2023 Issue: The new anarchy

One way to understand which direction a society is going--toward or away from chaos--is to study its emotional undercurrents, and its attitude toward violence broadly. Medieval Europe, for example, was famously brutish. As the German sociologist Norbert Elias wrote in his 1939 book, The Civilizing Process, impulse control was practically nonexistent and violence was everywhere. But as communities began to reward individuals for proper etiquette, adherence to which was required for entry into the most desirable strata of society, new incentives for self-restraint created substantially more peaceful conditions.

The push toward cooperative nonviolence happened organically, whereby people's "more animalistic human activities," as Elias put it, took a back seat to the premium they placed on their communal social life. This change in priorities required and perpetuated steady self-control among individuals across society. "It is simple enough: plans and actions, the emotional and rational impulses of individual people, constantly interweave in a friendly or hostile way," Elias wrote. "This basic tissue resulting from many single plans and actions of men can give rise to changes and patterns that no individual person has planned or created." And "it is this order of interweaving human impulses and strivings, this social order, which determines the course of historical change." Often, when people choose violence, it is because they believe that it is the only path, a last resort in a time of desperation--and they believe that they'll get away with it.

Over the centuries, humanity has become more civilized, largely drifting away from violent conflict resolution. And to be clear, I mean "civilized" in the spirit of Elias's definition--the process by which the use of violence shifted to the state, and "decivilization" to suggest a condition in which it shifts back to individuals. Today, most Americans enjoy extraordinarily peaceful conditions in their daily life. But obviously violence has never entirely receded, and progress has been uneven; Elias's interest in violence stemmed from his experience fleeing Nazi Germany. And it's a fantasy to believe that an advanced democracy like ours is somehow protected by its very nature against extremism. Democracy can be self-perpetuating, but it is also extremely fragile. Complex societies, and in particular backsliding democratic nations, are often among the most violent in the world. (As the writer Rachel Kleinfeld noted in her book A Savage Order, Mexico saw more violent deaths from 2007 to 2014 than the combined civilian death toll in Iraq and Afghanistan over that same period.)

From the September 2024 Issue: American fury

Recent bloodshed is not new to America, not even close, yet this is still a distinctly precarious time. Along with layers upon layers of social conditions that make us especially prone to political violence, the Machiavellianism of contemporary politics has stoked both the nihilism of those who believe that violence is the only answer and the whitewashing of recent violent history. This is how a society reaches the point at which people publicly celebrate the death of a stranger murdered in the street. And it is how the January 6 insurrectionists who ransacked the U.S. Capitol came to be defended by lawmakers as political prisoners. It matters when people downplay and justify violence, whatever form that downplaying and justifying takes--whether by revising history to say something that was violent wasn't so bad, or by justifying a murder because of the moral failures of the victim's profession. When growing tolerance for bloodshed metastasizes into total indifference for--and even a clamoring in support of--the death of one's political enemies, civil society is badly troubled indeed.

My colleague Graeme Wood, who has spent much of his career studying the people and societies that resort to violence, has made the case for a greater degree of sanguinity about political violence in America, given how much worse off many other countries are. In Latin America, Wood wrote earlier this year, "the violence reaches levels where even a successful assassination is barely news." The thing is, you can't fully understand the extent to which a society has become inured to violence by counting individual attacks or grotesque social-media posts. You have to assess the whole culture, and its direction over time. A society's propensity for violence may be ticking up and up and up, even as life continues to feel normal to most people. A drumbeat of attacks, by different groups or individuals with different motivations, may register as different kinds of problems. But take the broad view and you find they point at the same diagnosis: Our social bonds are disintegrating.

Read: The case for calming down

Another word for this unraveling is decivilization. The further a society goes down this path, the fewer behavioral options people identify as possible reactions to grievances. When every disagreement becomes zero-sum and no one is willing to compromise, violence becomes more attractive to people. And when violence becomes widespread, the state may escalate its own use of violence--including egregious attacks on civil liberties.

The barrier that separates a functioning society from all-out chaos is always more fragile than we'd like to admit. It can take very little for peace to dissolve, for a mob to swarm, for a man to kill his brother. In a society that is consecrated to freedom, as ours is, the power of the people is not only a first principle but a promise to one another, and most of all a safeguard against the centralized power and violence of the state wielded against the people.

In the weeks after a sharply divided election, ahead of the return to power of a president who has repeatedly promised to unleash a wave of state violence and targeted retribution against his enemies, Americans have a choice to make about the kind of society we are building together. After all, civilization is, at its core, a question of how people choose to bond with one another, and what behaviors we deem permissible among ourselves.

You cannot fix a violent society simply by eliminating the factors that made it deteriorate. In other societies that have fallen apart, violence acts as a catalyst, exacerbating all of the conditions that led to it in the first place. The process of decivilization may begin with profound distrust in institutions and government leaders, but that distrust gets far worse in a society where people brutalize one another. There is no shortcut back to a robust democracy. But one way to protect against the worst is to force change only through processes that do not lead to bloodshed, and to unequivocally reject anyone--whether that person is sitting in the White House or standing in the street--who would choose or justify violence against the people.
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The Crisis Neither Party Is Equipped to Handle

America's education system is in trouble, but neither Republicans nor Democrats are up for the challenge of enforcing change.

by Charles Sykes




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


In 1957, the Soviet Union shocked the world with the launch of its Earth-orbiting Sputnik satellite. The United States, fearful of the security risk and hoping to make the nation more competitive with foreign powers, reacted with dramatic investments in science-and-technology education. In 1983, "A Nation at Risk," the report published by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, warned of a "rising tide of mediocrity" in American education that "threatens our very future as a Nation and a people." The warnings helped spark a bipartisan national effort to improve the schools, and the following decades saw major federal initiatives such as George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind Act and Barack Obama's Race to the Top program, accompanied by major state-level reforms to boost achievement.

America is again facing an educational crisis. Last week, The New York Times reported that American students "turned in grim results on the latest international test of math skills." That test, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), found that fourth graders have dropped 18 points in math since 2019, while eighth graders have dropped 27 points. The math scores of both high-performing and low-performing eighth graders fell. As the education reporter Dana Goldstein notes, the coronavirus pandemic is a major contributor to the decline, but not the only one: "In the United States, academic declines--and widening gaps between stronger and weaker students--were apparent before the pandemic," she writes. In 2019, the National Assessment of Educational Progress found that two-thirds of American children could not read at a proficient level.

In math, Americans now lag behind their counterparts in places such as Singapore, South Korea, Britain, and Poland. Only 7 percent of American students scored at the highest levels in math--far behind the 23 percent in South Korea and Japan, and 41 percent in Singapore, who scored at that level. The decline in math scores is part of a much larger decline in educational performance overall--and an exacerbation of the achievement gap between rich and poor students. But despite the appalling numbers, the educational crisis was barely mentioned during the presidential debates, and there is scant evidence of the political will necessary to address it.

Any bipartisan consensus on education has shattered; President-Elect Donald Trump and Republicans at the state level seem more intent on waging culture wars about gender and religion than tackling achievement gaps. The education initiative that Trump has been most vocal about is his threat to abolish the federal Department of Education (which he is unlikely to achieve, because dismantling the department requires an act of Congress). Meanwhile, many congressional and state-level Democrats are reluctant to push back against either the educational establishment or the teachers' unions. This dynamic appeared most notably in their failure to resist the unions' push to keep schools closed during the early pandemic.

Some state educational bureaucracies have responded to the decline in student achievement by simply lowering their standards. In New York, Oklahoma, Wisconsin, and Alaska, for instance, education officials adjusted their passing scores on standardized tests or changed their definition of proficiency. And American parents continue to think their kids are doing just fine--in large part because of schools' inflation of grades.

For decades, the consequences of underperformance have also been masked by the influx of international students into American higher education. A 2022 study found that foreign students made up a majority--sometimes as much as 80 percent--of students in U.S. graduate programs in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Meanwhile, immigrants make up about a quarter of all workers in STEM fields. It's not yet clear how Trump's massive crackdown on immigrants could affect opportunities for foreign students, or their willingness to come to the United States.

The federal government does not have total power to fix the issues in schools, but with the right amount of political motivation, it could increase efforts to enforce states' accountability for their students. Once upon a time in America, we would have risen to the challenge, mobilizing our national will and resources to confront the crisis.

Related:

	How the Ivy League broke America
 	The elite college students who can't read books
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Today's News

	FBI Director Christopher Wray said that he will resign at the end of the Biden administration. Donald Trump announced last month that he will nominate Kash Patel to replace Wray.
 	A judge blocked The Onion's purchase of Infowars, the website created by the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones.
 	Tal and Oren Alexander, two real-estate tycoons, and their brother Alon have been arrested on federal sex-trafficking charges. They are accused of drugging, sexually assaulting, and raping dozens of women over the course of more than a decade, according to their indictment.
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Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear

By Charlie Warzel

Crypto culture, with its terminally online slang and imagery, is alienating and off-putting. The industry's penchant for Ponzi schemes and defrauding retail investors--the implosion of insolvent companies such as FTX and platforms such as Celsius--is more than worthy of scorn. And yet, through all of this--perhaps because of all of this--cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests. And now they're using their money to influence politics.


Read the full article.
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Read. These six books offer many kinds of twists, richly rewarding readers who come in with little prior knowledge.

Remember. Nikki Giovanni, a poet whose work celebrated Black life and crackled with revolutionary fire, died on Monday at 81 years old. "She cultivated a sense of limitless possibility about language and social movements," Hannah Giorgis writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	8:00 AM ET

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An athlete playfully bites a gold medal during a ceremony. Their canine teeth have been modified to look like long fangs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses for a photo during the medal ceremony for the men's shot-put F34 final on day 10 of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games, on September 7, 2024. Valencia had his canine teeth modified to look like fangs in order to break down any stereotypes people may have about Paralympic athletes. He says, "I didn't want to have the same smile as the rest of the world. I've always said that Paralympic sport has to be a spectacle."
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                [image: A huge cloud of dust advances across a plain covered in palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gigantic dust storm known as a "haboob" advances over palm groves in Dongola, in Sudan's Northern State, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: The actor George Clooney playfully poses among dozens of photographers at a red-carpet event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                George Clooney (center) poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the 81st Venice International Film Festival, on September 1, 2024, in Venice, Italy.
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                [image: A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts dust and debris from a nearby building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts out dust and debris during an Israeli strike that reportedly targeted a school in the Zeitoun district, on the outskirts of Gaza City, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep up a long and winding path up a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter, a shepherd and an agricultural engineer, leads sheep up a steep climb during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive in high alpine meadows, near the Oberaletsch and Grosser Aletsch glaciers, in Switzerland, on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A young person leaps over an obstacle while holding a hobbyhorse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors practice their moves before taking part in the U.K. Hobby Horse Championship at Bury Farm Equestrian Center on September 8, 2024, in Slapton, England. Although hobbyhorsing as a form of play has been around for centuries, the modern-day interpretation of the sport originated in Finland. Hobbyhorse competitions feature young enthusiasts trotting, galloping, and cantering on toy horses in various disciplines, such as jumping and dressage. Its popularity has surged in recent years, especially during the early pandemic.
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                [image: Two family members hug a man close.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A former prisoner of war returns to meet his family on September 14, 2024, in the Chernihiv Region, Ukraine. This was the 57th exchange of prisoners since the beginning of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
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                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which was burning in the San Gabriel Mountains, behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A baby pygmy hippo playfully tries to bite a person's arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moo Deng, a pygmy-hippo calf, plays with a zookeeper in the Khao Kheow Open Zoo, in Chonburi province, Thailand, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans on the hood of a car that is surrounded by rushing floodwater on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident helps free a car that became stranded in a flooded stretch of road on the outskirts of Boone, North Carolina, during Tropical Storm Helene, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two men stand on a road beside a large storage tank that has been toppled into the road by flooding.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men inspect damage from flooding in Biltmore Village in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: Vertical streaks of light, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this photo taken with a long exposure, Israeli shelling hits an area in southern Lebanon, as seen from northern Israel, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on top of the remains of a large missile in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand on top of the remains of an Iranian missile in the Negev desert, near Arad, on October 2, 2024, in the aftermath of an Iranian missile attack on Israel.
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                [image: Several soldiers in riot gear ride horses at a gallop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mounted soldiers take part in a military parade during celebrations marking the 79th anniversary of the Indonesian Armed Forces, at Merdeka Square, in Jakarta, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: The northern lights illuminate the sky over an old grain elevator.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights, lights up the sky over an old grain elevator in Brant, Alberta, Canada, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Elon Musk jumps onstage, raising his arms, beside Donald Trump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tesla CEO Elon Musk jumps onstage as he joins former President Donald Trump during a campaign rally at the site of Trump's first assassination attempt, in Butler, Pennsylvania, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A large rocket approaches a tall structure at a slight angle, slowing its descent in preparation for being "grabbed" by arms on the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starship's Super Heavy Booster is grappled at the launchpad in Starbase, near Boca Chica, Texas, on October 13, 2024, during the Starship Flight 5 test. SpaceX successfully "caught" the first-stage booster of its Starship megarocket as it returned to the launchpad after a test flight, a world first in the company's quest for rapid reusability.
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                [image: An overhead view of many people crowding around around a person in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Group members of Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona start to form a human tower called a "castell" during the biannual human-tower competition, in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks were staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hit Florida.
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                [image: A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of snow-covered whale bones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of bowhead-whale bones left over from the village's subsistence hunting, at the end of an unused airstrip near the village of Kaktovik, Alaska, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing leafy military camouflage netting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Olya, a member of the Gang of Angels, a volunteer group that makes camouflage netting for the Armed Forces of Ukraine, poses with a sniper camouflage net on October 13, 2024, in Odesa, Ukraine. Demand for these nets is high, with numerous orders from brigades stationed on the front lines. Soldiers send photos of their surroundings, and the volunteers select fabric colors to match the environment when creating the camouflage netting.
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                [image: A large crowd of people jostle and reach out for food at a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man prepares to toss a bag of bread to another person, as people crowd while queueing for bread outside a bakery in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on October 23, 2024, amid a flour shortage during the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: Sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater, after rare rainfall hit the area last September, in Merzouga, Morocco, on October 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two baseball fans lean over a wall while pulling a baseball from the glove of a player during a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans Austin Capobianco (left) and John Peter (right) interfere with Mookie Betts of the Los Angeles Dodgers as he attempts to catch a fly ball in foul territory during the first inning of Game Four of the 2024 World Series against the New York Yankees, at Yankee Stadium, on October 29, 2024. The play resulted in an out, and the two fans were ejected from the stadium and banned from attending the following game.
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                [image: A 16-foot-tall sculpture shaped like a human hand with a face stands on a rooftop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 16-foot-tall hand sculpture called Quasi stands perched on its fingertips atop the roof of an art gallery in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand next to dozens of piled-up cars in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pedestrians stand next to piled-up cars following deadly floods in Sedavi, south of Valencia, eastern Spain, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd stands beneath a large television screen displaying the headline "Trump Elected 47th President."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters of former U.S. President Donald Trump celebrate as Fox News declares him the next president of the United States, during an Election Night event at the West Palm Beach Convention Center, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: People standing in shallow water in a bay hold up six large cutout heads of world leaders; the heads appear to be partially submerged.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous activists stage a protest to demand action on climate change, holding large cutouts of the heads of U.S. President Joe Biden, Chinese President Xi Jinping, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba on the waters of Botafogo Bay, ahead of the G20 Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a large gathering crowd in a grassy field, lit from several sides, casting long, crisscrossing shadows]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows supporters of Senegal's prime minister and Ousmane Sonko, the head of the ruling Pastef party, attending a campaign rally for the upcoming early legislative election, in Guediawaye, on the outskirts of Dakar, Senegal, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of masked protesters, with many flashing green laser pointers over the heads of the group]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds gather during a protest near the parliament building over the results of last month's parliamentary election, on December 6, 2024, in Tbilisi, Georgia. The country's president, Salome Zourabichvili, alleges that last month's parliamentary election, which was won by the ruling Georgian Dream party, was "stolen" amid Russian interference.
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                [image: A car drives past a palm tree and brush that are engulfed in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car drives past flames from the Franklin Fire, at Pepperdine University, in Malibu, California, on December 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of heavy traffic at a roundabout city square in Damascus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of traffic around Umayyad Square, in Damascus, Syria, on December 10, 2024, as residents gathered to celebrate the end of the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, after he fled the country following a rapid advance by rebel groups.
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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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Luigi Mangione's Commonplace, Deplorable Politics

From his actions, and the glee that they have elicited, one learns not that the health-care system is broken but that many people are.

by Graeme Wood




In the last scene of Terrence Malick's 1973 film, Badlands, a recently arrested spree killer is sitting handcuffed next to a state trooper. Unperturbed by the prospect of the electric chair, the killer compliments the trooper's state-issued Stetson. "You're quite an individual, Kit," the trooper says. Kit looks at him and deadpans: "Think they'll take that into consideration?"

Luigi Mangione, the man charged with murdering the CEO of UnitedHealthcare last week in Midtown Manhattan, is quite an individual: hard-bodied bookworm, certified computer genius, scion of Baltimore wealth. Or at least, he seemed like he was quite an individual, until he was found with a manifesto on his person, and it made clear that Mangione's politics are as commonplace as they are deplorable.

The manifesto, according to a police report, says, "Frankly, these parasites simply had it coming." It then lists a few false or misleading statistics about America's health-care system. The companies "abuse our country for immense profit," Mangione says, before complimenting himself for being "the first to face [the problem] with such brutal honesty."

Read: Murder is an awful answer for health-care anger

The cliches give away the absence of thought. Brutal honesty--I find that honesty and brutality are often opposed to each other. Mangione acknowledges that others understand the failures of the U.S. health-care system better than he does. So what's really novel is not the honesty but the brutality, which his manifesto suggests is honesty in its pure, medical-grade form.

In addition to this social critique, Mangione reportedly had personal frustrations with medical care for a bad back. He resided in a co-living space in Honolulu, and R. J. Martin, the commune's leader, told The New York Times that Mangione suffered from persistent back pain that made sex impossible. Back pain is a nightmare, but it's unclear what form of it stopped him from having sex while apparently leaving him free to stalk and kill a man and ride away through Central Park on an e-bike. In any case, one may sympathize with his pain, and even his frustrations with trying to get claims processed. But that would reduce his struggle from an anti-capitalist crusade to a private jihad against customer-service reps, and reduce him from a propagandist of the deed to an armed Karen.

Before Mangione's capture, when all the public knew was that a man had walked up to an insurance executive and shot him repeatedly in the back, many people seemed ready to turn the murderer into a folk hero, an avenger who had interrupted a predatory capitalist in mid-mustache-twirl. The writer Taylor Lorenz, formerly of The Washington Post, The New York Times, and this magazine, said she felt "joy" at the CEO's execution, and shared a celebratory image (with cartoon party balloons) reading CEO down. Someone else appears to have gotten a tattoo of Mangione. Tim Wu, a law professor at Columbia and a former Biden-administration official, said he refused to "condone violence," but posted on social media that by its own unethical behavior, UnitedHealthcare had "encourage[d] others" to "abandon core principles of ethics"--in this case, by murdering its own CEO. Senator Elizabeth Warren had similar trouble distinguishing between rage at a broken and labyrinthine health-care system, and the impulse to kill. "If you push people hard enough," she told HuffPo, they "start to take matters into their own hands."

Wu deleted his post. It is not hard to see the moral fallacy in his message, if one imagines these same mitigations claimed for, say, flaying the CEO, or slowly dipping him, feet first, in a vat of boiling oil while his children were forced to watch. Did the health-insurance company encourage these forms of vengeance, too? In the spirit of comity I shall assume that he would say that the insurance company's failings don't explain or mitigate murder for the same reason they don't mitigate these other horrific crimes. The murderer, like the torturer, just might have moral failings of his own, unrelated to those of UnitedHealthcare.

Lorenz, by contrast, has the courage of her absence of convictions. After taking heat for her elation at the man's execution, she went on Piers Morgan's show to chuckle her way through a justification, by saying that "greedy health-insurance executives like this one" had "murdered" tens of thousands of innocents by denying their claims. She said the summary execution of the CEO "feels like justice," though she added that she preferred to "fix the system" rather than resort to murder.

"The philosophers have only analyzed the world," Karl Marx wrote in 1845. "But the point is to change it." It is a very long fall from Theses on Feuerbach to laughing on Piers Morgan's show. Lorenz, like Mangione, gives no evidence of acquaintance with the debates on the left about the uses and abuses of violence--let alone the more recent research on the potency of nonviolence. Moreover, she and Mangione seem to have disregarded Marx's point, which was that changing the world is inseparable from the process of understanding it. In Mangione's notebook, he reportedly derided the UnitedHealthcare executive as holding a "bean counting conference," as if the counting of beans were not an important part of allocating scarce resources.

Read: The UnitedHealthcare gunman understands the surveillance state

Only the most incurious moral observer could accuse this CEO, whose name few activists knew until they started tattooing his assassin's face on their legs, of mass killing--as if his company hunted its customers and gunned them down in the streets. The claim that insurance-company executives are murderers, and therefore fair game for murderers, is the health-care equivalent of Bertolt Brecht's quip about not knowing who was the greater thief, the one who robs a bank or the one who opens one. But most serious Marxists have by now come around to the idea that only with a well-regulated banking sector can an economy grow enough to let people live decently. (In Cuba, one of the few countries that still takes a Brechtian view of banks, the poverty is such that beggars approach tourists in the street to ask them for leftover soap bars they might have brought from abroad.) By contrast, otherwise smart people seem not to realize that health care involves trade-offs, that countries without private insurance tend to ration it, and that many health-care systems healthier than our own still have extensive private insurance, administered by maddening bureaucracies that sometimes refuse claims.

Then there is the question of strategy. The "quite an individual" state trooper in Badlands was played, in an improbable cameo, by John Womack Jr., then already a distinguished leftist historian of Mexico. Womack's last book called on organizers to think strategically about how unions can compel a society to deal equitably with workers, by using the workers' own technical expertise to help identify the choke points in the economy where their strikes would have maximum effect. They could do this with purely voluntary action: no violence, no threats of violence, just people effecting change in a society by showing how the society works, and how it fails to work without its workers.

It sometimes seems that activists have learned nothing and forgotten everything. Consider Womack's sophisticated theory of social and economic change, born from careful study of electricians' unions in Mexico--and compare it with the theory that to achieve health-care reform, one should put on a hoodie, shoot a guy in the back, and then get caught a few days later while eating an Egg McMuffin. From this action, and the glee that it has elicited, one learns not that the health-care system is broken but that many of us are.
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Will January 6 Be Memory-Holed?

With Trump teasing pardons for Capitol rioters, <em>Radio Atlantic</em> shares host Hanna Rosin's podcast series <em>We Live Here Now</em>, about the 2021 insurrection and its aftermath.

by Hanna Rosin




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

There are two very different stories out there about what happened on January 6. One is the truth, laid down by then-Representative Liz Cheney and others on the House Select Committee: Donald Trump "mobilized an angry mob and sent them to the United States Capitol, where they attacked police officers, invaded the building and halted the official counting of electoral votes" in an attempt to "overturn the 2020 presidential election and seize power," Cheney says. She has never wavered from that position. In fact, she issued that statement just last week following Trump's suggestion in an NBC interview that she should go to jail for her work on the committee.

Trump, however, has often recounted his own version of what happened on January 6--and he is also not wavering. During his campaign, he called it a day of "love and peace." Postelection, he has continued referring to people who were convicted for their actions that day as "political prisoners" and "hostages," and he's said a handful of times that he will pardon them. (The New York Times recently reported that the Trump transition team is asking certain applicants for positions in his administration what they thought about January 6.)

In a recent Atlantic podcast series hosted by me and my partner, Lauren Ober, we enter this universe of alternative facts. Over the course of six episodes, we speak with J6 prisoners and their families, and Ober reports on her experience as a juror in a January 6 case. Mostly, though, the series is about our neighbor, who we discovered one day is a crucial character in the retelling of January 6. The series is called We Live Here Now, and in this week's Radio Atlantic, we air the first episode.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: The South rewrote the history of the Civil War slowly. What we now know as the Lost Cause myth built steam over time with lectures and magazine stories, then statues and monuments, until eventually it became for some southerners the official narrative of the war--eventually, meaning many decades later.

But back then, there was no TV, no Twitter, no Truth Social to speed up the process of revising history.

A few days ago, Trump did his first postelection interview on NBC with Kristen Welker, and by most accounts, his rhetoric seemed tempered. A typical headline about the interview was "Trump cools on taking revenge against foes." But there was one part, about halfway through the interview, when Trump did not seem so mellow.

Donald Trump: These people--
 Kristen Welker: Yeah.
 Trump: --have been in jail. And I hear the jail is a hellhole. They've done reports, and you would say that's true. They've done reports--this is the most disgusting, filthy place. These people are living in hell.


Rosin: The jail he's talking about is the D.C. jail. "These people" he mentions have been charged with crimes related to the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol. And the big question Trump has just answered is whether he still plans to follow through with his promise to pardon those people who were convicted for the insurrection, to which he responded:

Trump: We're looking at it right now. Most likely, yeah.
 Welker: Well, you know--
 Trump: Those people have suffered long and hard.


Rosin: And then he was asked about officials on the January 6 congressional committee, including Liz Cheney--people who put the real facts of that day on the official record.

Trump: I think those people committed a major crime.
 Welker: Sir--
 Trump: And Cheney was behind it.
 Welker: Well--
 Trump: And so was Bennie Thompson and everybody on that committee.
 Welker: We're going to--
 Trump: For what they did--
 Welker: Yeah--
 Trump: --honestly, they should go to jail.


Rosin: Trump's desire to rewrite January 6 as a day of "love and peace," as he said during his campaign, seems as strong as ever. The day Joe Biden pardoned his son Hunter, Trump posted on Truth Social: "Does the Pardon given by Joe to Hunter include the J-6 Hostages, who have now been imprisoned for years?"

The New York Times reported that the Trump transition team is asking applicants for positions in the Defense Department and intelligence agencies three questions, and one of them is what they thought about January 6.

Now, we don't yet know who Trump will pardon and if he will actually go after Liz Cheney or anyone else on that committee. What we do know is that there are two very different stories being told about that day.

On one side are Liz Cheney, Bennie Thompson, and dozens of Capitol Police officers, not to mention the millions of American citizens who are determined to remember that day for the violent attempt to subvert democracy that it was. On the other side: Trump, hundreds of January 6 prisoners, and probably millions of American citizens who don't know or care enough about that day to think it disqualified Trump from being elected.

On many, many things, these two sides are far apart. But the people who inhabit those two sides, they're just people, and people can always find something in common. That is the spirit that drives what you are about to listen to. It's the first episode of a podcast series we made just before the election. It's called We Live Here Now, and it's driven by the deep--maybe even desperate--belief that no matter who you are talking to and what they believe, you can always ask the question: What are you going through?

The series takes you inside the jail--the supposed hellhole Trump mentions. And in a later episode, we talk to some of those January 6 prisoners who Trump wants to pardon, and we think seriously about how the justice system has treated them.

But mostly, this series is about our neighbors. We discovered, one day, that they're on Trump's side of the January 6 divide. And that is putting it mildly. The podcast is hosted by me, Hanna Rosin, and my partner, Lauren Ober, who is also a journalist. This is the first of six episodes. You can find the rest on the podcast feed, We Live Here Now.

Here's that episode.



Find the transcript of Episode 1 of We Live Here Now at: theatlantic.com/podcasts/we-live-here-now
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This Is How Political Violence Goes Mainstream

The UnitedHealthcare shooting marks a new moment of normie extremism.

by Ali Breland




It is tempting to think of political extremists as those who have had their brain flambeed by a steady media diet of oddball podcasters, fringe YouTubers, and "do your own research" conspiracists. Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a Black church in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015, was known to hang out in white-supremacist forums. Robert Bowers frequently posted racist content on the right-wing site Gab, where he wrote "Screw your optics, I'm going in" just before murdering 11 people at a synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018. Brenton Tarrant's manifesto explaining why he murdered 51 people in two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 2019 was filled with 4chan jokes and memes, suggesting that he had spent ample time on the platform.



Yet at first glance, Luigi Mangione, the suspected killer of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, doesn't seem to fit this mold. Mangione was active on social media--but in the most average of ways. He seemingly posted on Goodreads and X, had public photos of himself on Facebook, and reportedly spent time on Reddit discussing his back pain. Perhaps more details will emerge that complicate the picture, but however extreme his political views were--he is, after all, charged with murdering a man in Midtown Manhattan, and reportedly wrote a manifesto in which he called health insurers "parasites"--this does not appear to be a man who was radicalized in the fever swamps of some obscure corner of the dark web. On the surface, Mangione may have just been a fundamentally normal guy who snapped. Or maybe the killing demonstrates how mainstream political violence is becoming.

Read: Decivilization may already be under way



A Goodreads profile that appears to have been Mangione's showed that he had read books written by the popular science writer Michael Pollan and by Dr. Seuss (he gave The Lorax a five-star review). On what is believed to be his X account, he followed a melange of very popular (and ideologically mixed) people, including Joe Rogan, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ezra Klein, and Edward Snowden. In at least one instance, he praised Tucker Carlson's perspectives on postmodern architecture. His most extreme signal was a sympathetic review he gave to the manifesto written by Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber. But as the writer Max Read points out, that's not uncommon for a lot of younger politically active people who identify with Kaczynski's environmentalist and anti-tech views, though it's unlikely many of them are in lockstep with the Unabomber's tactics.



Again, there are many unknowns about Mangione. Yet that has not stopped people from celebrating his purported cause; in fact, his bland social-media presence may only have made him easier to identify with. Jokes about Thompson's death have gone viral on virtually every social-media platform, and they have not stopped in the week since the shooting. People filled comment sections for videos and posts about the shooting with unsympathetic replies, pointing out UnitedHealthcare's reputation for denying claims, and ruminating on how much suffering Thompson was responsible for at the helm of the company. The Network Contagion Research Institute, a nonprofit that monitors and analyzes online extremism, found that six of the top 10 most engaged-with posts on X about Thompson or UnitedHealthcare in the shooting's aftermath "expressed explicit or implicit support for the killing or denigrated the victim." These responses weren't politically divided either. When the conservatives Matt Walsh and Ben Shapiro made videos complaining about people dancing on Thompson's grave, people pushed back in the comments and called the commentators out of touch.



In this way, Mangione's act and the response demarcate a new moment, one in which acts of political violence are no longer confined to extremists with fringe views, but widely accepted. This has been bubbling up for years: Jokes about "eat the rich," guillotines, and class war have been memes for the young, online left since the late 2010s. Milder versions of this sentiment occasionally seeped out to wider audiences, such as last year, when people online applauded orca whales for attacking yachts in the Iberian Peninsula. Many young people are furious about the economic lot they have drawn by being born into an era of significant wealth inequality, and have made winking jokes about addressing it through violence. After Thompson's murder, this sentiment broke out of its containment walls, flooding comment sections and social-media feeds.



This response probably isn't an aberration, but instead is ascendant. America isn't yet experiencing its own Years of Lead--a period in Italy from the 1960s to the 1980s in which political violence and general upheaval became the norm in response to economic instability and rising extremism--but political violence in the U.S. is slowly yet steadily becoming more common. In the past several years, it has surged to the highest levels since the 1970s, and the majority of ideologically motivated homicides since 1990 have been committed by far-right extremists.

Read: The new anarchy

Experts have different theories as to what's driving this, but many agree that we're due for more acts of political violence before the trend dissipates. The response to Thompson's death isn't just people reveling in what they believe is vigilante justice--it may also be a sign of what's coming. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has written, "Americans tend to underestimate political violence, as Italians at first did during the Years of Lead." Mangione's alleged act and the public response suggest that there's appetite for political, cause-oriented violence; that these acts may not be committed or applauded just by terminally online weirdos. There are millions of guys who view the world the way Mangione does, and millions more willing to cheer them on.
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A Clash of Titans

Day 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a clash of titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large, luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink dots along the spiral arms. Many of these areas are home to actively forming stars that are still encased in the gas and dust that feeds their growth.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Read These Six Books--Just Trust Us

Each title richly rewards readers who come in with little prior knowledge.

by Tajja Isen




Books are, despite the common adage, often intended to be judged by their covers. Their jacket flaps include marketing copy designed to entice a browser to buy (and, ideally, read) them, teasing the details of their plot, their mood, or the flavor of their prose. But these polished descriptions, like many attempts to summarize compelling stories, rarely convey the excitement of reading a book that genuinely surprises you. Perhaps a better introduction to a title is no introduction--a friend saying "trust me," for instance. A great book is still great even if you don't know much about it going in.

In fact, I would venture to say that the sensation of encountering any book for the first time is heightened by knowing nothing--and that for some books a lack of knowledge feels almost essential to the experience. Certain stories are such a bolt from the blue, or transform in such unexpected ways, that their readers should aim to approach them with no information about what's to come. Some are genre novels accompanied by the fair expectation of a shock. Others present themselves as one type of narrative but turn out to be entirely another. Because of their presence on this list, you can safely assume that the six titles below will offer many kinds of twists--but each richly rewards those travelers who choose to navigate without a map.








Trust Exercise, by Susan Choi

Readers who came to Choi's novel Trust Exercise in 2019, when it was first published, had the enviable experience of encountering its narrative acrobatics with no preparation. By this point in the book's life, its status as an exemplar of fiction that upends expectations tips the reader off that there's something unusual about it. The book's first half, set at a competitive performing-arts high school in the 1980s, is pure theater-kid nostalgia. Two freshmen, David and Sarah, fall in love. The trope of the toxic drama teacher rears its head: David and Sarah's enigmatic acting teacher, Mr. Kingsley, manipulates their emotions and desires in the name of art. The way Trust Exercise flips these events in the novel's second half, casting them in an entirely different light, is an emotionally unsettling experience that opens up provocative questions about ethics, intimacy, and authorship. The novel delights in withholding easy answers. The title is not merely a drama-class game but a literal description of the book's contents. Just let it happen.

Read: In defense of spoilers








Lexicon, by Max Barry

This novel is an unlikely creature: a high-concept thriller about language. Like many literary protagonists before her, Emily Ruff is an orphan who is recruited by representatives of a mysterious, exclusive boarding school. This one teaches the art of coercion. Students who rise to the highest level--given the title of Poets--join a secretive, dangerous society that can shape the world through their powers of persuasion. Emily, a clever talker, takes easily to the rigorous program and becomes a star student. But when she falls in love, the delicate work of wielding language as a weapon is thrown off by the undisciplined force of desire. Lexicon makes a strong case for genre fiction being the most rewarding form for those who go in without prior knowledge. Barry builds a believable sci-fi world--even with its pseudo-fantastical powers--out of the most familiar and banal building blocks, taking the stakes of linguistic misuse to apocalyptic heights.






On Writing, by Stephen King

King's nonfiction craft book, On Writing, ostensibly fulfills the promise of its subtitle: A Memoir of the Craft. King calls the book "a kind of curriculum vitae" that blends autobiographical scenes with practical advice. (One particular tidbit that stayed with me as a younger writer: Every author has a single ideal reader, whom they should keep in mind as they work.) Yet King cannot stop himself from employing horror. As a child, he was prone to illness and taken to the doctor for painful eardrum lancings, which he describes in graphic detail. The terror only grows as King narrates the pitfalls of his adulthood, such as his addictions and then his unexpected, grueling recovery from a near-fatal accident. What begins as a book on writing with some personal material woven in ends up feeling like--what else?--a Stephen King novel. Readers who come to it for the advice alone will be rewarded and shaken by the storytelling that follows.

Read: How Stephen King teaches writing








To Name the Bigger Lie, by Sarah Viren

At first, To Name the Bigger Lie seems like a straightforward coming-of-age story. As a high-school student in 1990s Tampa, Florida, Viren falls under the sway of her charismatic teacher Dr. Whiles, who is intent on pushing his students to question the nature of the truth. His pedagogy involves exposing his class, often uncritically, to conspiracy theories that include Holocaust denialism. Years later, in 2016, Viren sets out to write a book that treats that period in her life as an allegory for the rise of fascism in the United States. But, partway through the writing, her wife--an academic, like Viren--is falsely accused of sexual harassment, and the ensuing Title IX investigation becomes part of Viren's narrative. The surprising convergences that Viren finds between the case and Dr. Whiles's teaching--both of which turn out to be fraught, harmful ways of trying to access the truth--culminate in a chilling interrogation of the fact-finding methods that our institutions rely on.






Natural Beauty, by Ling Ling Huang

Huang's debut novel is set in the wellness industry, fertile ground for bodily unease. The narrator, a young classical musician, abandons a promising future as a concert pianist to support her parents after an accident. She takes a job at a high-end beauty shop, Holistik, which carries products that are unnaturally effective. As the narrator gets more involved with the family who founded the company, she discovers quintessential hints that something is amiss: evidence of animal experimentation in the laboratory and dramatic physical transformations among the clientele. Still, her financial dependence on the job--and her growing entanglement with the founders--makes it difficult for her to walk away. When the force behind this company's ethos and practices is finally revealed, it feels at once shocking and foretold from the start.

Read: You may be surprised by what scares you








Consent, by Jill Ciment

Ciment has written about the relationship that animates this memoir before. In Half a Life, her 1996 book, she described her marriage to the three-decade-older artist Arnold Mesches, whom she met when she was a 17-year-old student in his art class. Back then, Ciment characterized herself as the seducer. But this book, written after Mesches's death and the #MeToo movement, asks whether things were so clear-cut. The story of their long marriage is more powerful if the reader experiences it without having read the entire backstory--or is at least willing to abandon their preconceptions. In Consent, Ciment provides so much of the original memoir's context, even analyzing some of its passages, that to be too rigidly attached to this story's first version would make its follow-up feel too litigious. Such a reading would minimize the complexity of Ciment's reckoning. She doesn't only examine how her marriage began--she also honors the productive artistic partnership that grew out of it, while placing those realities in the context of evolving cultural mores around power and consent.
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America Needs to Radically Rethink What It Means to Be Old

As 100-year lifespans become more common, the time has come for a new approach to school, work, and retirement.

by Jonathan Rauch




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


July 1977: A 105-degree afternoon in Phoenix. I'm 17 and making deliveries in an underpowered Chevette with "4-55" air-conditioning (four open windows at 55 miles per hour), so I welcome the long runs to Sun City, when I can let desert air and American Top 40 blast through the car. Arrival, though, always gives me the creeps. The world's first "active retirement community" is city-size (it would eventually span more than 14 square miles and house more than 40,000 people). The concentric circles of almost-identical tract houses stretch as far as I can see. Signs and bulletin boards announce limitless options for entertainment, shopping, fitness, tennis, golf, shuffleboard--every kind of amenity.

Sun City is a retirement nirvana, a suburban dreamscape for a class of people who, only a generation before, were typically isolated, institutionalized, or crammed into their kids' overcrowded apartments. But I drive for blocks without seeing anyone jumping rope or playing tag (no children live here). I see no street life, unless you count residents driving golf carts, the preferred form of local transportation. My teenage self wonders: Is this twilight zone my eventual destiny? Is this what it means to be old, to be retired, in America?

In its day, Sun City represented a breakthrough in American life. When it opened, in 1960, thousands of people lined up their cars along Grand Avenue to gawk at the model homes. Del Webb, the visionary developer, understood that the United States was ready to imagine a whole new stage of life--the golden years, as marketers proclaimed them.

A cultural revolution was in full swing. Social Security and private pensions had liberated tens of millions of older Americans from poverty and dependency; modern medicine had given them the health to enjoy what was then a new lifestyle: leisure. In 1965, Medicare ameliorated the old-age fear of medical bankruptcy. In 1972, President Richard Nixon and the Democratic Congress, outbidding each other for the senior vote, increased Social Security by 20 percent and indexed it to keep up with inflation. With these two programs on fiscal autopilot, the entitlement state was born, and the elderly were its prime beneficiaries.

When I gazed at Sun City, I was seeing the embodiment of the U.S. government's greatest 20th-century domestic achievement: the near elimination of destitution among the elderly. By 1977, the poverty rate among those 65 and older had fallen from almost 30 percent in the mid-1960s to half that level. In 2022, it was 10.9 percent, according to the Census Bureau, slightly below the poverty rate for those ages 18 to 64 (11.7 percent)--and very significantly below the poverty rate among children and youth (16.3 percent).

"The struggle chronicled in this book--the struggle to build a secure old age for all--has been in many ways successful," James Chappel writes in Golden Years: How Americans Invented and Reinvented Old Age. For most seniors, life is "immeasurably better" than it was a century ago. But he and Andrew J. Scott, the author of The Longevity Imperative: How to Build a Healthier and More Productive Society to Support Our Longer Lives, agree that the '60s model of retirement needs updating in the face of new demographic, fiscal, and social realities. What comes next?

Life expectancy at birth was 18 years in the early Bronze Age, 22 in the Roman empire, and 36 in Massachusetts in 1776.

For clues, Chappel, a historian at Duke University, looks to the past, tracing the 100-year evolution of Americans' notions of aging. He proceeds from the clarifying premise that aging is as much a social phenomenon as it is a biological one--perhaps even more so. "There is no 'natural' way to age--we have to be taught, by our cultural and political and religious institutions, how to do it well."

From the December 2014 issue: Jonathan Rauch on the real roots of midlife crisis

Today's conceptions of old age and retirement are modern inventions. In 19th-century America, Chappel writes, "the presumption was that 'old age' was not a long phase of life that began at sixty-five, but a short one that was marked by disability and decline ... Basically, older people were to seek contemplation and tranquility." In the mid-1800s, the average 30-year-old could expect to live only about 30 more years. That began to change as the fruits of industrialization and science ripened. As more people lived to become old, social activists mobilized for pensions, led by Civil War veterans. Now forgotten, the National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty, and Pension Association argued in the 1890s for pensions as a form of reparations for the formerly enslaved. No one today will be surprised to learn that this group was suppressed, its proposals were buried, and its leader, Callie House, found herself in jail on trumped-up charges.

Still, the movement to end dependency and penury in old age gathered force and triumphed with the enactment of Social Security in 1935, the crowning achievement of the New Deal. Although its initial design favored men over women, white people over Black, and industrial over agricultural workers, it laid the foundation for the concept of retirement that made 65 officially old. Senior citizen replaced aged in the lexicon, and seniors became a self-aware identity group. The decades that followed brought rapid expansion of elder benefits and programs, and with it a far-flung social infrastructure: senior centers and retirement communities; continuous-care and assisted-living facilities; educational and recreational opportunities, such as Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes and Elderhostel (now Road Scholar); and, not least, AARP (originally the American Association of Retired Persons), a marketing juggernaut and among the largest and most powerful lobbying groups ever.

But today, Chappel argues, progress toward a healthier, more secure, and more inclusive concept of old age has stalled, largely because the U.S. government has stalled. Though private activism and inventive experiments continue, "they will always be insufficient in the absence of aggressive state action." A parsimonious Congress looks for budget cuts while conservatives push to privatize Social Security and Medicare. Just as worrisome, in Chappel's view: Older Americans have embraced the idea that they are the same as younger people, except older--a vision that blurs the distinctive needs of elders and undercuts their identity-based activism. What's called for, he suggests, is an ambitious expansion of the welfare state to cover unmet necessities, such as long-term care.

Read: The kind of smarts you don't find in young people

This raises some questions. For one, who will pay for expensive new government programs? Social Security and Medicare are rapidly headed for insolvency and already hold the rest of the federal budget in a tightening vise. "The entire long-term deficit growth is driven by Social Security, Medicare, and the interest cost of their shortfalls," Brian Riedl, a budget analyst with the Manhattan Institute, a center-right think tank, has written. Chappel breezes past any such fiscal concerns.

Even more puzzling, he does not pause to consider why further subsidizing the elderly should be the country's top public-policy priority. He notes in passing that children are poorer than seniors, but he waves away the subject of generational equity, saying that "security is not a scarce resource" and dismissing as "vicious" a 1988 New Republic article, by the late Henry Fairlie, arguing that to seriously address competing social priorities, "we must shake off the peculiar notion ... that old age is a time in which people are entitled to be rewarded."

Chappel is not a policy wonk; as history, his book is valuable and authoritative. Perhaps it is not a historian's job to answer philosophical questions about generational equity, political questions about hard choices, or fiscal questions about affordability. Still, one wishes he had at least teed them up, because they are unavoidable. Fortunately, Scott addresses them in The Longevity Imperative. An economist at London Business School, he identifies two longevity revolutions. The first has already arrived and, for all its multifaceted implications, is simply stated: Most people grow old.

Of course, old age as such is not new, but until quite recently, comparatively few people lived to see it. Life expectancy at birth was 18 years in the early Bronze Age, 22 in the Roman empire, and 36 in Massachusetts in 1776. It's 77.5 years in the U.S. today, according to the National Center for Health Statistics. Those averages include child mortality, which partly accounts for shorter lifespans in earlier epochs. Even excluding child mortality, though, the improvements in longevity are astounding. Since the 1880s, so-called best-practice life expectancy--how long you'll live if you do everything right and receive good health care--has increased, on average, by two to three years every decade. By now, the average American 65-year-old can expect to live another 18.5 years. Eighty is the new 68, inasmuch as the mortality rate of 80-year-old American women in 2019 was the same as that of 68-year-old women in 1933. An American child born today has a better-than-even chance of living to age 95. The first person to live to age 150 may have already been born.

From the October 2014 issue: What happens when we all live to 100?

Yet that triumph poses a challenge. The first longevity revolution "was about getting the majority to reach old age; the second will be about changes in how we age," Scott writes. Will those additional years be vigorous and healthy? Or will they be filled with chronic illness and frailty? Will society capture the creative and productive potential of its rapidly expanding older population? Or will ageism and archaic conventions waste that potential? Scott makes an optimistic case that the second longevity revolution presents an opportunity to "rethink the way we live our whole life. Right now, though, we are not set to reap the benefit of these longer lives."

The core problem today, he argues, is that lifespan outruns health span. In other words, not all of the years we add are healthy ones. The time has come for an ambitious, all-of-society effort to close that gap. Health-care priorities should shift more toward prevention, which today receives only 3 percent of U.S. health-care spending. Public-health measures should help further reduce smoking, alcoholism, obesity, and social isolation. More research dollars should flow to slowing the biological aging process, as well as treating frailty and disease.

The second longevity revolution will also require new institutions, expectations, and attitudes. With millions of people living vigorously into their 80s and beyond, the very idea of "retirement"--the expectation that people will leave the workforce at an arbitrary age--makes no sense. In fact, out the window goes the whole three-stage structure of American life, with education crammed into the first couple of decades, work heaped in the middle, and leisure stuck at the end. Jobs need to be made more friendly to older workers (through measures as elaborate as shifting physical tasks to robots and as simple as providing different footwear and chairs); employers need to exploit age diversity (which improves team productivity by blending older workers' experience and skill with younger workers' creativity and drive); education and training need to be available and encouraged throughout life. "The key is to see aging as a state of flux involving us all and not an event or a state that segregates one group from another," Scott writes. Accordingly, he rejects the entire premise of age-based entitlements: "Tax breaks and other benefits should not be distributed simply because people reach a certain age." (Henry Fairlie, call your office!)

Some of these changes are expensive, complex, or controversial, but Scott is right to argue that the really big barrier lies in American culture's relentless negativity about aging. "Debate about an aging society rarely goes beyond mention of spiraling health costs, a pensions crisis, dementia and care homes," he writes. "It is never seen as exciting, challenging or interesting."

Reading Scott's book together with Chappel's can be whiplash-inducing, because they are in many respects antithetical. Where Chappel seeks to reinforce the country's commitment to retirement security, Scott challenges the very concept of retirement; where Chappel endorses age-based programs and politics, Scott wants to erase age boundaries and base policies on individuals' needs and abilities; and where Chappel sounds downbeat about aging in the United States--emphasizing that "many older Americans are in trouble" as they juggle the costs of medicine, housing, and especially long-term care--Scott emphasizes the unprecedented opportunities that the longevity revolution affords.

There is truth in both authors' views (as they would probably agree). Supporting a rapidly growing aging population poses some daunting challenges, most notably in improving the country's fragmented provision of long-term care. Yet Scott's perspective is, I think, closer to the mark. The Sun City idea of aging and retirement is no longer either affordable or desirable as a template; viewing "the elderly" as an identity category makes little sense at a time when living to 85 is commonplace and some 85-year-olds are as vigorous as many 65-year-olds. Now on the doorstep of routine 100-year lifespans, America needs to rethink the meaning of school, work, and retirement--and what it even means to be old.

Read: The future of work is a 60-year career

I'll propose, however, a friendly amendment to Scott. He envisions a world where boundaries in life are decoupled from age; what matters is what you can do, not how old you are. But the big conceptual categories of childhood, adolescence, middle age, and old age are too deeply rooted to toss aside. We could use a new category, one reflecting the fact that longevity is inserting one, two, or even three decades between middle age and old age.

As it happens, such a category is available: late adulthood. Associated with such thinkers as the sociologist Phyllis Moen, the psychologist Laura Carstensen, the social entrepreneurs Chip Conley and Marc Freedman, and the activist and writer Ashton Applewhite, the notion of late adulthood captures the reality of a new stage of life, in which many people are neither fully retired nor conventionally employed--a phase when people can seek new pursuits, take "not so hard" jobs, and give back to their communities, their families, and their God.

And no, this is not a pipe dream. Copious evidence shows that most of what people think they know about life after 50 is wrong. Aging per se (as distinct from sickness or frailty) is not a process of uniform decline. It brings gains, too: greater equanimity, more emotional resilience, and what Carstensen and others have called the positivity effect, a heightened appreciation of life's blessings. Partly for that reason, the later decades of life are, on average, not the saddest but the happiest. Contrary to popular belief, aging does not bring mental stagnation. Older people can learn and create, although their styles of learning and creativity are different than in younger years. Emotional development and maturation continue right through the end of life. And aging can bring wisdom--the ability to rise above self-centered viewpoints, master turbulent emotions, and solve life's problems--a boon not only to the wise but to everyone around them.

Late adulthood is a time when the prospects for earning diminish but the potential for grandparenting, mentoring, and volunteering peaks. It is--or can be--a time of reorientation and relaunch, a time when zero-sum goals such as social competition and personal ambition yield to positive-sum pursuits such as building community and nurturing relationships.

If anything, Scott undersells the second longevity revolution. Right now, Americans are receiving more than a decade of additional time in the most satisfying and prosocial period of life. This is potentially the greatest gift any generation of humans has ever received. The question is whether we will grasp it.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "The Longevity Revolution."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/01/james-chappel-golden-years-andrew-j-scott-longevity-imperative/680762/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Self-Portrait: Winter Landscape, 1997

A poem for Wednesday

by Shara McCallum




through cracks in the stone foundation
 entered drafts of air and mice
 I could not bring myself to kill
 so trapped them
 in translucent boxes with a door
 that swung only one way in
 not meaning to but terrorizing
 them quickly dehydrating
 their small bodies 'til I heard
 frenzied scratching and hurried
 to free them to the frozen fields
 from which soon enough
 they'd run back reentering
 the warm cellar before
 creeping up to the kitchen larder
 and we'd begin again
 all that winter as the house
 seeped into me its damp
 a feeling like the mucky pond
 beyond the bay window
 in front of which I often sat
 watching accumulating branches
 fallen leaves scumming its surface
 imagining what lay beneath
 the filmy water were fish
 swimming in ever slower circles
 hovering under rocks and moss
 skimming the tarn floor
 while in the air above us all
 icy clouds interred the sun
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Nikki Giovanni's Wondrous Celebrations of Black Life

The poet's work crackled with revolutionary fire but also contained jubilation and gentleness.

by Hannah Giorgis




In the last years of her life, Nikki Giovanni felt her memory fading. At the beginning of the 2023 documentary Going to Mars: The Nikki Giovanni Project, she offered an inventive take on how the loss affected her: "I remember what's important, and I make up the rest. That's what storytelling is all about." Giovanni's playful reflection on aging and the alchemy of storytelling captured an essential truth about her work. The poet and scholar, who died Monday at 81, was a gifted chronicler of the wonders and complexity of Black life--a talent buoyed by her warm, imaginative approach to both art and social change. To read Giovanni's poems or hear her speak was to immediately feel her profound care for Black people.

Giovanni understood that Black American cultural history was, in part, the inevitable result of centuries-long oppression--but that it was also the product of constant evolution. Through her prolific writing, activism, and engagement with younger generations, she cultivated a sense of limitless possibility about language and social movements. Giovanni's earliest works nodded to her expansive vision. Her first book of poems, Black Feeling, Black Talk, was self-published in 1968, when Giovanni was in her mid-20s. By that climactic year, she was already a rising figure in the Black Arts and civil-rights movements, and her poetry crackled with the same revolutionary fire fueling writers such as Amiri Baraka, Audre Lorde, and Ntozake Shange.

Even then, Giovanni was concerned with the tender minutiae of Black American experiences, and her poetry celebrated some of the everyday pleasures that make resilience feel possible. In "Knoxville, Tennessee," named for the town where she was born Yolanda Cornelia Giovanni Jr., the poet's vivid imagery conveyed both her childhood delights and the precarity of living in the segregated South. "I always like summer / best / you can eat fresh corn / from daddy's garden," the poem begins. At its conclusion, Giovanni gestures toward the desolation left behind after the season retreats, when being warm is reserved for "when you go to bed / and sleep." By her 30th birthday, Giovanni was regularly publishing poems that tapped into the transformative power of focusing inward as a community--and working through what that meant in practice alongside formidable intellectuals such as James Baldwin.

Read: "The Coal Cellar"

Decades before intra-community affirmations such as "Black-boy joy" and "Black-girl magic" went viral--and became commercialized--Giovanni drew attention to the persistence of love, jubilation, and gentleness in Black American life. The author was especially adept at conjuring the bone-deep satisfaction of another ephemeral experience: preparing and consuming food that drew on Black American culinary traditions. Like Shange, who published a culinary memoir in 1998, Giovanni saw Black foodways as a vital conduit of diasporic knowledge and connection. An accomplished, self-described "Southern cook" in her personal life, Giovanni also embraced this ethos in poems such as "My House" and "Seduction / Kidnap Poem," which articulated a cultural consciousness rooted in femininity, and in the care work typically associated with women.

Among the most energizing constants of Giovanni's writing was her transformation of simple, familiar images into resonant symbols. Just as the bountiful vegetables of her father's garden disappear by the end of "Knoxville, Tennessee," the title of "Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day" evokes an inevitable transition. The aging speaker in a later Giovanni poem, "Quilts," likens herself to "a fading piece of cloth," eventually landing on the idea that even a frayed old quilt "might keep some child warm."

Read: Nikki Giovanni: 'Martin had faith in the people'

The poet's appreciation for the artistic possibilities of community was often expressed in direct contrast to other, more distorted views of Blackness. "Nikki-Rosa," for example, begins with an ostensible lament--"Childhood remembrances are always a drag / if you're Black"--and ends with a defiant declaration of the poet's subjecthood. "I really hope no white person ever has cause / to write about me / because they never understand," Giovanni wrote in the 1968 poem. "Black love is black wealth and they'll / probably talk about my hard childhood / and never understand that / all the while I was quite happy."

Giovanni's ability to hold on to this perspective, and marry it with a distinct flair for the fantastical, imbued her poems and social commentary with a youthful curiosity well into her final years. Whereas some scholars resign themselves to the rigidity of academia, Giovanni, who was an English professor at Virginia Tech until 2022, remained committed to learning new lessons. Speaking about her 2021 poem "Quilting the Black-Eyed Pea (We're Going to Mars)," Giovanni recalled her realization that the otherworldly language of space exploration reminded her of the Middle Passage, the brutal voyage that transported enslaved Africans to an unfathomable new reality. "That's what we do when we put somebody on a rocket. They're going from Earth into an area that they don't know--they think they might know, but they're not sure," she told Oxford American earlier this year, drawing out the comparison. "And so I thought, Well that's what Black people have done. And we have survived and thrived and shared a lot of love. We brought a lot of goodness."
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Gazing Deeply Through Time

Day 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: gazing deeply through time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly lensed galaxy emitting light from when the universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97 percent of cosmic time.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 11, 2024

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An Olympic pistol shooter prepares to compete, head tilted back, wearing complex eye gear, including a blind and a single lens.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kim Yeji of Team Republic of Korea prepares to shoot during the Women's 10m Air Pistol Final on day two of the Olympic Games at the Chateauroux Shooting Center on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: A performer hangs beneath a huge cluster of glowing green balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer floats above supporters, attached to a cluster of helium balloons, above the Marques do Pombal Square in Lisbon, on May 6, 2024, to celebrate the champions of the Portuguese football league.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Patricia De Melo Moreira / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people sort through belongings amid storm-destroyed homes and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Crowder family sorts through and recovers items after their home was struck by a tornado on May 7, 2024, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma. Barnsdall, a town of about 1,000 people, was struck by an EF3 tornado just one week after the state was hit with a slew of deadly tornados.
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                [image: A top-down view of two adults and nine young children wearing protective medical gear, all leaning forward to attend to a teddy bear lying on a gurney.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medical students operate on a teddy bear together with children from the Weingarten day-care center in a real operating theater in a former emergency room at the University Hospital in Halle, Germany, on May 11, 2024. The Teddy Bear Hospital in Halle stands out because it uses an entire former hospital wing with several real operating theaters on the Steintor Medical Campus. The aim of the project is to playfully take away children's fear of visiting a doctor.
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                [image: An aerial view of steep-sloped hillsides covered in small houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Houses sit on the slopes of the Jalousie neighborhood in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, seen on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a small boat motoring past a City Hall building on flooded streets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Municipal guards steer a boat along the flooded streets near Porto Alegre City Hall on May 17, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, after extensive flooding across the the country's southern region.
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                [image: A passenger aircraft sits on flooded tarmac. The floodwater is very calm and reflects the sky and clouds above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Porto Alegre-Salgado Filho International Airport, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 20, 2024. More than 600,000 people were displaced by the heavy rain, flooding, and mudslides that ravaged the region for about two weeks.
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                [image: A person poses on a red carpet, the train of their dress flowing behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leonie Hanne poses on the red carpet before the screening of the animated film La Plus Precieuse des Marchandises ("The Most Precious of Cargoes") in competition at the 77th Cannes Film Festival, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young girl cries, embraced and surrounded by others.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl surrounded by people cries after identifying a member of her family among the dead at al-Maamadani hospital, following an Israeli strike that killed more than 90 people in a school sheltering displaced Palestinians, in Gaza City, on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in civilian clothing carries a rifle on a shoulder strap while shopping in a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman carries a rifle while shopping in a bakery, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Tel Aviv, Israel, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Tennis player Novak Djokovic slides at the net, spreading his legs out wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Novak Djokovic of Serbia slides near the net for a forehand against Francisco Cerundolo of Argentina in a men's singles fourth-round match during French Open at Roland Garros on June 3, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: An elderly veteran wearing many medals sits in a wheelchair, saluting, among many rows of headstones in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bernard Morgan, 100, a veteran of the British Royal Air Force, visits war graves in Bayeux, France, on June 5, 2024, ahead of the Royal British Legion Service's plans to commemorate the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: Two people wearing fencer's gear spar on a rooftop in a city setting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tsavora Fencing Mtaani Club members take part in a fencing bout during a training session in the Mathare informal settlement of Nairobi, Kenya, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A baseball fan reacts while running across a baseball field, as they are tased by a police officer running close behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unidentified fan is tased by a police officer as he runs on the field before the ninth inning of the game between the Cincinnati Reds and the Cleveland Guardians at Great American Ball Park in Cincinnati, Ohio, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd holds up signs in support of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as Trump gestures toward them from a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters cheer as former U.S. President and Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump arrives to speak during a campaign rally at the Historic Greenbrier Farms in Chesapeake, Virginia, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Flames roil on the tires and interior of a burning pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as flames engulf a home during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California, on July 2, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Josh Edelson / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A polar bear rests on a pile of ice cubes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear rests on ice cubes that were brought to its enclosure during a heat wave at the Prague Zoo, in Czech Republic, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as he gets down, surrounded by Secret Service members, with blood on his face, during an assassination attempt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Secret Service members tend to former President Donald Trump onstage at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania, on July 13, 2024, following an assassination attempt.
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                [image: An armored woman on a robotic horse wears the Olympic Flag as a cape while crossing a river at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An armored woman on a robotic horse carries the Olympic flag across the Seine during the opening ceremony in Paris on July 26, 2024. The rider, played by Floriane Issert, a noncommissioned officer of the National Gendarmerie, was meant to represent the Olympic spirit and Sequana, goddess of the river and a symbol of resistance.
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                [image: Lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, watched by a crowd at the Olympics opening ceremony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Following the Parade of Nations on the Seine, athletes and spectators watch as lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, at the Trocadero venue, during the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games on July 26, 2024.
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                [image: A horse and rider leap over a hurdle shaped like the head of a large stag with very tall antlers on each side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Australia's Kevin McNab, riding the horse Don Quidam, clears a fence shaped like a stag's head during the equestrian cross-country leg during the Olympic Games at Chateau de Versailles, in Versailles, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg raises his dark glasses for a better look, while sitting in the stands of an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg attends the Artistic Gymnastics Women's Qualification on day two of the Paris Games at Bercy Arena, on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two gymnasts celebrate, holding up an American flag, after winning Olympic medals.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles (left) and Sunisa Lee of the U.S.A. celebrate after winning the gold and bronze medals, respectively, in the Gymnastics Women's All-Around Final at Bercy Arena, on August 1, 2024.
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                [image: A man, followed by his mother, smiles on the tarmac of an airport, as photographers take pictures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The journalist Evan Gershkovich, followed by his mother, Ella Milman, smiles as he arrives at Joint Base Andrews in Maryland on August 1, 2024. Gershkovich and fellow prisoners released by Russia landed in the United States late that day, as part of an extraordinary swap deal struck between Washington and Moscow. Gershkovich, the former U.S. marine Paul Whelan, and the journalist Alsu Kurmasheva landed at were greeted by President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris after landing.
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                [image: An enthusiastic crowd waves signs in a high-school gymnasium, as Vice President Kamala Harris stands at a podium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vice President Kamala Harris speaks to supporters during a campaign rally at West Allis Central High School on July 23, 2024, in West Allis, Wisconsin. Harris was making her first campaign appearance as the Democratic Party's presidential candidate, with an endorsement from President Joe Biden.
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                [image: In a small boat full of people wearing helmets motors along a river, each person holds out a net as two fish jump out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants attempt to catch Asian carp in nets as they compete in Betty DeFord's Original Redneck Fishin' Tournament in the Illinois River on August 3, 2024, in Bath, Illinois. The annual tournament targets Asian carp (also known as copi or silver carp), which is an invasive species in the river that has been destructive to the natural ecosystem and hazardous to boaters because of the propensity of the fish to leap up to 10 feet out of the water when spooked by vibrations from boat motors. Participants use only nets to try and catch the fish while they are airborne. Proceeds from the tournament are used to help homeless veterans, and the captured fish are processed into fertilizer.
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                [image: A runner with Team USA holds up an american flag after winning a race in the Olympics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Lyles of Team USA celebrates winning the gold medal in the men's 100m final at the Paris Olympic Games at Stade de France on August 4, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view of a surfer passing overhead, riding a crashing wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides a wave at the Paris Olympics surfing site in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on August 6, 2024.
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                [image: A breakdancer performs for a panel of judges at the Olympics, photographed in an unusual pose resembling a hopping kangaroo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The B-girl Raygun of Team Australia competes during the Olympic B-Girls Round Robin at Place de la Concorde on August 9, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: A person rappels into a cavern in front of a huge stone carving of a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist descends into Tianyan Cave to explore a Buddha statue on August 22, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                Archers train before the start of the 2024 Paralympic Games in Paris, on August 28, 2024.
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                People watch lava fountains from the old lava fields around an eruption site on the Reykjanes peninsula, in Iceland, on August 28, 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 Trump Family's Many Entanglements

Donald Trump's first term was rife with conflicts of interest. This time, it seems, there will be fewer constraints.

by Lora Kelley




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


President-Elect Donald Trump is, in some respects, a family man. During his first term in the White House, his children regularly surrounded him, appearing in important meetings and at major public events. Ivanka Trump served in an unpaid advisory role to the president, along with her husband, Jared Kushner, and his two elder sons ran the family business while their father served in office.

Ivanka was notably absent during her father's 2024 campaign, having retreated to a semi-private island in the Miami area with her family. And in 2023, Trump told Fox News's Bret Baier that his family members would not serve in his administration should he return to the White House: "It's too painful" for them, he said. But as he prepares for Inauguration Day, a new set of more distant family members is stepping in. Trump has already bestowed official positions upon the fathers-in-law of his daughters: Massad Boulos, Tiffany's husband's father, has been named a senior adviser to the president on Arab and Middle Eastern affairs, and Charles Kushner, father-in-law of Ivanka, was nominated to serve as U.S. ambassador to France.

Having family members serve in key government positions presents such clear opportunities for conflicts of interest that most government officials avoid it altogether. And there are legal barriers too: After President John F. Kennedy selected his brother for attorney general, Congress passed an anti-nepotism law in 1967 restricting presidents from appointing relatives to agency jobs. White House roles are still permitted, but most presidents don't go near the line. Trump, however, happily did so in his first term.

Trump's family benefitted from this arrangement. As my colleague Franklin Foer wrote in 2020, "Both the Kushner and the Trump families have tried to turn the White House into a vehicle for self-enrichment." Jared Kushner, he argued, had become his father-in-law's "most dangerous enabler" as he led some of the country's pandemic-response strategies. What Kushner "lacked wasn't competence, but the courage to challenge his father-in-law's fantasies," Foer wrote. In this case, familial appointments weren't just unseemly; they hindered the government's capacity to function well in a moment of crisis.

Trump's potential entanglements extend beyond his family's role in the White House to his businesses. After winning the presidency in 2016, he promised to avoid conflicts of interest introduced by his involvement in the Trump Organization, though he ultimately just transferred control of the company to his two older sons. The Trump Organization's 2017 ethics plan said that it would restrict dealings in foreign countries. It is apparently not planning to do so to the same extent this time: The New York Times reported earlier this month that Eric Trump, who leads most of the Trump Organization's operations, was preparing to limit deals done directly with foreign governments, but not to restrict deals in foreign countries altogether.

Eric has openly justified a looser approach, telling the Times that "the first term, we did everything imaginable to avoid any appearance of impropriety, and frankly, we got crushed anyway ... We can't just sit out in perpetuity, and I won't." (Donald Trump racked up some 3,400 conflicts of interest during his first term, according to a nonpartisan ethics watchdog.) In recent months, per the Times, Eric has struck deals in Vietnam, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Jared Kushner, who has said he will not return to an official White House role, in recent years has gone into business with the governments of Saudi Arabia (which contributed roughly $2 billion to his private-equity firm) and Serbia (with whom his firm plans to share profits from a hotel on the site of the former Yugoslav Ministry of Defense).

Trump's business interests have only gotten more varied and complex since his first term: Trump and his sons--including the youngest, Barron--helped launch a cryptocurrency project in the fall. (None of the Trumps is an officer of the company.) Trump's social-media app, Truth Social, debuted on the public markets in March. Both welcome foreign investments. His team has waved away criticism, saying that Trump didn't get into politics to make money and that he would follow ethics guidelines in his next term in office, but Trump has not promised to divest from his business interests, and the ethics code that his team issued last month for the transition period notably appeared to exclude restrictions on the president-elect himself.

Trump's first term was rife with apparent and actual conflicts of interest. This time, it seems, there will be fewer constraints. And his loyal advisers and family members will remain disinclined to raise questions if he crosses ethical lines, given that many of them stand to profit--be it financially or politically--from his success. Writing shortly after Trump endorsed Lara Trump, the wife of his son Eric, for RNC co-chair earlier this year, my colleague David Graham noted that the president-elect ran both his companies and his White House by stocking them with questionably qualified "ultra-loyalists." This approach, he wrote, helps "ensure that the only thing that matters, and the only person who decides, is Trump."
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 	Good on Paper: An American-style housing crisis in New Zealand




Today's News

	Luigi Mangione, who was charged with murder in the UnitedHealthcare-CEO shooting, is fighting extradition from Pennsylvania to New York.
 	Israel said that its air strikes have destroyed Syria's navy. After ousted Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's government crumbled over the weekend, Israel's forces entered Syrian territory for the first time in more than 50 years.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu testified in his corruption trial, which began four years ago. He is charged with bribery, fraud, and breach of trust, all of which he has denied.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: Democrats have spent more than a decade tacking left on immigration to win Latino votes, Roge Karma writes. It may have cost them the White House--twice.
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The Celebrity Machine Never Dies

By Michael Waters

Humphrey Bogart--best known as the swaggering nightclub owner from Casablanca and the scotch-slinging private detective from The Maltese Falcon--has been dead since the 1950s. But his legacy is big business. As the face of a fountain pen, a Gucci sweatshirt, and formerly a gin brand, he's also just one of many celebrities who have been resurrected to sell products.


Read the full article.
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Examine. America can't break its wellness habit, Shayla Love writes. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is the latest in a long lineage of Americans who have waged battle against conventional medicine.

Watch. A new adaptation of The Piano Lesson (streaming on Netflix) updates the playwright August Wilson's convictions about how legacies are passed down through generations.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Conversation Democrats Need to Have

The party should stop talking to itself and start hearing what voters have to say.

by Jon Favreau




In the weeks since the election, I've been thinking about the woman who told me she'd heard that Kamala Harris "let in all the illegals who killed all those cops."

I met her when a few of us from Pod Save America were knocking doors in Las Vegas the Sunday before the election. She was listed in the voter file as a 72-year-old registered Democrat who hadn't voted yet, so we rang the doorbell and were greeted by a small Asian woman and a very large dog. Her broken English wasn't easy to understand, and the barking didn't help, but her concern about the cop-killing immigrants was clear.

We skipped the fact-check and assured the woman that Vice President Harris promised to crack down on illegal immigration and close the border if it got out of control. She seemed mildly encouraged, but not sold. We told her that Harris also wanted to make prescriptions cheaper for her and cut her taxes. Then she pointed to a photo of the vice president on the campaign literature we were holding: "Is that her?" We nodded. The woman gave us a thumbs-up and a promise that she'd vote for Harris.

This wasn't the type of exchange we'd expected, but only because the outcome was successful. Most interactions with voters aren't as satisfying as you hope, and some are just bizarre. When I was conducting focus groups for a podcast I host called The Wilderness, a Latino voter in Vegas told me that his two favorite political leaders were Governor Ron DeSantis and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, because they were both "outsiders" who were willing to "take on the establishment." An older Milwaukee voter said that he had voted for Barack Obama and then Donald Trump because "they both felt like change." A young Black man in Atlanta said that because of crime and inflation, he regretted his vote for Joe Biden, and that "at least Trump is an honest liar."

Roge Karma: Why the Democrats got the politics of immigration so wrong for so long

The show would sometimes get harsh reviews from Democrats, whose reactions to these focus groups I'd charitably describe as frustrated disbelief: "Infuriating." "Depressing." "Couldn't listen." "Why didn't you correct them?" "How did you not just walk out?"

I understand why people would feel this way. Well, I understand why people like us would feel this way. If you care enough about politics to read The Atlantic or listen to Pod Save America or scroll through an infinite feed of strangers' opinions, you mostly encounter broadly cohesive political identities. Even if we don't agree with the views of leftists or liberals or Never Trumpers or MAGA Republicans, we understand them (or at least we think we do). The people whose views we don't understand tend to be the people who simply don't follow politics that closely.

And yet, that's most Americans.

This majority still votes, but not in every election. They typically vote for the same party, but not always. Their political beliefs can be all over the map: left on some issues, right on others; willing to compromise on some issues, not on others. They tend to be less partisan (which doesn't mean they're centrist), less ideological (which doesn't mean they're moderate), and less likely to see politics as a black-and-white, life-and-death struggle with clear heroes and villains (which doesn't mean they don't care). They're also less likely to have a four-year college degree, which is now the best predictor of how Americans vote and the central divide in American politics--a divide that continues to grow.

The Democratic Party is currently on the wrong side of an unforgiving math problem. Fewer than four in 10 Americans have graduated college, and that number is even smaller in the battleground states that decide the presidency and control of Congress. In each of the past three elections, Trump has picked up millions of new votes from Americans without a degree who had previously supported Democrats. And every time, Democrats have taken comfort in explanations that, although plausible, absolve us from the hard work of winning back these voters.

In 2016, we told ourselves that the only reason white, working-class Obama voters could possibly choose Trump over Hillary Clinton was misogyny, racism, or misinformation. In 2020, Trump's gains with working-class Latinos were blamed on Cubans in Florida and COVID-19 lockdowns. In 2024, Trump won even more support from working-class Latino voters and Asian voters and Black voters. He won new votes from working-class Gen Z and Millennial voters. He made huge gains in working-class border communities and the immigrant neighborhoods of big cities.

Democrats can choose again to take comfort in an explanation that requires very little of us: If the party lost in 2024 because people were fed up with high costs and an old incumbent, maybe we can win in 2028 if people are still fed up with high costs and an old incumbent. Or maybe Democrats can just crank up the economic populism. Or sand down the edges of identity politics. Or create better ads, or hire smarter operatives, or run younger candidates, or find a Joe Rogan but without any of the stuff that makes liberals mad and Rogan popular. Surely, someone on Bluesky has the answer.

The truth is, 2024 should be a clarifying moment for those of us who have spent the past decade trying to keep Trump out of power. Half of the country just took another flier on the guy who attempted a coup--a convicted felon who somehow won 16 million more votes than he did in 2016. Democrats are about to have as little power as they've had at any time in the past two decades for a simple reason: Most Americans weren't convinced that they'd be better off under Democratic rule. That's it. And there's no shortcut back to power that avoids the difficult task of convincing people to change their minds.

Democrats need to get back into the persuasion business. Interactions with voters, frustrating as they often are, are always a good reminder of how different it feels to talk politics with a person you're genuinely trying to persuade. You don't speak in phrases from a candidate's overly polished speech or carefully worded interview answers. You don't talk like an ad that supposedly tests well but somehow sounds like every other Democratic ad you've ever heard. And the conversations certainly don't sound at all like people talk and argue about politics online. Imagine if the woman we met in Las Vegas had posted her cop-killing-immigrants question on social media. Does anyone think the resulting discourse would've won her vote--or any votes? I can't say I would've responded the same way I did in person.

Read: The coming Democratic revolution

Persuading voters is primarily the job of politicians and political professionals. But we now live in an era when the typical voter's occasional glimpse at the spectacle of American politics is less likely to be a candidate's speech or a campaign ad than an algorithmic assortment of takes and arguments from media figures, activists, and anyone with an opinion and a social-media account. This means that, whether we like it or not, the small minority of us who obsessively follow and talk and post about politics play a role in shaping the views of the majority of Americans who don't: a multiracial, working-class majority that has come to believe politics is largely irrelevant to their lives.

And can we really blame them?

Trump has been the main character of American politics for nearly a decade, so that certainly hasn't helped, but neither has the exhausting drama he's pulled us into, over and over again. He acts, we react, and sometimes overreact. Political obsessives see a debate in which the stakes are total and the right side is obvious. But more often than not, the person who's just checking in sees a fight that sounds both silly and sanctimonious, trivial and hyperbolic, inaccessible and exhausting--all of which feeds into the autocrat's empty promise that he can liberate us from the messier parts of a system in which everyone gets a say and nothing seems to get done.

Democrats can no longer just assert that this path is wrong; we have to show that a better way exists--yes, in the policies we propose and in the facts we present, but also in how we approach the essential work of politics in a democracy.

When someone expresses a view we find immoral or offensive, it's not that they never deserve to be scolded or shamed. It's that making people feel unwelcome or unwanted is self-defeating and antithetical to the project of democratic governance--a radical belief that everyone has equal worth and deserves an equal voice in organizing a society where dissenting views are tolerated, minority rights are protected, and progress happens only when minds are changed.

The last time Democrats suffered a defeat of this year's magnitude was in 2004, when George W. Bush won the popular vote to secure a second term and the Republicans controlled Congress. Some people have pointed out that, at the time, the smart money was on Democrats nominating a swing-state moderate in 2008. A Black guy from Chicago named Barack Hussein Obama who had broken with his party on the Iraq War wasn't really in the cards. The suggestion is that maybe Democrats should worry less about where our next candidates fall on the political spectrum and more about whether they can rally the party faithful.

But that is based on a misconception about why Obama was the last Democratic president since Franklin D. Roosevelt to twice win an electoral majority. For all the attention on his charisma and ability to inspire, an underrated aspect of Obama's appeal was how hard he tried to empathize with the people he was trying to lead. Even if they weren't for him, he made it clear that he was for them. Part of that capacity came from navigating so many different worlds as he grew up. But part of it was his background as a community organizer.

Organizers understand better than just about anyone else in politics what it takes to change minds, because they spend their days talking with people who aren't like them, don't know them, and don't think like them. I spend way too much of my life arguing about politics online and on mic, but the disagreements I appreciate the most--the conversations that make me think differently--are almost always with people who have a background in organizing for a cause or campaign. Whether the person's politics are to the left or the right of my own, their experience tends to make them more patient, understanding, and compelling than 95 percent of social-media interactions. That's because organizers aren't looking to perform for the people who already agree with them. They're looking to persuade the people who don't. They don't just want to be right. They want to win.
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My Friend Outed Me to Her Conservative Parents

Now they think I'm a "bad influence"--and it hurts.

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,

A few months ago, I came out to my high-school friend group as bisexual. They were supportive and appreciated my request to keep it on the down-low. (It's not that I'm ashamed; I just don't think my sexuality defines my identity, and we live in a conservative area.) Here's the problem: One of my friends and I recently made plans to hang out, but the day before we were set to meet, she told me her parents had said no. I could tell she was hiding something. When I pressed her on it, she confessed that she had told her parents, who are Christian and very conservative, that I was bi. Now her parents won't let us hang out, because they think that I'm a "bad influence." The ironic part is that I'm a religious person--I consider being Christian a bigger part of my identity than being bisexual--yet her parents are ignoring this.

Complicating matters is that this friend and I are on a competitive team together at school, and her parents are closely involved. But now they avoid talking to me. I've told my friend that her parents' treatment of me hurts. I've also told her that I wish I could say to them, "Listen, I know I'm gay and you don't like that, but please, let's set aside my sexuality and discuss what we need to do for the team." But my friend says that if I were to say this, it would wreck her relationship with her parents. I can't help thinking that this would be her own fault--after all, she outed me to them. Am I overreacting? What should I do?



Dear Reader,

On behalf of adults everywhere, I apologize for the behavior of your friend's parents. That they are clearly marooned at an undeveloped level of consciousness is no excuse at all. You are showing a great deal more maturity, not to mention concern for their daughter's feelings, than they are.

I think you should do whatever your instincts tell you: If you feel that a direct conversation with your friend's parents would clear the air and improve the atmosphere around your competitive tournaments, go for it. The surer and steadier course, perhaps, is to rise above: to not blow up; to get on with it; to continue to treat these parents as if they are grown-ups; to ignore their pettiness and discomfort; to basically give them a model of responsible, charitable personhood that one day, one day, in the recesses of their currently benighted conscience, might spark a reaction and snap them out of it. And if it doesn't, that's their problem, and their loss--not yours.

As for your friend, she has let you down badly. But God knows what it's like for her at home. Stick with her if you can. This is how real friendships get made.

Good luck,

James



Dear James,

A year and a half ago, my wife told me that she had cheated on me 10 years earlier. It was a one-night stand during a work trip with a colleague. They stayed in touch for years afterward, and he made further advances that she politely, if flirtatiously, declined (I've seen the DMs). We were in marriage counseling for two and a half years before this ever came out. During that time, I asked her, on a couple of occasions, if she had ever been unfaithful. Each time, she looked me in the eye and said no. We've done more counseling since The Revelation and are in a good place--more than a good place. This bomb exploded almost everything about the earlier part of our marriage, and amid the carnage, we've rebuilt something so much more vital and real--something akin to what we had when we first fell in love. I'm grateful for that. I love my wife and the family we've made. But at 4 a.m., when I can't sleep, this is what I think about. It guts me still. Will it ever not?



Dear Reader,

This is what 4 a.m. is for, right? The gremlins come out; the edifices crumble; the saucy doubts and fears triumph. It sounds as if your wife has been (in the end) pretty up front with you, and that your second marriage, if I can call it that, is working out. So try to commit to this new shared reality, in which the old comforts and securities no longer obtain but--maybe for that very reason--you're more alive. And more alive = more painful, as well as more joyful. I'm pretty sure that's the equation.

Forgiveness: You need to keep topping it up. (Keep in mind, too, that your wife has things to forgive you for.) Isn't that what Jesus meant when he talked about forgiving your friend 70 times seven times? It's not that there are 490 separate offenses; there's only one. And you have to keep forgiving it, in the privacy of your heart, over and over again, at 4 a.m.

But then, as Tennyson says, "with morning wakes the will." Up and at 'em. Fling wide the curtains. Brew the coffee. Embrace your spouse.

Squinting at the daylight,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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        Is This How Democrats Win Back the Working Class?
        Tyler Austin Harper

        A week after Donald Trump won the presidency again, I sat across from Chris Murphy in his minimalist but well-appointed D.C. office. The Connecticut senator sounded like a man who had done a speedrun through all five stages of grief and was ready to talk about what comes next: how his party could learn from its loss and win over--or win back--voters in 2026 and 2028. "I have thought for a long time that there's a race between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party," Murphy told me. "And the ...

      

      
        A Scandalous Resignation
        Jonathan Chait

        When Donald Trump fired FBI Director James Comey, in 2017, I was about to drive my daughter and some of her friends to a soccer tryout. I remember that the news came moments before we left; once we arrived, I sat on a bench next to the soccer field, scrolling through incredulous and fearful reactions on Twitter. The news was widely considered akin to Richard Nixon's Saturday Night Massacre, one of the most odious scandals in American history. TRUMP FIRES COMEY AMID RUSSIA INQUIRY, screamed a bann...

      

      
        Decivilization May Already Be Under Way
        Adrienne LaFrance

        The line between a normal, functioning society and catastrophic decivilization can be crossed with a single act of mayhem. This is why, for those who have studied violence closely, the brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and, more important, the brazenness of the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed and the conditions that exacerbate it.In recent days, journalists and other observe...

      

      
        The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back
        Adrienne LaFrance

        Photographs by Brendan George KoRead this article in Hawaiian.At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in prison for a time, more than three decades ago. ...

      

      
        The Conversation Democrats Need to Have
        Jon Favreau

        In the weeks since the election, I've been thinking about the woman who told me she'd heard that Kamala Harris "let in all the illegals who killed all those cops."I met her when a few of us from Pod Save America were knocking doors in Las Vegas the Sunday before the election. She was listed in the voter file as a 72-year-old registered Democrat who hadn't voted yet, so we rang the doorbell and were greeted by a small Asian woman and a very large dog. Her broken English wasn't easy to understand, ...

      

      
        The Bizarre Normalcy of Trump 2.0
        Jonathan Chait

        A very strange disjuncture has opened up in Washington between the serene mood and the alarming developments that are under way. The surface is calm because the Republican presidential candidate won the election, and Democrats, the only one of the two major parties committed on principle to upholding the legitimacy of election results, conceded defeat and are cooperating in the peaceful transition of power. Whatever energy the chastened Democrats can muster at the moment is aimed inward, at facti...

      

      
        A New Bracero Program Is Not the Solution
        Mae Ngai

        A few days before Thanksgiving, President-Elect Donald Trump pledged to impose a 25 percent tariff on goods from Mexico unless the country halted the flow of migrants and drugs across the southern border. Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum offered a stiff response, which was followed by what she called a "very kind" phone conversation between the two. Trump claimed that Sheinbaum had agreed to "close" the border, which she said was a misinterpretation. But she did say that there was "no potentia...

      

      
        Biden's Pardon Proves Trump Right
        Mark Leibovich

        Last week, President Biden served up a Thanksgiving leftover that no one wanted: a "full and unconditional pardon" of his son Hunter.Among Democrats, full and unconditional heartburn has ensued. This, to go along with the Democrats' preexisting agita set off by last month's election defeat, their circular blame-gaming, Donald Trump's ruffian roster of Cabinet picks, and Kamala Harris's continuing onslaught of post-debacle fundraising emails (unsubscribe, please!). Now already despondent Democrats...

      

      
        Why Voters Rejected Election Reform
        Russell Berman

        This was supposed to be the year that political reform took off. A nearly $100 million campaign gave voters in seven states the opportunity to scrap party primaries, enact ranked-choice balloting, or both. Advocates of overhauling elections had billed the proposals as a fix for two of the most hated problems in politics: gridlock and polarization. And they promised nothing short of a transformation across state capitols and Congress--more compromise, less partisanship, and better governance.Voters...

      

      
        Hunter Biden Was Unfairly Prosecuted
        Kristy Greenberg

        Critics have argued that President Joe Biden's pardon of his son Hunter was political nepotism--bad for the country, selfish, the height of privilege. But the actual story is the very opposite of nepotism: Hunter Biden was treated worse than an ordinary citizen because of his family connections. It's good for the country when the president acts against injustice; President Biden rightly condemned the injustice of his son's prosecution. His pardon was necessary to prevent Donald Trump's Justice Dep...

      

      
        No, Trump Can't Just 'Dismiss' the Senate
        Thomas P. Schmidt

        Donald Trump has not even returned to office, and already a constitutional crisis may be in the making. Trump has started announcing the people he intends to nominate for positions in his new administration. That is his prerogative. Several senators have criticized some of Trump's choices. That is their prerogative (and two Trump nominees have already withdrawn under pressure). But rumors have been circulating of a plan to have Trump dismiss the Senate altogether, in a desperate effort to jam his...

      

      
        The 'Mainstream Media' Has Already Lost
        Helen Lewis

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

      

      
        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...

      

      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Is This How Democrats Win Back the Working Class?

Embracing populism could help the party build a lasting political coalition--if the Republicans don't do it first.

by Tyler Austin Harper




A week after Donald Trump won the presidency again, I sat across from Chris Murphy in his minimalist but well-appointed D.C. office. The Connecticut senator sounded like a man who had done a speedrun through all five stages of grief and was ready to talk about what comes next: how his party could learn from its loss and win over--or win back--voters in 2026 and 2028. "I have thought for a long time that there's a race between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party," Murphy told me. "And the question is: Does the Republican Party become more economically populist in a genuine way before the Democratic Party opens itself up to people who don't agree with us on 100 percent of our social and cultural issues?"

Murphy is onto something. The politics of the average American are not well represented by either party right now. On economic issues, large majorities of the electorate support progressive positions: They say that making sure everyone has health-care coverage is the government's responsibility (62 percent), support raising the minimum wage to $15 an hour (62 percent), strongly or somewhat support free public college (63 percent), and are in favor of federal investment in paid family and medical leave  (73 percent). They also support more government regulation of a variety of industries including banking (53 percent), social media (60 percent), pharmaceuticals (68 percent), and artificial intelligence (72 percent). Yet large majorities of this same American public also take conservative positions on social issues: They think the Supreme Court was right to overturn affirmative action (68 percent), agree that trans athletes should compete only on teams that match their gender assigned at birth (69 percent), believe that third-trimester abortions should be illegal in most circumstances (70 percent), and are at least somewhat concerned about the number of undocumented immigrants entering the country (79 percent).

These facts are not especially convenient for either Democrats or Republicans, which is no doubt why both sides have failed to put forward platforms that represent these views. But lately, more political insiders from both parties have been willing to acknowledge the problem and admit that it's time to move on from neoliberalism, the political ideology that champions market solutions, deregulation, the privatization of public services, and a general laissez-faire approach to the economy.

Read: America's class politics have turned upside down

Substantial obstacles confront populists on both the left and right. Democrats must contend with a college-educated base and party establishment that embraces maximalist positions on social issues, while Republicans must contend with substantial libertarian cliques. But whichever party figures out how to advance a meaningful post-neoliberal platform could unlock a winning and durable political coalition.

Murphy is doing his best to make sure that his side of the aisle beats the Republicans, but he seems far from certain that it will. In an MSNBC interview after the election, the senator sketched out something of a road map for Democrats: "We should return to the party we were in the '70s and '80s, when we had economics as the tent pole and then we let in people who thought differently than us on other social and cultural issues." Murphy was quick to add that this reinvention--or rather, reversion--will be challenging to pull off. "That's a difficult thing for the Democratic Party to do, because we've applied a lot of litmus tests over the years," he observed. "Those litmus tests have added up to a party that is pretty exclusionary and is shrinking, not growing."

In the days and weeks after the election, I spoke with post-neoliberal economists, academics, and leaders of major political nonprofits on the left and the right. Almost all of those I interviewed shared Murphy's view that America's political parties are in an arms race to capture what the senator called, in a 2022 essay for The New Republic, the "silent majority of Americans who want more economic control, more social connection, and more moral markets."

It is a race that some worry the Republicans are winning. Although few on the populist right view Trump as the genuine article--they tend to politely describe the president-elect as a "transitional figure"--he has nominated post-neoliberal and populist sympathizers to major positions in his second administration: Senator Marco Rubio, an industrial-policy aficionado, for secretary of state; the pro-union Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary; the Big Tech skeptic Gail Slater to lead the Justice Department's antitrust division; and, of course, J. D. Vance, whose rise to vice president-elect was greeted with trepidation by Wall Street despite his tech-venture-capital background. Still, most of those I interviewed shared the view that Trump will likely squander his populist goodwill with tax cuts for billionaires and other anti-populist agenda items during his term.

This should produce an opening for the populist left, but there remains a deeper and perhaps more intractable problem: The GOP appears to be locking into place a multiracial coalition of the non-college-educated. These are voters who may prove easier for liberals to lose than to win back. If the Democrats have any hope of once again being the party of the working class, Murphy and others believe, they need to recognize that Americans are desperate for meaning and community.

The language Murphy used in his New Republic essay--invoking morality, self-worth, and social connection--is omnipresent in post-neoliberal discourse. The movement's chief exponents believe that neoliberalism has not only created an economic disaster, but its emphasis on ruthless individualism has also created a crisis of political and social meaning. In the view of Murphy and others, any post-neoliberal politics must cultivate a new social ethic rooted in dignified and fairly remunerated labor. Many of these prominent post-neoliberals, some of them affiliated with the same think tanks and nonprofits that once helped establish the neoliberal consensus, seem convinced that there's a massive voting bloc waiting to be activated: Americans who are moderate or even small-c conservative on social issues, but who also favor a more aggressive, rabble-rousing attack on the country's existing economic system.

"We have not convinced voters in this country that we are serious about redistributing power from people who have it to people who don't have it," Murphy lamented to me. "The solutions we've proposed are largely small-ball, largely adjustments to the existing market. We don't talk about power in the way that Republicans talk about power." Others agreed.

Although many observed that Joe Biden has been arguably the most pro-labor president in decades and has often broken with neoliberal orthodoxy in areas such as industrial policy, they also felt that he never quite captured the narrative or claimed credit for his substantial accomplishments. In other words: There was a widespread sense among the people I spoke with that Biden had working-class policies without working-class politics. "The Democratic Party didn't show that it was really backing the concerns of ordinary people strongly enough, and wasn't identifying well enough with how they saw the world," Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel Prize-winning economist and longtime critic of neoliberalism, told me.

Jon Favreau: The conversation Democrats need to have

For many (though not all) post-neoliberals, the heart of their economic vision is "pre-distribution," a concept popularized by the political scientist Jacob Hacker. Whereas center-left neoliberals tend to favor redistributive tax-and-transfer policies--allowing an unchained market to generate robust growth, and then blunting resulting economic disparities by taking some of the gains from the system's winners and redistributing them to the system's working-class "losers," reducing inequality after the fact--post-neoliberals generally believe that it is better to avoid generating such inequalities in the first place. "The moral of this story," Hacker explains in a 2011 paper, "is that progressive reformers need to focus on market reforms that encourage a more equal distribution of economic power and rewards even before government collects taxes or pays out benefits."

As Hacker (perhaps accidentally) implies with his invocation of the story's "moral," pre-distribution advocates often justify this strategy in ethical or even spiritual terms: Empowering workers to secure better pay and working conditions--say, through unions and sectoral bargaining--is about restoring dignity and revitalizing labor-based forms of community.

"Most people don't want a handout," Chris Murphy recently posted on social media. "They want the rules unrigged so they can succeed on their own." Although some on the left (not unreasonably) disliked the way the senator described certain redistributionist policies as "handouts," these vocabulary complaints distract from Murphy's deeper point. Honest labor is a source of pride, and populists should want an economy where most Americans are paid fairly for work they feel good about rather than suffering poverty wages and waiting for cash floats that keep them above water.

"Most people need opportunities for meaningful work and social recognition in order to feel that their goals in life are worthwhile," the philosopher Daniel Chandler observed in his recent book Free and Equal, which received coverage in both mainstream liberal and left-wing media. "By focusing on increasing market incomes, especially from employment, predistribution helps to maintain the healthy connection between contribution and reward that might be lost if we relied too heavily on redistribution. At the same time, it takes seriously the importance of work for people's sense of self-respect." As Chandler and others see it, many Democrats' inability to grasp the fact that it matters to people not only that they have financial resources but how they acquire them has left the party unable to understand why voters don't reward them for their largesse. Larry Kramer, a former president of the Hewlett Foundation and the current president of the London School of Economics, echoed this view. He insisted to me that reaching the working class is about more than just material conditions: "It's not economic. It's political economy." In his telling, liberals get so wrapped up debating how the economy should be organized that we forget to ask what moral and political ends--that is, what vision of the good life and what kinds of values--markets are supposed to secure in the first place.

Many Democratic insiders believe that post-neoliberal economic policies alone are not sufficient to win back American workers. Social issues will also need to be reconsidered. Stiglitz pointed to immigration as one place where Democrats may need to compromise, a view he shares with others in his post-neoliberal cohort. Murphy helped write a defeated bipartisan border-security bill that would have added Border Patrol officers and made asylum standards more stringent; some critics characterized it as "hard-right." Last year, a hotly discussed book by the socialist journalist John B. Judis and the liberal political scientist Ruy Teixeira likewise packaged a withering critique of neoliberalism with a call to embrace more conservative positions on immigration. Chandler's Free and Equal also quietly endorsed claims that increased immigration depresses wages for low earners and strains public resources. As Chandler argues, "High levels of immigration can make it more difficult to create a stable sense of political community and national identity."

Gun control is another area where flexibility may be prudent in order to be competitive in certain parts of the country. Democrats will have to accommodate people like Dan Osborn, the independent who, though he lost his bid to represent Nebraska in the Senate, outperformed Kamala Harris while combining a vocal defense of the Second Amendment with proudly pro-union politics.

Teixeira and Judis flagged a third topic, gender identity, where Democrats ought to respond to the public's concerns. That begins by making room for conversations that don't involve accusations of bigotry, or insisting that the very act of asking questions about terms such as people with the capacity for pregnancy is tantamount to challenging the right of trans Americans to exist or exposing them to harm. For Judis and Teixeira, that requires making more granular distinctions between culture-war battles such as fairness in sports--where good-faith disagreement is possible--and important efforts to provide trans Americans the kind of universalist safeguards won in earlier civil-rights movements. LGBTQ groups' effort to "protect transgender people from discrimination in housing, employment, and school admission falls well within America's democratic tradition," they write. But they also warn that activist demands outside this scope are "attempt[s] to impose a new social conformity based on a dubious notion of gender."

More than anything, liberals need to understand that many Americans--especially those in the working class--feel unheard. Their trust will be won back not through quick fixes, but by treating those without a college education or with more conservative social views as equal participants in our national dialogue.

"The debate is still alive inside our party. But the post-neoliberals are clearly ascendant," Murphy told me. He argued that his fellow Democrats need to be more open to dissenting viewpoints, and that expanding the tent will involve a fight: "I am not making an argument that the core Democratic Party do a left turn and reorient our position on choice, climate, or guns. I am arguing that we allow people into the tent ... so that we have a little bit more robust conversation, and potentially a little bit more diversity on those issues inside the coalition."

The soul-searching that is before the Democrats will require liberals to engage with views they find discomfiting, and to reckon with the fact that their social values are out of keeping with the working-class majorities they profess to represent. Democrats must figure out where there is room to compromise. And where compromise is not possible--or truly unjust--they must begin the slow-grinding work of persuasion.

Read: The Democrats' billionaire mistake

"We cannot successfully engage with people whose inner lives we do not even try to understand," a recent report from the stalwartly liberal think tank the Roosevelt Institute concludes. Whether left-wing liberals are open to doing this remains to be seen.

"It's not clear that if we blow it in two or four years time that there's another shot at this apple for Dems," Jennifer Harris, a Hewlett Foundation director and former Biden-administration official, suggested when describing the Democratic Party's need for a post-neoliberal makeover. In her view, the prize for such a transformation may prove to be not just a near-term political victory, but a Franklin D. Roosevelt-style stranglehold on the electorate: "There is potentially a lot of political spoils."

Spoils indeed. Many on the left and right agree that the stakes are high, the reward prodigious, and the path forward obvious: Whichever party can credibly combine economic populism with moderate social positions will win elections. There is no mystery here. The problem is not the absence of a political solution but a deficit in political willpower. And the next election, and the elections to come, may well hinge on which party can muster the resolve to finally deliver real populism to the people.
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A Scandalous Resignation

FBI Director Christopher Wray, like so many Republicans who couldn't stomach Trump's demands, decided to go gentle into that good night.

by Jonathan Chait




When Donald Trump fired FBI Director James Comey, in 2017, I was about to drive my daughter and some of her friends to a soccer tryout. I remember that the news came moments before we left; once we arrived, I sat on a bench next to the soccer field, scrolling through incredulous and fearful reactions on Twitter. The news was widely considered akin to Richard Nixon's Saturday Night Massacre, one of the most odious scandals in American history. TRUMP FIRES COMEY AMID RUSSIA INQUIRY, screamed a banner headline on the front page of The New York Times.

Now Trump, preparing for his second term as president, has decided to replace the FBI director again. The figure he picked to replace Comey--the lifelong Republican Christopher Wray--proved unable to meet Trump's expectations for the position, which are (1) to permit Trump and his allies to violate the law with impunity, and (2) to investigate anybody who interferes with (1). Wray, wrestling with the problem of Trump's desire to separate him from a job he apparently liked, chose to step down on his own. This raises the likelihood that the media will treat the replacement of Wray as normal administrative turnover rather than as a scandal.

But a scandal it most certainly is. By tradition, FBI directors serve 10-year terms, a norm designed to insulate the FBI from pressure to serve the president's whims. Trump supporters have two philosophical rationalizations for his demand to violate that tradition. The lowbrow, populist version favored by Trump cultists is that Trump is beset by a "deep state" conspiracy that has kneecapped him at every turn because it is loyal to globalists, neoconservatives, or some other corrupt network. The highbrow version, preferred by conservative-movement elites, is that presidents possess an inherent right to control the executive branch from top to bottom, and all norms designed to prevent the president from abusing that power are an affront to the Constitution.

Neither theory can explain why Trump continues to go to war with people he appointed himself. Wray is not a Democrat, nor is he a Never Trumper. He's a Republican picked by Trump. So was former Attorney General Jeff Sessions, a Trump loyalist, and his successor, William Barr, who auditioned to succeed Sessions by performing even more obsequious loyalty to Trump.

The problem that keeps arising is that there is no way to remain in Trump's favor while following the law. In a celebratory statement posted to Truth Social, Trump claims, "Under the leadership of Christopher Wray, the FBI illegally raided my home, without cause." Had the FBI raid actually been illegal, he could have proved that in court. He didn't, because by taking massive troves of classified documents when he left office, keeping them in a wildly unsecured location, refusing multiple requests to return them, lying repeatedly about it, and engaging in a clumsy cover-up, Trump had given the bureau no other choice. For Wray to allow this brazen defiance of the law would have been to simply admit that the law doesn't apply to Trump, in or out of office.

David Frum: A constitutional crisis greater than Watergate

But that is precisely the credo Trump demands that the bureau follow. It is why he has selected Kash Patel, a sycophant so childishly worshipful that he spelled out his loyalty to Trump in a literal children's book portraying Trump as a virtuous king and himself as Trump's loyal wizard. Perhaps Patel (or whomever Senate Republicans ultimately confirm for the position) will, once in office, somehow develop an adult, professionalized understanding of the rule of law. More likely, Trump's FBI director will discover that actually locking up Trump's enemies is hard. This was the anticlimactic outcome of the Durham investigation, Trump's first-term campaign to imprison his foes, which resulted, after months of conservative-media salivating, in two embarrassing acquittals in court.

Still, the risk of turning the bureau over to a director who intends to abuse its powers is quite serious. Republicans tended to downplay these risks during the campaign, pointing to Trump's first term, when Democrats and the media loudly decried Trump's norm-violating authoritarian gambits, only for the system to hold. The fact that Trump is hunting down the very people who made the system hold is a logical flaw these Republicans have steadfastly refused to consider.

Discouragingly, Republican willpower to resist Trump's most corrupt impulses appears to be a finite resource. When Wray announced that he was stepping down, three years short of completing his standard 10-year term, he poignantly confessed his regret: "It should go without saying, but I'll say it anyway--this is not easy for me."

It is, however, easy for Donald Trump. The president-elect had been facing the unpleasant task of firing a lifelong Republican whom he had selected himself, inviting the national media to raise ugly questions about his oft-confessed desire to turn the federal criminal-justice apparatus into a weapon of political vengeance. Instead, Wray, like so many Republicans who couldn't stomach Trump's demands, decided to go gentle into that good night. Nobody except Wray will remember where they were when Christopher Wray resigned.
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Decivilization May Already Be Under Way

The brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed.

by Adrienne LaFrance




The line between a normal, functioning society and catastrophic decivilization can be crossed with a single act of mayhem. This is why, for those who have studied violence closely, the brazen murder of a CEO in Midtown Manhattan--and, more important, the brazenness of the cheering reaction to his execution--amounts to a blinking-and-blaring warning signal for a society that has become already too inured to bloodshed and the conditions that exacerbate it.

In recent days, journalists and other observers have worked to uncover the motivations of the accused killer. This is a worthy exercise when trying to understand a single, shocking event. But when attempting to understand how brutality spreads across society, studying individual ideologies only gets you so far. As violence worsens, it tends to draw in--and threaten--people of all ideologies. So if in the early stages of a violent upswing, law enforcement can see clearly that the greater threat comes from right-wing extremists, which has been the case in the U.S. in recent years, as the prevalence of violence snowballs, the politics of those who resort to it get messier. That's in part because periods of heightened violence tend to coincide with social and political reordering generally--moments when party or group identities are in flux, as they are in America right now. As I've written for this magazine, eruptions of violence are not necessarily associated with a clear or consistent ideology and often borrow from several--a phenomenon that law enforcement calls "salad-bar extremism."

We already understand many of the conditions that make a society vulnerable to violence. And we know that those conditions are present today, just as they were in the Gilded Age: highly visible wealth disparity, declining trust in democratic institutions, a heightened sense of victimhood, intense partisan estrangement based on identity, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, violent and dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," a sharply divided electorate, and a belief among those who flirt with violence that they can get away with it. These conditions run counter to spurts of civilizing, in which people's worldviews generally become more neutral, more empirical, and less fearful or emotional.

From the April 2023 Issue: The new anarchy

One way to understand which direction a society is going--toward or away from chaos--is to study its emotional undercurrents, and its attitude toward violence broadly. Medieval Europe, for example, was famously brutish. As the German sociologist Norbert Elias wrote in his 1939 book, The Civilizing Process, impulse control was practically nonexistent and violence was everywhere. But as communities began to reward individuals for proper etiquette, adherence to which was required for entry into the most desirable strata of society, new incentives for self-restraint created substantially more peaceful conditions.

The push toward cooperative nonviolence happened organically, whereby people's "more animalistic human activities," as Elias put it, took a back seat to the premium they placed on their communal social life. This change in priorities required and perpetuated steady self-control among individuals across society. "It is simple enough: plans and actions, the emotional and rational impulses of individual people, constantly interweave in a friendly or hostile way," Elias wrote. "This basic tissue resulting from many single plans and actions of men can give rise to changes and patterns that no individual person has planned or created." And "it is this order of interweaving human impulses and strivings, this social order, which determines the course of historical change." Often, when people choose violence, it is because they believe that it is the only path, a last resort in a time of desperation--and they believe that they'll get away with it.

Over the centuries, humanity has become more civilized, largely drifting away from violent conflict resolution. And to be clear, I mean "civilized" in the spirit of Elias's definition--the process by which the use of violence shifted to the state, and "decivilization" to suggest a condition in which it shifts back to individuals. Today, most Americans enjoy extraordinarily peaceful conditions in their daily life. But obviously violence has never entirely receded, and progress has been uneven; Elias's interest in violence stemmed from his experience fleeing Nazi Germany. And it's a fantasy to believe that an advanced democracy like ours is somehow protected by its very nature against extremism. Democracy can be self-perpetuating, but it is also extremely fragile. Complex societies, and in particular backsliding democratic nations, are often among the most violent in the world. (As the writer Rachel Kleinfeld noted in her book A Savage Order, Mexico saw more violent deaths from 2007 to 2014 than the combined civilian death toll in Iraq and Afghanistan over that same period.)

From the September 2024 Issue: American fury

Recent bloodshed is not new to America, not even close, yet this is still a distinctly precarious time. Along with layers upon layers of social conditions that make us especially prone to political violence, the Machiavellianism of contemporary politics has stoked both the nihilism of those who believe that violence is the only answer and the whitewashing of recent violent history. This is how a society reaches the point at which people publicly celebrate the death of a stranger murdered in the street. And it is how the January 6 insurrectionists who ransacked the U.S. Capitol came to be defended by lawmakers as political prisoners. It matters when people downplay and justify violence, whatever form that downplaying and justifying takes--whether by revising history to say something that was violent wasn't so bad, or by justifying a murder because of the moral failures of the victim's profession. When growing tolerance for bloodshed metastasizes into total indifference for--and even a clamoring in support of--the death of one's political enemies, civil society is badly troubled indeed.

My colleague Graeme Wood, who has spent much of his career studying the people and societies that resort to violence, has made the case for a greater degree of sanguinity about political violence in America, given how much worse off many other countries are. In Latin America, Wood wrote earlier this year, "the violence reaches levels where even a successful assassination is barely news." The thing is, you can't fully understand the extent to which a society has become inured to violence by counting individual attacks or grotesque social-media posts. You have to assess the whole culture, and its direction over time. A society's propensity for violence may be ticking up and up and up, even as life continues to feel normal to most people. A drumbeat of attacks, by different groups or individuals with different motivations, may register as different kinds of problems. But take the broad view and you find they point at the same diagnosis: Our social bonds are disintegrating.

Read: The case for calming down

Another word for this unraveling is decivilization. The further a society goes down this path, the fewer behavioral options people identify as possible reactions to grievances. When every disagreement becomes zero-sum and no one is willing to compromise, violence becomes more attractive to people. And when violence becomes widespread, the state may escalate its own use of violence--including egregious attacks on civil liberties.

The barrier that separates a functioning society from all-out chaos is always more fragile than we'd like to admit. It can take very little for peace to dissolve, for a mob to swarm, for a man to kill his brother. In a society that is consecrated to freedom, as ours is, the power of the people is not only a first principle but a promise to one another, and most of all a safeguard against the centralized power and violence of the state wielded against the people.

In the weeks after a sharply divided election, ahead of the return to power of a president who has repeatedly promised to unleash a wave of state violence and targeted retribution against his enemies, Americans have a choice to make about the kind of society we are building together. After all, civilization is, at its core, a question of how people choose to bond with one another, and what behaviors we deem permissible among ourselves.

You cannot fix a violent society simply by eliminating the factors that made it deteriorate. In other societies that have fallen apart, violence acts as a catalyst, exacerbating all of the conditions that led to it in the first place. The process of decivilization may begin with profound distrust in institutions and government leaders, but that distrust gets far worse in a society where people brutalize one another. There is no shortcut back to a robust democracy. But one way to protect against the worst is to force change only through processes that do not lead to bloodshed, and to unequivocally reject anyone--whether that person is sitting in the White House or standing in the street--who would choose or justify violence against the people.
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The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back

In 1893, a U.S.-backed coup overthrew the Islands' sovereign government. What does America owe Hawai'i now?

by Adrienne LaFrance




Read this article in Hawaiian.



At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.

Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in prison for a time, more than three decades ago. Since then, he has built a modest commune on this land, in the shadow of an ancient volcano, with a clutter of bungalows and brightly painted trailers. He's in his 70s now, and carries himself like an elder statesman. I went to see him because I had, for the better part of 20 years, been trying to find the answer to a question that I knew preoccupied both of us: What should America do about Hawai'i?

More than a century after the United States helped orchestrate the coup that conquered the nation of Hawai'i, and more than 65 years since it became a state, people here have wildly different ideas about what America owes the Hawaiian people. Many are fine with the status quo, and happy to call themselves American. Some people even explicitly side with the insurrectionists. Others agree that the U.S. overthrow was an unqualified historic wrong, but their views diverge from that point. There are those who argue that the federal government should formally recognize Hawaiians with a government-to-government relationship, similar to how the United States liaises with American Indian tribes; those who prefer to seize back government from within; and those who argue that the Kingdom of Hawai'i never legally ceased to exist.

Then there is Kanahele, who has wrested land from the state--at least for the duration of his 55-year lease--and believes other Hawaiians should follow his example. Like many Hawaiians (by which I mean descendants of the Islands' first inhabitants, who are also sometimes called Native Hawaiians), Kanahele doesn't see himself as American at all. When he travels, he carries, along with his U.S. passport, a Nation of Hawai'i passport that he and his followers made themselves.

But outside the gates of his compound, there is not only an American state, but a crucial outpost of the United States military, which has 12 bases and installations here--including the headquarters for U.S. Indo-Pacific Command and the Pacific Missile Range Facility. The military controls hundreds of thousands of acres of land and untold miles of airspace in the Islands.

It seems unrealistic, to say the least, to imagine that the most powerful country in the world would simply give Hawai'i back to the Hawaiians. If it really came down to it, I asked, how far would Kanahele go to protect his people, his nation? That's a personal question, Kanahele told me. "That's your life, you know. What you're willing to give up. Not just freedom but the possibility to be alive."


Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele is the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



Sitting across the table from us, his vice president, Brandon Maka'awa'awa, conceded that there had, in the past, been moments when it would have been easy to choose militancy. "We could have acted out of fear," he said. But every time, they "acted with aloha and we got through, just like our queen." He was referring to Hawai'i's last monarch, Queen Lili'uokalani, who was deposed in the coup in 1893.

People tend to treat this chapter in U.S. foreign relations as a curiosity on the margins of history. This is a mistake. The overthrow of Hawai'i is what established the modern idea of America as a superpower. Without this one largely forgotten episode, the United States may never have endured an attack on Pearl Harbor, or led the Allies to victory in World War II, or ushered in the age of Pax Americana--an age that, with Donald Trump's return to power, could be coming to an end.

Some Hawaiians see what is happening now in the United States as a bookend of sorts. In their view, the chain of events that led to a coup in Hawai'i in 1893 has finally brought us to this: the moment when the rise of autocracy in America presents an opportunity for Hawaiians to extricate themselves from their long entanglement with the United States, reclaim their independence, and perhaps even resurrect their nation.

Keanu Sai is, today, one of the more extreme thinkers about Hawaiian sovereignty. Growing up in Kuli'ou'ou, on the east end of O'ahu, Sai was a self-described slacker who only wanted to play football. He graduated from high school in 1982 and went straight to a military college, then the Army.

In 1990, he was at Fort Sill, in Oklahoma, when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, annexing it as Iraq's 19th province. International condemnation was swift; the United Nations Security Council declared the annexation illegal. An American-led coalition quickly beat back Saddam, liberating Kuwait. "And that's when I went, Wait a minute. That's exactly what happened" in Hawai'i, Sai told me. "Our government was overthrown." The idea radicalized him.

Before Hawai'i's overthrow, it had been a full-fledged nation with diplomatic relationships across the globe and a modern form of governance (it also signed a peace treaty with the United States in 1826). As a constitutional monarchy, it had elected representatives, its own supreme court, and a declaration of rights modeled after the U.S. Bill of Rights. And, as people in Hawai'i like to remind outsiders, 'Iolani Palace had electricity before the White House did.

Then, in January 1893, a group of 13 men--mostly Americans or Hawai'i-born businessmen descended from American missionary families, all with extensive financial interests in the Islands--executed a surprise coup. They did so with remarkable speed and swagger, even by coup standards. The men behind the effort referred to themselves as the Committee of Safety (presumably in a nod to the American and French Revolutions) and had good reason to expect that they would succeed: They had the backing of the U.S. foreign minister to the Kingdom of Hawai'i, John L. Stevens, who called up a force of more than 160 Marines and sailors to march on Honolulu during the confrontation with the queen. Stevens later insisted that he had done so in a panic--a coup was unfolding! It was his duty to do whatever was necessary to protect American lives and property! A good story, but not a convincing one.

Months before the coup, Stevens had written a curious letter to his friend James Blaine, the U.S. secretary of state, in which he'd posed a bizarre and highly detailed hypothetical: What if, Stevens had wanted to know, the government of Hawai'i were to be "surprised and overturned by an orderly and peaceful revolutionary movement" that established its own provisional government to replace the queen? If that were to happen, Stevens pressed, just how far would he and the American naval commander stationed nearby be permitted to "deviate from established international rules" in their response? The presence of U.S. Marines, Stevens mused, might be the only thing that could quash such an overthrow and maintain order. As it turned out, however, Stevens and his fellow insurrectionists used the Marines to ensure that their coup would succeed. (Blaine, for his part, had had his eye on the Islands for decades.) Two weeks after the overthrow, Stevens wrote to John W. Foster, President Benjamin Harrison's final secretary of state: "The Hawaiian pear is now fully ripe, and this is the golden hour for the United States to pluck it."

Queen Lili'uokalani had yielded immediately to the insurrectionists, unsure whether Stevens was following orders from Harrison. "This action on my part was prompted by three reasons," she wrote in an urgent letter to Harrison: "the futility of a conflict with the United States; the desire to avoid violence, bloodshed, and the destruction of life and property; and the certainty which I feel that you and your government will right whatever wrongs may have been inflicted on us in the premises."

Her faith in Harrison was misplaced; he ignored her letter. In the last month of his presidency, he sent a treaty to the U.S. Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i to the United States. (Lorrin A. Thurston, one of the overthrow's architects, boasted in his Memoirs of the Hawaiian Revolution that in early 1892, Harrison had encouraged him, through an interlocutor, to go forward with his plot.)


Keanu Sai argues that the Kingdom of Hawai'i never legally ceased to exist.(Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



Looking back at this history nearly 100 years later, Keanu Sai had an epiphany. "I was in the wrong army," he said. Sai left the military and dove into the state archives, researching Hawai'i's history and his own family's lineage prior to the arrival of haole (white) Europeans and Americans. He says he traced his family's roots to ali'i, members of Hawai'i's noble class. "I started to realize that the Hawaiian Kingdom that I was led to believe was all haole-controlled, missionary-controlled, was all--pardon the French--bullshit," he told me.

That led him to develop what is probably the most creative, most radical, and quite possibly most ridiculous argument about Hawaiian independence that I've ever heard. Basically, it's this: The Hawaiian Kingdom never ceased to exist.

Though Sai has plenty of fans and admirers, several people warned me that I should be careful around him. I spoke with some Hawaiians who expressed discomfort with the implications of Sai's notion that the kingdom was never legally dissolved--not everyone wants to be a subject in a monarchy. There was also the matter of his troubles with the law.

In 1997, Sai took out an ad in a newspaper declaring himself to be a regent of the Hawaiian Kingdom, a move that he said formally entrusted him "with the vicarious administration of the Hawaiian government during the absence of a Monarch." He had started a business in which he and his partner charged people some $1,500 for land-title research going back to the mid-19th century, promising to protect clients' land from anyone who might claim it as their own. The business model was built on his theory of Hawaiian history, and the underlying message seemed to be: If the kingdom still exists, and the state of Hawai'i does not, maybe this house you bought isn't technically even yours. Ultimately, Sai's business had its downtown office raided; the title company shut down, and he was convicted of felony theft.

It struck me that, in another life, Keanu Sai would have made a perfect politician. He is charismatic and funny. A decorated bullshit artist. Unquestionably smart. Filibusters with the best of them. (He also told me that Keanu Reeves is his cousin.) Although Sai's methods may be questionable, his indignation over the autocratic overthrow of his ancestors' nation is justified.

Sai says that arguments about Hawaiian sovereignty tend to distort this history. "They create the binary of colonizer-colonized," he said. "All of that is wrong. Hawai'i was never a colony of the United States. And we're not a tribal nation similar to Native Americans. We're nationals of an occupied state."

Following this logic, Sai believes international courts must acknowledge that America has perpetuated war crimes against Hawai'i's people. After that, he says, international law should guide Hawai'i out of its current "wartime occupation" by the United States, so that the people of Hawai'i can reconstruct their nation. Sai has attempted to advance this case in the international court system. So far, he has been unsuccessful.

At one point, Sai mused that I'd have to completely rework my story based on his revelations. I disagreed, but said that I liked hearing from him about this possible path to Hawaiian independence. This provoked, for the first time in our several hours of conversations, a flash of anger. "This is not the 'possible path,' " Sai said. "It is the path."

The island of Ni'ihau is just 18 miles long and six miles wide. Nicknamed "the forbidden island," it has been privately owned since 1864, when King Kamehameha IV and his brother sold it for $10,000 in gold to a wealthy Scottish widow, Elizabeth Sinclair, who had moved her family to Hawai'i after her husband and son were lost at sea.

Sinclair's descendants still own and run the island, which by the best estimates has a population of fewer than 100. It is the only place in the world where everyone still speaks Hawaiian. No one is allowed to visit Ni'ihau without a personal invitation from Sinclair's great-great-grandsons Bruce and Keith Robinson, both now in their 80s. Such invitations are extraordinarily rare. (One of the two people I know who have ever set foot on Ni'ihau got there only after asking the Robinsons every year for nearly 10 years.)

The island has no paved roads, no electrical grid, no street signs, and no domestic water supply--drinking water comes from catchment water and wells. In the village is a schoolhouse, a cafeteria, and a church, which everyone is reportedly expected to attend. One of the main social activities is singing. The rules for Ni'ihau residents are strict: Men cannot wear their hair long, pierce their ears, or grow beards. Drinking and smoking are not allowed. The Robinsons infamously bar anyone who leaves for even just a few weeks from returning, with few exceptions.

Ni'ihau's circumscribed mores point to a broader question: If one goal of Hawaiian independence is to restore a nation that has been lost, then which version of Hawai'i, exactly, are you trying to bring back?


The volcano Diamond Head, or Le'ahi, in Honolulu, circa 1872 (left) and in 2015 (right) (Royal Geographical Society / Getty; Ergi Reboredo / VW Pics / Universal Images Group / Getty)



Ancient explorers first reached the archipelago in great voyaging canoes, traveling thousands of miles from the Marquesas Islands, around the year 400 C.E. They brought with them pigs, chickens, gourds, taro, sugarcane, coconuts, sweet potatoes, bananas, and paper mulberry plants. Precontact Hawai'i was home to hundreds of thousands of Hawaiians--some scholars estimate that the population was as high as 1 million. There was no concept of private land ownership, and Hawaiians lived under a feudal system run by ali'i, chiefs who were believed to be divinely ordained. This strict caste system entailed severe rules, executions for those who broke them, and brutal rituals including human sacrifice.

The first British explorers moored their ships just off the coast of Kaua'i in 1778 and immediately took interest in the Islands. Captain James Cook, who led that first expedition, was welcomed with aloha by the Hawaiian people. But when Cook attempted to kidnap the Hawaiian chief Kalani'opu'u on a subsequent visit to the Islands, a group of Hawaiians stabbed and bludgeoned Cook to death. (Kalani'opu'u survived.)

Eventually, fierce battles culminated in unification of all the Islands under Hawai'i's King Kamehameha, who finally conquered the archipelago's last independent island in 1810. The explosion and subsequent collapse of the sandalwood trade followed, along with the construction of the first sugar plantations and the arrival of whaling ships. Missionaries came too, and the introduction of Christianity led, for a time, to a ban on the hula--one of the Hawaiian people's most sacred and enduring forms of passing down history. All the while, several waves of epidemics--cholera, mumps, measles, whooping cough, scarlet fever, smallpox, and bubonic plague--ravaged the Hawaiian population, which plummeted to about 40,000 by the end of the 19th century.

As exoticized ideas about Hawaiian culture spread, repackaged for tourists, Hawaiianness was suppressed nearly to the point of erasure.

During this period, the United States had begun to show open interest in scooping up the Sandwich Islands, as they were then called. In the June 1869 issue of The Atlantic, the journalist Samuel Bowles wrote:

We have converted their heathen, we have occupied their sugar plantations; we furnish the brains that carry on their government, and the diseases that are destroying their people; we want the profit on their sugars and their tropical fruits and vegetables; why should we not seize and annex the islands themselves?

From the June 1869 issue: The Pacific Railroad--Open

Elizabeth Sinclair's descendants profited greatly from the sugar they cultivated, but they had a different view of what Hawai'i should be. King Kamehameha IV is said to have sold Ni'ihau on one condition: Its new owners had to promise to do right by the Hawaiian people and their culture. This is why, when the United States did finally move to "seize and annex the islands," the Robinsons supported the crown. After annexation happened anyway, in 1898, Sinclair's grandson closed Ni'ihau to visitors.

On the other islands, everything seemed to speed up from there. Schools had already banned the Hawaiian language, but now many Hawaiian families started speaking only English with their children. The sugar and pineapple industries boomed. Matson ships carrying visitors to Hawai'i soon gave way to airplanes. As exoticized ideas about Hawaiian culture spread, repackaged for tourists, Hawaiianness was suppressed nearly to the point of erasure.

Through all of this, Ni'ihau stayed apart. History briefly intruded in 1941, when a Japanese fighter pilot crash-landed there hours after participating in the attack on Pearl Harbor, which killed an estimated 2,400 people in Honolulu. Ni'ihau residents knew nothing about the mayhem of that day. They at first welcomed the Imperial pilot as a guest, but killed him after he botched an attempt to hold some of them hostage.

If the overthrow had marked the beginning of the end of Hawaiian nationhood, the attack on Pearl Harbor finished it. It also kicked off a three-year period of martial law in Hawai'i, in which the military took control of every aspect of civilian life--in effect converting the Islands into one big internment facility. The government suspended habeas corpus, shut down the courts, and set up its own tribunals for law enforcement. The military imposed a strict nightly curfew, rationed food and gasoline, and censored the press and other communications. The many Japanese Americans living there were surveilled and treated as enemies--Japanese-run banks were shut down, along with Japanese-language schools. Everyone was required to carry identification cards, and those older than the age of 6 were fingerprinted. Telephone calls and photography were restricted. Sugarcane workers who didn't report to their job could be tried in military court.

Martial law was fully lifted in 1944, and in 1959, Hawai'i became the 50th state--a move the Robinsons are said to have opposed. But whether they liked it or not, statehood dragged Ni'ihau along with it. The island is technically part of Kaua'i County, the local government that oversees the island closest to it. Still, Ni'ihau has stayed mostly off-limits to the rest of Hawai'i and the rest of the world. (The Robinsons do operate a helicopter tour that takes visitors to an uninhabited beach on the far side of the island, but you can't actually get to the village or meet any residents that way.) Those who have affection for Ni'ihau defend it as an old ranch community on a remote island that's not hurting anybody. The less generous view is that it's essentially the world's last remaining feudal society.

From the December 1958 issue: Hawaii and statehood

But no one is arguing that the rest of Hawai'i should be run like Ni'ihau. After all, the entire goal of the sovereignty movement, if you can even say it has a single goal, is to confer more power on the Hawaiian people, not less. The question is how best to do that.

John Waihe'e's awakening came the summer before he started seventh grade, when he checked a book out of the library in his hometown of Honoka'a, on the Big Island, that would change his life. In it, he read a description of the annexation ceremony that had taken place at 'Iolani Palace in 1898, when Hawai'i officially became a territory of the United States. It described the lowering of the Hawaiian flag, and the Hawaiian people who had gathered around with tears in their eyes.

This was the 1950s--post-Pearl Harbor and pre-statehood--and Waihe'e had never even heard of the overthrow. His parents spoke Hawaiian with each other at home, but never spoke it with Waihe'e.

"I remember rushing back to my father and telling him, 'Dad, I didn't know any of this stuff,' " Waihe'e told me. "He looks at me, and he was very calm about it. He said, 'You know, son, that didn't only happen in Honolulu.' " His father went on: "They lowered the flag in Hilo too, on the Big Island, and your grandfather was there, and he saw all of this. "

Waihe'e was floored. Even nearly 70 years later, he remembers the moment. To picture his grandfather among those watching the kingdom in its final hours "broke my heart," he said. Waihe'e had never met his grandfather, but he had seen photos and heard stories about him all his life. "He was this big, strong Hawaiian guy. And the idea of him crying was--it was unthinkable." The image never left him. He grew up, attended law school, and eventually became Hawai'i's governor in 1986, the first Hawaiian ever to hold the office.

Waihe'e is part of a class of political leaders in Hawai'i who have chosen to work within the system, rather than rail against it. Another was the late Daniel Akaka, one of Hawai'i's longest-serving U.S. senators-- a Hawaiian himself. Akaka was raised in a home where he was not permitted to speak Hawaiian. He once told me about hearing a roar from above on the morning of December 7, 1941, and looking up to see a gray wave of Japanese bombers with bright-red dots on the wings. He grabbed his rifle and ran into the hills. He was 17 then, and would later deploy to Saipan with the Army Corps of Engineers.

Read: Adrienne LaFrance on December 7, the day "all hell broke loose"

In 1993, Akaka, a Democrat, sponsored a joint congressional resolution that formally apologized to the Hawaiian people for the overthrow of their kingdom 100 years earlier and for "the deprivation of the rights of Native Hawaiians to self-determination." I'd always seen the apology bill, which was signed into law by President Bill Clinton, as an example of the least the United States could possibly do, mere lip service. But the more people I talked with as I reported this story, the more I heard that it mattered--not just symbolically but legally.

Recently, I went to see Esther Kia'aina, who was one of the key architects of the apology as an aide to Akaka in Washington, D.C., in the early 1990s. Today, Kia'aina is a city-council member in Honolulu. People forget, she told me, just how hard it was to get to an apology in the first place.

Around 2020, for the first time ever, more Hawaiians lived outside Hawai'i than in the Islands.

"Prior to 1993, it was abysmal," Kia'aina said. There had been a federal inquiry into the overthrow, producing a dueling pair of reports in the 1980s, one of which concluded that the U.S. bore no responsibility for what had happened to Hawai'i, and that Hawaiians should not receive reparations as a result. Without the United States first admitting wrongdoing, Kia'aina said, nothing else could follow. As she saw it, the apology was the first in a series of steps. The next would be to obtain official tribal status for Hawaiians from the Department of the Interior, similar to the way the United States recognizes hundreds of American Indian and Alaska Native tribes. Then full-on independence.

In the early 2000s, Akaka began pushing legislation that would create a path to federal recognition for Hawaiians as a tribe, a move that Kia'aina enthusiastically supported. "I was Miss Fed Rec," she said. It wasn't a compliment--lots of people hated the idea.


Esther Kia'aina was one of the key architects of the 1993 apology bill signed into law by President Bill Clinton. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



The federal-recognition legislation would have made Native Hawaiians one of the largest tribes in America overnight--but many Hawaiians didn't want recognition from the United States at all. The debate created strange bedfellows. Many people argued against it on the grounds that it didn't go far enough; they wanted their country back, not tribal status. Meanwhile, some conservatives in Hawai'i, who tended to be least moved by calls for Hawaiian rights, fought against the bill, arguing that it was a reductionist and maybe even unconstitutional attempt to codify preferential treatment on the basis of race. That's how a coalition briefly formed that included Hawaiian nationalists and their anti-affirmative-action neighbors.

Akaka's legislation never passed, and the senator died in 2018. Today, some people say the debate over federal recognition was a distraction, but Kia'aina still believes that it's the only way to bring about self-determination for Hawaiians. She told me that she sometimes despairs at what the movement has become: She sees people rage against the overthrow, and against the continued presence of the U.S. military in Hawai'i, but do little else to promote justice for Hawaiians. And within government, she sees similar complacency.

"It's almost like 'Are you kidding me? We give you the baton and this is what you do?' " Kia'aina said. Instead of effecting change, she told me, people playact Hawaiianness and think it will be enough. They "slap on a Hawaiian logo," and "that's your contribution to helping the Hawaiian community." And in the end, nobody outside Hawai'i is marching in the street, protesting at the State Department, or occupying campus quads for Native Hawaiians.

There is no question that awareness of Hawaiian history and culture has improved since the 1970s, a period that's come to be known as the Hawaiian Renaissance, when activists took steps to restore the Hawaiian language in public places, to teach hula more widely, and to protect and restore other cultural practices. But Kia'aina told me that although the cultural and language revival is lovely, and essential, it can lull people into thinking that the work is done when plainly it is not. Especially when Hawaiians are running out of time.

Sometime around 2020, the Hawaiian people crossed a terrible threshold. For the first time ever, more Hawaiians lived outside Hawai'i than in the Islands. Roughly 680,000 Hawaiians live in the United States, according to the most recent census data; some 300,000 of them live in Hawai'i.

Hawaiians now make up about 20 percent of the state population, a proportion that for many inspires existential fear. Meanwhile, outsiders are getting rich in Hawai'i, and rich outsiders are buying up Hawaiian land. Larry Ellison, a co-founder of Oracle, owns most of the island of Lana'i. Facebook's co-founder Mark Zuckerberg owns a property on Kaua'i estimated to be worth about $300 million. Salesforce's CEO, Marc Benioff, has reportedly purchased nearly $100 million worth of land on the Big Island. Amazon's founder, Jeff Bezos, reportedly paid some $80 million for his estate on Maui. As one longtime Hawai'i resident put it to me: The sugar days may be over, but Hawai'i is still a plantation town.

At the same time, many Hawaiians are faring poorly. Few have the means to live in Hawai'i's wealthy neighborhoods. On O'ahu, a commute to Waikiki for those with hotel or construction jobs there can take hours in island traffic. Hawaiians have among the highest rates of heart disease, hypertension, asthma, diabetes, and some types of cancer compared with other ethnic groups. They smoke and binge drink at higher rates. A quarter of Hawaiian households can't adequately feed themselves. More than half of Hawaiians report worrying about having enough money to keep a roof over their head; the average per capita income is less than $28,000. Only 13 percent of Hawaiians have a college degree. The poverty rate among Hawaiians is 12 percent, the highest of the five largest ethnic groups in Hawai'i. Although Hawaiians make up only a small percentage of the population in Hawai'i, the share of homeless people on O'ahu who identify as Hawaiian or Pacific Islander has hovered at about 50 percent in recent years.

Kuhio Lewis was "very much the statistic Hawaiian" growing up in the 1990s, he told me--a high-school dropout raised by his grandmother. He'd struggled with drugs and alcohol, and became a single father with two babies by the time he was 19. Back then, Lewis was consumed with anger over what had happened to the Hawaiian people and believed that the only way to get what his people deserved was to fight, and to protest. But he lost patience with a movement that he didn't think was getting anything done. Today, as the CEO of the nonprofit Council for Native Hawaiian Advancement, he has a different view.

He still believes that Hawai'i should not be part of America, but he also believes that Hawai'i would need a leader with "balls of steel" to make independence happen. "That's a big ask," he added. "That's a lot of personal sacrifice." Until that person steps up, Lewis chooses to work within the system, even if it means some Hawaiians see him as a sellout.

"There is a wrong that was done. And there's no way we'll ever let that go," Lewis told me. "But I also believe, and I've come to believe, that the best way to win this battle is going through America rather than trying to go around America."


Portraits of the Hawaiian Kingdom's monarchs--from King Kamehameha (top left) to Queen Lili'uokalani (bottom right)--hang on the wall at the nonprofit Council for Native Hawaiian Advancement. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



When I spoke with Brian Schatz, Hawai'i's senior senator, in Washington, he said he is most focused on addressing the moment-to-moment crisis for the Hawaiian people. Lots of Native Hawaiians, he said, "are motivated by the same set of issues that non-Native Hawaiians are motivated by. They don't wake up every morning thinking about sovereignty and self-determination. They wake up every morning thinking about the price of gasoline, and traffic, and health care." He went on: "They are deeply, deeply uninterested in a bunch of abstractions. They would rather have a few hundred million dollars for housing than some new statute that purports to change the interaction between America and Hawaiians."

Ian Lind, a former investigative reporter who is himself Hawaiian, is also critical of sovereignty discussions that rely too much on fashionable ideologies at the expense of reality. I've known Lind since my own days as a city-hall reporter in Honolulu, in the early 2000s, and I wanted to get his thoughts on how the sovereignty conversation had changed in the intervening years. He told me that, in his view, an "incredibly robust environment for charlatans and con artists" has metastasized within Hawaiian-sovereignty circles. There are those who invent royal lineage or government titles for themselves, as well as ordinary scammers.

Even those who are merely trying to understand--or in some cases teach--the history have become too willing to gloss over some subtleties, Lind told me. It's not so simple to say that Hawaiians were dispossessed at the time of the overthrow, that they suddenly lost everything, he said. Many people gave up farmlands that had been allotted to them after the Great Mahele land distribution in 1848. "They were a burden, not an asset," Lind said. "People thought, I could just go get a job downtown and get away from this."

But people bristle at the introduction of nuance in the telling of this history, partly because they remain understandably focused on the immensity of what Hawaiians have lost. "There's a faction of Hawaiians who say that absolutely nothing short of restoring a kingdom like we had before, encompassing all of Hawai'i, is going to suffice," Lind said. "It's like an impasse that no one wants to talk about."

The whole thing reminds Lind of a fringe militia or a group of secessionists you'd find elsewhere. "It's so much like watching the Confederacy," he said. "You're watching something, a historical fact, you didn't like. It wasn't your side that won. But governments changed. And when our government changed here, it was recognized by all the countries in the world very quickly. So whatever you want to think about 130 years ago, how you feel about that change, I just think there are so many more things to deal with that could be dealt with now realistically that people aren't doing, because they're hung up waving the Confederate flag or having a new, reinstated Hawaiian Kingdom."

When you talk with people in Hawai'i about the question of sovereignty, skeptics will say shocking things behind closed doors, or off the record, that they'd never say in public--I've encountered eye-rolling, a general sentiment of get over it, even disparaging Queen Lili'uokalani as an "opium dealer"--but invoking the Lost Cause this way was a new one for me. I asked Lind if his opinions have been well received by his fellow Hawaiians. "No," he said with a chuckle. "I'm totally out of step."

Brian Schatz, a Democrat, grew up on O'ahu before making a rapid ascent in local, then national, politics. I first met him more than 15 years ago, when he was coming off a stint as a state representative. In 2021, he became the chair of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, meaning he thinks about matters related to Indigenous self-determination a lot. He's also on the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, which makes sense for a person representing a region of profound strategic importance to the United States.

Because Schatz is extremely online--he is a bit of a puppy dog on X, not exactly restrained--I wanted to know his views on an observation I've had in recent years. As young activists in Hawai'i have focused their passion on justice for Hawaiians, I've sometimes wondered if they are simply shouting into the pixelated abyss. On the one hand, more awareness of historical wrongs is objectively necessary and good. On the other, as Schatz put it to me, "the internet is not a particularly constructive place to figure out how to redress historical wrongs."

Two recent moments in Hawaiian activism sparked international attention, but haven't necessarily advanced the cause of self-determination. In 2014, opposition to the construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope on the Big Island led to huge protests, and energized the sovereignty movement. The catastrophic fires on Maui in 2023 prompted a similar burst of attention to Hawai'i and the degree to which Hawaiians have been alienated from their own land. But many activists complained to me that in both cases, sustained momentum has been spotty. Instagrammed expressions of solidarity may feel righteous when you're scrolling, but they accomplish little (if anything) offline, even when more people than ever before seem to be paying attention to ideas that animate those fighting for Hawaiian independence.

Adrienne LaFrance: Hawaii is a warning

"There's a newly energized cohort of leftists on the continent who are waking up to this injustice," Schatz said. "But, I mean, the truth is that there's not a place on the continental United States where that story wasn't also told." The story he's talking about is the separation of people from their language, their land, their culture, and their water sources, in order to steal that land and to make money. Yet "nobody's talking about giving Los Angeles back," he said.


Hawaiian activism has sparked international attention in recent years, but hasn't necessarily advanced the cause of self-determination. (Brendan George Ko)



One of the challenges in contemplating Hawaiian independence is the question of historical precedent. Clearly there are blueprints for decolonization--India's independence following British rule may be the most famous--but few involve places like Hawai'i. The world does not have many examples of what "successful" secession or decolonization from the United States looks like in practice. There is one example from elsewhere in the Pacific: In 1898, fresh off its annexation of Hawai'i, the United States moved to annex the Philippines, too. People there fought back, in a war that led to the deaths of an estimated 775,000 people, most of them civilians. The United States promised in 1916 that it would grant the Philippines independence, but that didn't happen until 1946.

Hawai'i is particularly complex, too, because of its diverse population. Roughly a quarter of Hawai'i residents are multiracial, and there is no single racial majority. So while some activists are eager to apply a settler-colonialism frame to what happened in Hawai'i, huge populations of people here do not slot neatly into the categories of "settler" or "native." How, for example, do you deal with the non-Hawaiian descendants of laborers on plantations, who immigrated to the Islands from China, Japan, Portugal, the Philippines? Or the Pacific Islanders who came to Hawai'i more recently, as part of U.S. compensation to three tiny island nations affected by nuclear-weapons testing? Or the people who count both overthrowers and Hawaiians among their ancestors? Schatz said that when it comes to visions of Hawaiian self-determination, "I completely defer to the community."

But he cautioned that without consensus about what this should look like, "the danger is that we spend all of our time counting the number of angels on the head of a pin, and ignore the fact that the injustice imposed by the United States government on Native Hawaiians is manifesting itself on a daily basis with bad economic outcomes, not enough housing, not enough health care." He went on, "So while Native Hawaiian leaders and scholars sort out what comes next as it relates to Native Hawaiians and their relationship to the state and federal government, my job is to--bit by bit, program by program, day by day--try to reverse that injustice with, frankly, money.

"Because you can't live in an apology," he added. "You have to live in a home."

The question of how the ancient Hawaiians survived--how they managed to feed a complex civilization that bloomed on the most isolated archipelago on the planet--has long been a source of fascination and historic inquiry. They fished; they hunted; they grew taro in irrigated wetlands.

Hawai'i is now terrifyingly dependent on the global supply chain for its residents' survival. By the 1960s, it was importing roughly half of its food supply. Today, that figure is closer to 90 percent. It can be easy to forget how remote Hawai'i truly is. But all it takes is one hurricane, war, or pandemic to upset this fragile balance.

From the October 1938 issue: Hawaii's economy

To understand what Hawai'i would need in order to become self-reliant again, I went to see Walter Ritte, one of the godfathers of modern Hawaiian activism, and someone most people know simply as "Uncle Walter." Ritte made a name for himself in the 1970s, when he and others occupied the uninhabited island of Kaho'olawe, protesting the U.S. military's use of the land for bombing practice. Ian Lind was part of this protest too; the group came to be known as the Kaho'olawe Nine.

Ritte lives on Moloka'i, among the least populated of the Hawaiian Islands. Major airlines don't fly to Moloka'i, and people there like it that way. I arrived on a turboprop Cessna 208, a snug little nine-seater, alongside a few guys from O'ahu heading there to do construction work for a day or two.

Moloka'i has no stoplights and spotty cell service. Its population hovers around 7,000 people. Many of its roads are still unpaved and require an off-road vehicle--long orange-red ribbons of dirt crisscross the island. On one particularly rough road, I felt my rented Jeep keel so far to one side that I was certain it would tip over. I considered turning back but eventually arrived at the Mo'omomi Preserve, in the northwestern corner of Moloka'i, where you can stand on a bluff of black lava rock and look out at the Pacific.

All over Moloka'i, the knowledge that you are standing somewhere that long predates you and will long outlast you is inescapable. If you drive all the way east, to Halawa Valley, you find the overgrown ruins of sacred places--an abandoned 19th-century church, plus remnants of heiau, or places of worship, dating back to the 600s. The desire to protect the island's way of life is fierce. Nobody wants it to turn into O'ahu or Maui--commodified and overrun by tourists, caricatured by outsiders who know nothing of this place. For locals across Hawai'i, especially the large number who work in the hospitality industry, this reality is an ongoing source of fury. As the historian Daniel Immerwahr put it to me: "It is psychologically hard to have your livelihood be a performance of your own subordination."

The directions Ritte had given me were, in essence: Fly to Moloka'i, drive east for 12 miles, and look for my fishpond. So I did. Eventually, I stopped at a place that I thought could be his, a sprawling, grassy property with some kukui-nut trees, a couple of sheds, and a freshwater spring. No sign of Ritte. But I met a man who introduced himself as Ua and said he could take me to him. I asked Ua how long he'd been working with Uncle Walter, and he grinned. "My whole life," he said. Walter is his father.

Ua drove us east in his four-wheeler through a misty rain. This particular vehicle had a windshield but no wipers, so I assumed the role of leaning all the way out of the passenger side to squeegee water off the glass.

We found Ritte standing in a field wearing dirty jeans and a black T-shirt that said Kill Em' With Aloha. Ritte is lean and muscular--at almost 80 years old, he has the look of someone who has worked outside his whole life, which he has. We decided to head makai, back toward the ocean, so Ritte could show me his obsession.

When we got there, he led me down a short, rocky pier to a thatched-roof hut and pointed out toward the water. What we were looking at was the rebuilt structure of a massive fishpond, first constructed by ancient Hawaiians some 700 years ago. Ritte has been working on it forever, attempting to prove that the people of Hawai'i can again feed themselves.

"I am not an American. I want my family to survive. And we're not going to survive with continental values."

The mechanics of the pond are evidence of Native Hawaiian genius. A stone wall serves as an enclosure for the muliwai, or brackish, area where fresh and salt water meet. A gate in the wall, when opened, allows small fish to swim into the muliwai but blocks big fish from getting out. And when seawater starts to pour into the pond, fish already in the pond swim over to it, making it easy to scoop them out. "Those gates are the magic," Ritte tells me.

Back when Hawai'i was totally self-sustaining, feeding the population required several fishponds across the Islands. Ritte's fishpond couldn't provide for all of Moloka'i, let alone all of Hawai'i, but he does feed his family with the fish he farms. And when something goes wrong--a recent mudslide resulted in a baby-fish apocalypse-- it teaches Ritte what his ancestors would have known but he has had to learn.


Walter Ritte has restored an ancient Hawaiian fishpond on the island of Moloka'i. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



That's how his vision went from restoring the fishpond to restoring the ahupua'a, which in ancient Hawai'i referred to a slice of land extending from the mountains down to the ocean. If the land above the pond had been properly irrigated, it could have prevented the mudslide that killed all those fish. And if everyone on Moloka'i tended to their ahupua'a the way their ancestors did, the island might in fact be able to dramatically reduce its reliance on imported food.

But over the years, Ritte said, the people of Hawai'i got complacent. Too many forgot how to work hard, how to sweat and get dirty. Too few questioned what their changing way of life was doing to them. This is how they became "sitting ducks," he told me, too willing to acclimate to a country that is not truly their own. "I am not an American. I want my family to survive. And we're not going to survive with continental values," he said. "Look at the government. Look at the guy who was president. And he's going to be president again. He's an asshole. So America has nothing that impresses me. I mean, why would I want to be an American?"

Ritte said he may not live to see it, but he believes Hawai'i will one day become an independent nation again. "There's a whole bunch of people who are not happy," he said. "There's going to be some violence. You got guys who are really pissed. But that's not going to make the changes that we need."

Still, change does not always come the way you expect. Ritte believes that part of what he's doing on Moloka'i is preparing Hawai'i for a period of tremendous unrest that may come sooner rather than later, as stability in the world falters and as Hawaiians are roused to the cause of independence. "All the years people said, 'You can control the Hawaiians, don't worry; you can control them.' But now they're nervous you cannot control them."

During my visit to Pu'uhonua O Waimanalo, the compound that Dennis Kanahele and Brandon Maka'awa'awa have designated as the headquarters for the Nation of Hawai'i, Maka'awa'awa invited me to the main office, a house that they use as a government building to hatch plans and discuss foreign relations. Recently, Kanahele and their foreign minister traveled to China on a diplomatic visit. And they've established peace treaties with Native American tribes in the contiguous United States--the same kind of treaty that the United States initially forged with the Kingdom of Hawai'i, they pointed out to me.

These days, they are not interested in American affairs. They see anyone who works with the Americans, including Kuhio Lewis and Brian Schatz, as sellouts or worse. To them, the best president the United States ever had was Clinton, because he was the one who signed the apology bill. Barack Obama may get points for being local--he was born and raised on O'ahu--but they're still waiting for him to do something, anything, for the Hawaiian people. As it happens, Obama has a house about five miles down the road. "I still believe that he's here for a reason in Waimanalo," Kanahele said, referring to this area of the island. "I believe the reason is what we're doing."

Outside, light rains occasionally swept over the house, and chickens and cats wandered freely. Inside was cozy, more bunker than Oval Office, with a rusted door swung open and walls covered in papers and plans. At one end of the room was a fireplace, and over the mantel was a large map of the world with Hawai'i at the center, alongside portraits of Queen Lili'uokalani and her brother King Kalakaua. Below that was a large humpback whale carved from wood, and wooden blocks bearing the names and titles of members of the executive branch. Another wall displayed a copy of the Ku'e Petitions, documents that members of the Hawaiian Patriotic League hand-carried to Washington, D.C., in 1897 to oppose annexation.

Kanahele is tall, with broad shoulders and a splatter of freckles on one cheek. He is thoughtful and serious, the kind of person who quiets a room the instant he speaks. But he's also funny and warm. I've heard people describe Kanahele as Kamehameha-like in his looks, and I can see why. Kanahele told me that he is in fact descended from a relative of Kamehameha's, "like, nine generations back." Today, most people know him by his nickname, Bumpy.

Kanahele's vision for the future entails reclaiming all of Hawai'i from the United States and reducing its economic dependence on tourism and defense.

The most animated I saw him was when I asked if he'd ever sat down with a descendant of the overthrowers. After all, it often feels like everyone knows everyone here, and in many cases they do, and have for generations. Kanahele told me the story of how, years ago, he'd had a conversation with Thurston Twigg-Smith, a grandson of Lorrin A. Thurston, who was an architect of the overthrow. Twigg-Smith was the publisher of the daily newspaper the Honolulu Advertiser, and Kanahele still remembers the room they sat in--fancy, filled with books. "I was excited because it was this guy, right? He was involved," Kanahele said.

The experience left him with "ugly feelings," he told me. "He called us cavemen." And Twigg-Smith defended the overthrowers. I mentioned to Kanahele that I'd read Twigg-Smith's account of the coup, in which he refers to it admiringly as "the Hawaiian Revolution."

Twigg-Smith told Kanahele that his grandfather "did the best thing he thought was right at the time," Kanahele said. When Kanahele asked, "Do you think that was right?," Twigg-Smith didn't hesitate. Yes, the overthrow was right, he said. Kanahele's eyes widened as he recounted the exchange. "He thinks his grandfather did the right thing." (Twigg-Smith died in 2016.)

Kanahele and Maka'awa'awa aren't trying to bring back the monarchy. They aren't even trying to build a democracy. Their way of government, outlined in a constitution that Kanahele drafted in 1994, is based on a family structure, including a council of Hawaiian elders and kanaka (Hawaiian) and non-kanaka (non-Hawaiian) legislative branches. "It's a Hawaiian way of thinking of government," Maka'awa'awa said. "It's not democracy or communism or socialism or any of that. It's our own form of government."

Kanahele's vision for the future entails reclaiming all of Hawai'i from the United States and reducing its economic dependence on tourism and defense. He and Maka'awa'awa are unpaid volunteers, Maka'awa'awa told me. "Luckily for me and Uncle, we have very supportive wives who have helped support us for years." Maka'awa'awa said that they used to pay a "ridiculous amount" in property taxes, but thought better of it when contemplating the 65-year lease awarded in 1964 to the U.S. military for $1 at Pohakuloa, a military training area covering thousands of acres on the Big Island. So about eight years ago, they decided to pay $1 a year. The state is "pissed," he told me, but he doesn't care. "Plus," he added, "it's our land."

I had to ask: Doesn't an independent nation need its own military? Other than the one that was already all around them, that is. Some 50,000 active-duty U.S. service members are stationed throughout the Islands. Many of the military's 65-year leases in Hawai'i are up for renewal within the next five years, and debate over what to do with them has already begun. I thought about our proximity to Bellows Air Force Station, just a mile or two down the hill from where we were sitting. Yes, Kanahele told me. "You need one standing army," he said. "You got to protect your natural resources--your lands and your natural resources." Otherwise, he warned, people are "going to be taking them away."

I asked them how they think about the Hawai'i residents--some of whom have been here for generations, descendants of plantation laborers or missionaries--who are not Hawaiian. There are plenty of non-kanaka people who say they are pro-Hawaiian rights, until the conversation turns to whether all the non-kanaka should leave. "We think about that," Kanahele said, because of the "innocents involved. The damage goes back to America and the state of Hawai'i. That's who everybody should be pointing the finger at."

And it's not like they want to take back all 4 million acres of Hawai'i's land, Maka'awa'awa said. "Really, right now, when we talk about the 1.8 million acres of ceded lands"--that is, the crown and government lands that were seized in the overthrow and subsequently turned over to the United States in exchange for annexation--"we're not talking about private lands here. We're talking strictly state lands."

Kanahele calmly corrected him: "And then we will claim all 4 million acres. We claim everything."

As I was reporting this story, I kept asking people: What does America owe Hawai'i, and the Hawaiian people? A better question might be: When does a nation cease to exist? When its leader is deposed? When the last of its currency is melted down? When the only remaining person who can speak its language dies? For years I thought of the annexation-day ceremony in 1898 as the moment when the nation of Hawai'i ceased to be. One account describes the final playing of Hawai'i's national anthem, by the Royal Hawaiian Band, whose leader began to weep as they played. After that came a 21-gun salute, the final national salute to the Hawaiian flag. Then the band played taps. Eventually all kingdoms die. Empires, too.

The overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom set in motion a series of events that disenfranchised Hawaiians, separated them from their land and their culture, and forever altered the course of history in Hawai'i. It was also a moment of enormous and lasting consequence for the United States. It solidified a worldview, famously put forth in the pages of this magazine by the retired naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan in 1890, that America must turn its eyes and its borders ever outward, in defense of the American idea.

From the December 1890 issue: The United States looking outward

But there were others who fought against the expansionists' notion of America, arguing that the true American system of government depended on the consent of the governed. Many of the people arguing this were the abolitionists who led and wrote for this magazine, including Mark Twain and The Atlantic's former editor in chief William Dean Howells, both members of the Anti-Imperialist League. (Other anti-imperialists argued against expansion on racist grounds--that is, that the U.S. should not invite into the country more nonwhite or non-Christian people, of which there were many in Hawai'i.)

This was the debate Americans were having about their country's role in the world when, in March 1893, Grover Cleveland was inaugurated as president for the second time. Cleveland, the 24th president of the United States, had also been the 22nd; Benjamin Harrison's single term had been sandwiched in between. Once he was back in the White House, Cleveland immediately set to work undoing the things that, in his view, Harrison had made a mess of. Primary among those messes was what people had begun to refer to as "the question of Hawaii."

After writing to Harrison in January 1893, Queen Lili'uokalani had sent a letter to her "great and good friend" Cleveland in his capacity as the president-elect. "I beg that you will consider this matter, in which there is so much involved for my people," she wrote, "and that you will give us your friendly assistance in granting redress for a wrong which we claim has been done to us, under color of the assistance of the naval forces of the United States in a friendly port."





Queen Lili'uokalani (top) was deposed in the January 1893 coup; the insurrectionists had support from the highest levels of the U.S. government, and help from U.S. troops (bottom). (Photo12 / Getty; U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command)



Whereas Harrison, in the twilight of his presidency, had sent a treaty to the Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i, Cleveland's first act as president was to withdraw that treaty and order an investigation of the overthrow. Members of the Committee of Safety and their supporters, Cleveland learned, had seized 'Iolani Palace as their new headquarters--they would later imprison Queen Lili'uokalani there, in one of the bedrooms upstairs, for nearly eight months--and raised the American flag over the main government building in the palace square. Cleveland now mandated that the American flag be pulled down and replaced with the Hawaiian flag.

This set off a firestorm in Congress, where Cleveland's critics eventually compared him to a Civil War secessionist. One senator accused him of choosing "ignorant, savage, alien royalty, over American people."

America answered the "question of Hawaii" by deciding that its sphere of influence would not end at California, but would expand ever outward.

By then, the inquiry that Cleveland ordered had come back. As he explained when he sent the report on to Congress, the investigation had found that the overthrow had been an "act of war," and that the queen had surrendered "not absolutely and permanently, but temporarily and conditionally."

Cleveland had dispatched his foreign minister to Hawai'i, former Representative Albert S. Willis of Kentucky, to restore the queen to power. Willis's mission in Honolulu was to issue an ultimatum to the insurrectionists to dissolve their fledgling government, and secure a promise from Queen Lili'uokalani that she would pardon the usurpers. But the Provisional Government argued that the United States had no right to tell it what to do.

"We do not recognize the right of the President of the United States to interfere in our domestic affairs," wrote Sanford Dole, the self-appointed president of Hawai'i's new executive branch. "The Provisional Government of the Hawaiian Islands respectfully and unhesitatingly declines to entertain the proposition of the President of the United States that it should surrender its authority to the ex-Queen."

This was, quite obviously, outrageous. Here Dole and his co-conspirators were claiming to be a sovereign nation--and using this claim to rebuff Cleveland's attempts to return power to the sovereign nation they'd just overthrown--all while having pulled off their coup with the backing of American military forces and having flown an American flag atop the government building they now occupied.

In January 1894, the American sugar baron and longtime Hawai'i resident Zephaniah Spalding testified before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations about the situation in Honolulu. "We have now as near an approach to autocratic government as anywhere," Spalding said. "We have a council of 15, perhaps, composed of the businessmen of Honolulu" who "examine into the business of the country, just the same as is done in a large factory or on a farm."

The insurrectionists had, with support from the highest levels of the U.S. government, successfully overthrown a nation. They'd installed an autocracy in its place, with Dole as president.

Americans argued about Hawai'i for five long years after the overthrow. And once the United States officially annexed Hawai'i in 1898 under President William McKinley, Dole became the first governor of the United States territory. Most Americans today know his name only because of the pineapple empire one of his cousins started.

All along, the debate over Hawai'i was not merely about the fate of an archipelago some 5,000 miles away from Washington. Nor is the debate over Hawai'i's independence today some fringe argument about long-ago history. America answered the "question of Hawaii" by deciding that its sphere of influence would not end at California, but would expand ever outward. Harrison took the aggressive, expansionist view. Cleveland took the anti-imperialist, isolationist one. This ideological battle, which Harrison ultimately won (and later regretted, after he joined the Anti-Imperialist League himself), is perhaps the most consequential chapter in all of U.S. foreign relations. You can draw a clear, straight line from the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom to the attack on Pearl Harbor to America's foreign policy today, including the idea that liberal democracy is worth protecting, at home and abroad.

It's easy to feel grateful for this ethos when contemplating the alternative. In the past century, America's global dominance has, despite episodes of galling overreach, been an extraordinary force for good around the world. The country's strategic position in the Pacific allowed the United States to win World War II (and was a big reason the U.S. entered the war in the first place). The U.S. has continued to serve as a force for stability and security in the Pacific in a perilous new chapter. How might the world change without the United States to stand up to Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin?


Some people in Hawai'i now want to plan for how to regain--and sustain--independence if the United States loses power. (Brendan George Ko)



But to treat the U.S. presence in Hawai'i as inevitable, or even as a shameful but justified means to an end, is to disregard the values for which Americans have fought since the country's founding. It was the United States' expansion into the Pacific that established America as a world superpower. And it all began with the coup in Honolulu, an autocratic uprising of the sort that the United States fights against today.

Perhaps the true lesson of history is that what seems destined in retrospect--whether the election of a president or the overthrow of a kingdom--is often much messier and more uncertain as it unfolds. John Waihe'e, the former governor, told me that he no longer thinks about how to gain sovereignty, but rather how Hawai'i should begin planning for a different future--one that may arrive unexpectedly, and on terms we may not now be considering.

Waihe'e is part of a group of local leaders that has been working to map out various possible futures for Hawai'i. The idea is to take into account the most pronounced challenges Hawai'i faces: the outside wealth reshaping the Islands, the economic overreliance on tourism, the likelihood of more frequent climate disasters, the potential dissolution of democracy in the United States. One of the options is to do nothing at all, to accept the status quo, which Waihe'e feels certain would be disastrous.

Jon Kamakawiwo'ole Osorio, another member of the group, agrees. Osorio is the dean of the Hawai'inuiakea School of Hawaiian Knowledge at the University of Hawai'i at Manoa. Undoing a historic wrong may be impossible, he told me, but you have a moral obligation to try. "If things don't change, things are going to be really fucked up here," Osorio said. "They will continue to deteriorate." (As for how things are going in the United States generally, he put it this way: "I wouldn't wish Trump on anyone, not even the Americans.")

Osorio's view is that Hawaiians should take more of a Trojan-horse approach--"a state government that essentially gets taken over by successive cadres of people who want to see an end to military occupation, who want to see an end to complete reliance on tourism, who see other kinds of possibilities in terms of year-round agriculture," he told me. "Basically, being culturally and socially more and more distinct from the United States." That doesn't mean giving up on independence; it just means taking action now, thinking less about history and more about the future.

But history is still everywhere in Hawai'i. On the east side of Moloka'i, I drove by a house that had a sign out front that just said 1893 with a splotch of red, like blood. If you head southwest on Kaua'i past Hanapepe, and then on to Waimea, you can walk out onto the old whaling pier and see the exact spot where Captain James Cook first landed, in 1778. Not far from there is the old smokestack from a rusted-out sugar plantation. All around, you can see the remnants of more than two centuries of comings and goings. A place that was once completely apart from the world is now forever altered by outsiders. And yet the trees still spill mangoes onto the ground, and the moon still rises over the Pacific. Hawaiians are still here. As long as they are, Hawai'i belongs to them.

Read: How to save a dying language

Over the course of my reporting, several Hawaiians speculated that Hawai'i's independence may ultimately come not because it is granted by the United States, but because the United States collapses under the second Trump presidency, or some other world-altering course of events. People often dismiss questions of Hawaiian independence by arguing, fairly, that if the United States hadn't seized the kingdom, Britain, Japan, or Russia almost certainly would have. Now people in Hawai'i want to plan for how to regain--and sustain--independence if the United States loses power.

Things change; Hawai'i certainly has. All these years, I've been trying to understand what Hawai'i lost, what was stolen, and how to get it back. What I failed to realize, until now, is that the story of the overthrow is not really the story of Hawai'i. It is the story of America. It is the story of how dangerous it is to assume that anything is permanent. History teaches us that nothing lasts forever. Hawaiians have learned that lesson. Americans would do well to remember it.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "What Happens When You Lose Your Country?"
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The Conversation Democrats Need to Have

The party should stop talking to itself and start hearing what voters have to say.

by Jon Favreau




In the weeks since the election, I've been thinking about the woman who told me she'd heard that Kamala Harris "let in all the illegals who killed all those cops."

I met her when a few of us from Pod Save America were knocking doors in Las Vegas the Sunday before the election. She was listed in the voter file as a 72-year-old registered Democrat who hadn't voted yet, so we rang the doorbell and were greeted by a small Asian woman and a very large dog. Her broken English wasn't easy to understand, and the barking didn't help, but her concern about the cop-killing immigrants was clear.

We skipped the fact-check and assured the woman that Vice President Harris promised to crack down on illegal immigration and close the border if it got out of control. She seemed mildly encouraged, but not sold. We told her that Harris also wanted to make prescriptions cheaper for her and cut her taxes. Then she pointed to a photo of the vice president on the campaign literature we were holding: "Is that her?" We nodded. The woman gave us a thumbs-up and a promise that she'd vote for Harris.

This wasn't the type of exchange we'd expected, but only because the outcome was successful. Most interactions with voters aren't as satisfying as you hope, and some are just bizarre. When I was conducting focus groups for a podcast I host called The Wilderness, a Latino voter in Vegas told me that his two favorite political leaders were Governor Ron DeSantis and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, because they were both "outsiders" who were willing to "take on the establishment." An older Milwaukee voter said that he had voted for Barack Obama and then Donald Trump because "they both felt like change." A young Black man in Atlanta said that because of crime and inflation, he regretted his vote for Joe Biden, and that "at least Trump is an honest liar."

Roge Karma: Why the Democrats got the politics of immigration so wrong for so long

The show would sometimes get harsh reviews from Democrats, whose reactions to these focus groups I'd charitably describe as frustrated disbelief: "Infuriating." "Depressing." "Couldn't listen." "Why didn't you correct them?" "How did you not just walk out?"

I understand why people would feel this way. Well, I understand why people like us would feel this way. If you care enough about politics to read The Atlantic or listen to Pod Save America or scroll through an infinite feed of strangers' opinions, you mostly encounter broadly cohesive political identities. Even if we don't agree with the views of leftists or liberals or Never Trumpers or MAGA Republicans, we understand them (or at least we think we do). The people whose views we don't understand tend to be the people who simply don't follow politics that closely.

And yet, that's most Americans.

This majority still votes, but not in every election. They typically vote for the same party, but not always. Their political beliefs can be all over the map: left on some issues, right on others; willing to compromise on some issues, not on others. They tend to be less partisan (which doesn't mean they're centrist), less ideological (which doesn't mean they're moderate), and less likely to see politics as a black-and-white, life-and-death struggle with clear heroes and villains (which doesn't mean they don't care). They're also less likely to have a four-year college degree, which is now the best predictor of how Americans vote and the central divide in American politics--a divide that continues to grow.

The Democratic Party is currently on the wrong side of an unforgiving math problem. Fewer than four in 10 Americans have graduated college, and that number is even smaller in the battleground states that decide the presidency and control of Congress. In each of the past three elections, Trump has picked up millions of new votes from Americans without a degree who had previously supported Democrats. And every time, Democrats have taken comfort in explanations that, although plausible, absolve us from the hard work of winning back these voters.

In 2016, we told ourselves that the only reason white, working-class Obama voters could possibly choose Trump over Hillary Clinton was misogyny, racism, or misinformation. In 2020, Trump's gains with working-class Latinos were blamed on Cubans in Florida and COVID-19 lockdowns. In 2024, Trump won even more support from working-class Latino voters and Asian voters and Black voters. He won new votes from working-class Gen Z and Millennial voters. He made huge gains in working-class border communities and the immigrant neighborhoods of big cities.

Democrats can choose again to take comfort in an explanation that requires very little of us: If the party lost in 2024 because people were fed up with high costs and an old incumbent, maybe we can win in 2028 if people are still fed up with high costs and an old incumbent. Or maybe Democrats can just crank up the economic populism. Or sand down the edges of identity politics. Or create better ads, or hire smarter operatives, or run younger candidates, or find a Joe Rogan but without any of the stuff that makes liberals mad and Rogan popular. Surely, someone on Bluesky has the answer.

The truth is, 2024 should be a clarifying moment for those of us who have spent the past decade trying to keep Trump out of power. Half of the country just took another flier on the guy who attempted a coup--a convicted felon who somehow won 16 million more votes than he did in 2016. Democrats are about to have as little power as they've had at any time in the past two decades for a simple reason: Most Americans weren't convinced that they'd be better off under Democratic rule. That's it. And there's no shortcut back to power that avoids the difficult task of convincing people to change their minds.

Democrats need to get back into the persuasion business. Interactions with voters, frustrating as they often are, are always a good reminder of how different it feels to talk politics with a person you're genuinely trying to persuade. You don't speak in phrases from a candidate's overly polished speech or carefully worded interview answers. You don't talk like an ad that supposedly tests well but somehow sounds like every other Democratic ad you've ever heard. And the conversations certainly don't sound at all like people talk and argue about politics online. Imagine if the woman we met in Las Vegas had posted her cop-killing-immigrants question on social media. Does anyone think the resulting discourse would've won her vote--or any votes? I can't say I would've responded the same way I did in person.

Read: The coming Democratic revolution

Persuading voters is primarily the job of politicians and political professionals. But we now live in an era when the typical voter's occasional glimpse at the spectacle of American politics is less likely to be a candidate's speech or a campaign ad than an algorithmic assortment of takes and arguments from media figures, activists, and anyone with an opinion and a social-media account. This means that, whether we like it or not, the small minority of us who obsessively follow and talk and post about politics play a role in shaping the views of the majority of Americans who don't: a multiracial, working-class majority that has come to believe politics is largely irrelevant to their lives.

And can we really blame them?

Trump has been the main character of American politics for nearly a decade, so that certainly hasn't helped, but neither has the exhausting drama he's pulled us into, over and over again. He acts, we react, and sometimes overreact. Political obsessives see a debate in which the stakes are total and the right side is obvious. But more often than not, the person who's just checking in sees a fight that sounds both silly and sanctimonious, trivial and hyperbolic, inaccessible and exhausting--all of which feeds into the autocrat's empty promise that he can liberate us from the messier parts of a system in which everyone gets a say and nothing seems to get done.

Democrats can no longer just assert that this path is wrong; we have to show that a better way exists--yes, in the policies we propose and in the facts we present, but also in how we approach the essential work of politics in a democracy.

When someone expresses a view we find immoral or offensive, it's not that they never deserve to be scolded or shamed. It's that making people feel unwelcome or unwanted is self-defeating and antithetical to the project of democratic governance--a radical belief that everyone has equal worth and deserves an equal voice in organizing a society where dissenting views are tolerated, minority rights are protected, and progress happens only when minds are changed.

The last time Democrats suffered a defeat of this year's magnitude was in 2004, when George W. Bush won the popular vote to secure a second term and the Republicans controlled Congress. Some people have pointed out that, at the time, the smart money was on Democrats nominating a swing-state moderate in 2008. A Black guy from Chicago named Barack Hussein Obama who had broken with his party on the Iraq War wasn't really in the cards. The suggestion is that maybe Democrats should worry less about where our next candidates fall on the political spectrum and more about whether they can rally the party faithful.

But that is based on a misconception about why Obama was the last Democratic president since Franklin D. Roosevelt to twice win an electoral majority. For all the attention on his charisma and ability to inspire, an underrated aspect of Obama's appeal was how hard he tried to empathize with the people he was trying to lead. Even if they weren't for him, he made it clear that he was for them. Part of that capacity came from navigating so many different worlds as he grew up. But part of it was his background as a community organizer.

Organizers understand better than just about anyone else in politics what it takes to change minds, because they spend their days talking with people who aren't like them, don't know them, and don't think like them. I spend way too much of my life arguing about politics online and on mic, but the disagreements I appreciate the most--the conversations that make me think differently--are almost always with people who have a background in organizing for a cause or campaign. Whether the person's politics are to the left or the right of my own, their experience tends to make them more patient, understanding, and compelling than 95 percent of social-media interactions. That's because organizers aren't looking to perform for the people who already agree with them. They're looking to persuade the people who don't. They don't just want to be right. They want to win.
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The Bizarre Normalcy of Trump 2.0

In postelection Washington, the mood is calm--and the developments are disturbing.

by Jonathan Chait




A very strange disjuncture has opened up in Washington between the serene mood and the alarming developments that are under way. The surface is calm because the Republican presidential candidate won the election, and Democrats, the only one of the two major parties committed on principle to upholding the legitimacy of election results, conceded defeat and are cooperating in the peaceful transition of power. Whatever energy the chastened Democrats can muster at the moment is aimed inward, at factional struggles over their future direction.

Meanwhile, what is actually happening in the capital is, by any rational standard, disturbing. Donald Trump is filling his administration with "loyalists," a prerogative that his opponents have grudgingly accepted as his due. Yet he is defining loyalist in maximal terms, including the belief that Trump legitimately won the 2020 election and was justified in his attempt to seize power. The winners are rewriting the history of the insurrection, and their version of history is about to acquire the force of law.

Consider three developments just from the past weekend.

On Saturday, The New York Times reported that the Trump transition team is asking applicants for high-level positions in the Defense Department and intelligence agencies three questions: which candidate they supported in the past three elections, what they thought about January 6, and whether they believed the 2020 election was stolen. Among the "wrong" answers, applicants say, are conceding that Trump lost the election or that his supporters should not have tried to overturn the result.

Franklin Foer: How the Trump resistance gave up

The purpose of these issue screens is not merely to ensure that Trump benefits from advisers who are committed to his success and wished for it all along. After all, plenty of Republicans voted for Trump multiple times without endorsing his attempted autogolpe. The purpose, rather, is to weed out anybody who dissents from Trump's conviction that he is entitled to rule regardless of what the Constitution says. Trump believes, not without reason, that his first term was undermined by the insufficient devotion of his underlings, most famously Mike Pence (of "Hang Mike Pence!" fame).

Then, yesterday, in an interview with NBC, Trump reiterated his promise to free the January 6 insurrectionists. He justified this promise on the supposed grounds that the J6 criminals are being confined in a "hellhole" (better known as the D.C. jail) and that their guilty pleas were coerced with the threat of even longer prison sentences had they gone to trial. (These are, of course, routine features of a criminal-justice system Trump normally depicts as too soft.) He denied the well-documented fact that some rioters assaulted police officers, even claiming that the cops invited the rioters into the Capitol before unfairly arresting them. And he proceeded to say that members of the congressional committee investigating January 6 were themselves criminals who should be in prison, alleging without any basis that the committee "deleted and destroyed" evidence that Nancy Pelosi was responsible for the insurrection.

It remains exceedingly unlikely that this rhetoric will lead to any members of the January 6 committee facing prison time. What Trump's comments signify is the complete political turnabout that he has wrought since January 2021. In the aftermath of the insurrection, Trump was disgraced, the insurrectionists faced legal accountability for their attempt to seize power, and--this is a measure of how distant that period of post-J6 recriminations now feels--American corporations were withholding financial contributions from any Republicans who had endorsed it.

By next month, the insurrectionists may be free, and the opponents of the insurrection will be the hunted ones. Whether their punishment amounts to facing bogus criminal charges or mere political banishment (a price most that pro-democracy Republicans have already paid) remains to be seen.

David A. Graham: The Trump believability gap

Finally, last night, Trump announced that he will appoint Michael Anton as director of policy planning at the State Department. This announcement attracted little attention, and given that Anton already served during the first Trump term (in a communications role), it hardly moves the needle. But Anton's appointment does highlight the banal ubiquity of authoritarian thinking in the Trumpified Republican Party.

Anton is best known for an essay published eight years ago called "The Flight 93 Election." In it, he argued that conservatives should support Trump, despite their serious reservations about his character, because another Democratic term in office would amount to the death of the republic. (Hillary Clinton, like the 9/11 hijackers, would steer the country toward the equivalent of a fiery demise.) At the time, Anton's argument stood out for its existential tone and hysterical life-and-death metaphor. Now his logic--that permitting Democrats to win a single national election is tantamount to national suicide, the prevention of which justifies any measures, legal or otherwise--is a required belief for service in the power ministries. Once an oddball, Anton is just another Trump bureaucrat who subscribes to the party's rule-or-perish ideology.

Exactly how this belief system will play out over the next four years is a wide-open question, one that those of us who don't subscribe to it would prefer not to contemplate. In the meantime, we are in the midst of an uneasy transfer of legitimate democratic power to a party whose leader, at least for the moment, does not need to seize it by force.
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A New Bracero Program Is Not the Solution

An Eisenhower-era initiative holds key lessons for Trump's immigration policy.

by Mae Ngai




A few days before Thanksgiving, President-Elect Donald Trump pledged to impose a 25 percent tariff on goods from Mexico unless the country halted the flow of migrants and drugs across the southern border. Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum offered a stiff response, which was followed by what she called a "very kind" phone conversation between the two. Trump claimed that Sheinbaum had agreed to "close" the border, which she said was a misinterpretation. But she did say that there was "no potential tariff war."

Meanwhile, Reuters reported that American growers have asked Trump to spare U.S. agriculture from mass deportations, lest labor shortages lead to a spike in grocery prices. Trump has not publicly responded.

Is there a deal in the making? History might offer insight into some of the options that Trump faces and what they portend.

In recent months, reporters have repeatedly asked me about Operation Wetback, the Eisenhower-era mass deportation of Mexican farmworkers that Trump has held up as a model for his plans to rid the country of unauthorized migrants. The deportation of a million farmworkers in 1954 was brutal and cruel. Truckloads of workers were dumped over the border in the northern Mexico desert, where some died from heatstroke. Others were sent across the Gulf of Mexico to Veracruz in cargo freighters that one West Virginia congressman called "hell-ships."

David A. Graham: Trump signals that he's serious about mass deportation

Trump faces several options. One scenario has been sketched out by Stephen Miller and Project 2025: rounding up 10 million to 12 million unauthorized immigrants from workplaces, farms, and communities; detaining them in camps; and deporting them. Though this would be wildly expensive and logistically difficult, at least some are taking the prospect seriously. Stock prices in private prison companies rose the day after the election, and Texas officials announced that the state would provide land for the administration to erect detention camps.

A scaled-back version might involve flashy raids and the deportation of a million people or more. That would be bad enough, to be sure, and would have the additional effect of striking fear throughout all immigrant communities. There'd be serious harm, uprooting people from their homes and jobs and separating families, but it might play out like the wall that Trump promised in 2016 that he'd build on the border and force Mexico to cover the cost of. Once in office, he built a few hundred miles, called it beautiful, claimed victory, and everyone forgot about it. (Mexico, of course, didn't pay a dime.)

The recent Trump-Sheinbaum exchange and the entreaties made by agricultural interests suggest a different possibility, that we might return to the sort of arrangement that prevailed in the 1950s, with all of its problems.

Although Eisenhower began by deporting more than a million Mexicans from the border area in 1954, apprehensions dropped to 240,000 the following year; 72,000 the next; and 44,000 the year after that. The vaunted "military operation" was a onetime spectacle, not an ongoing mass-deportation drive. Unauthorized border crossings dropped because the government opened up an alternative, allowing growers to hire laborers at the border. In other words, it turned erstwhile "illegal" workers into "legal" ones. Immigration officials called it "drying out the wetbacks." The growers enrolled them in the so-called Bracero Program, the Mexican agricultural guest-worker program that had been in place since the early 1940s.

Under a bilateral agreement between the United States and Mexico, recruitment for the Bracero Program was supposed to take place at designated centers in various states in Mexico's interior, making access to the program available throughout the country. By shifting hiring to the border, the government solved illegal immigration with a bureaucratic sleight of hand. After 1954, the number of bracero contracts increased. It grew by 25 percent in 1955 and then held steady at about 450,000 a year through the end of the decade.

A new guest-worker program like the Bracero Program might be legal--but its legality would be a sham.

The Bracero Program had begun in 1943 as an emergency measure to alleviate labor shortages caused by the draft during World War II. After the war ended, growers insisted that the program continue. They liked that it provided cheap labor under controlled conditions. Braceros worked on short-term contracts that required them to leave the U.S. upon their expiration. This was meant to ensure that there would be no families or communities established in the U.S.--and, of course, no future citizens.

Bracero farmworkers picked fruit in California, cotton in Arizona, sugar beets in Colorado, and vegetables in Texas's Rio Grande Valley. Employers routinely flouted regulations on wages, hours, and conditions because enforcement of such rules was scant. They housed workers in shabby barracks and shacks, gave them substandard food, and forbade them to leave the farms without a pass. Though "legal," braceros were not safe from deportation either. Employers sent back to Mexico those workers who spoke out or organized to protect their rights. The immigration service also apprehended and deported braceros who "skipped" their contracts.

The guest workers, in effect, labored under a form of indentured servitude. The Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery after the Civil War, had also barred "involuntary servitude"--and the Foran Act in 1885 forbade hiring foreign workers under contract. In 1951, though, Congress lifted the ban to facilitate the Mexican labor program. Public Law 78 stipulated that Mexican guest workers would not displace or depress the wages of domestic workers and provided for decent conditions and protections from abuse. In general, however, these protections were not worth the paper they were written on. Most fundamental, braceros did not have the right to quit--the hallmark of free labor.

The Bracero Program wound down in the early 1960s, in part because the harvesting of some crops became mechanized. The program was also receiving public condemnation for its abuses and unfreedoms. Willard Wirtz, the secretary of labor under President John F. Kennedy, began aggressively enforcing the protections in the contracts. Growers gave up the program, and it ended in 1964.

Ronald Brownstein: Trump's 'knock on the door'

Although the Bracero Program was the largest guest-worker program in U.S. history, involving 4.6 million contracts from 1947 to 1964, it was not the only such program, nor was it the last. In the 1960s, the U.S. imported 15,000 laborers from Jamaica to harvest sugar cane in Florida and pick fruit along the Atlantic seaboard. Congress created two new immigration categories for guest workers--H-2A in agriculture and H-1B in other industries--making the use of temporary foreign contract labor a permanent feature of the U.S. economic and immigration systems.

In 2023, more than 1 million people in the U.S. were on temporary work visas--310,000 in agriculture and 755,000 in other industries, such as high tech, theme parks, resorts, and universities. Like the braceros who came before them, they are bound to their employers and cannot strike. Many are deported if they complain about being cheated of their wages or if they are injured on the job. The Southern Poverty Law Center reports that the H2 "program is rife with labor and human rights violations ... It harms the interests of U.S. workers, as well, by undercutting wages and working conditions for those who labor at the lowest rungs of the economic ladder."

Guest workers have long been used around the world to address labor needs while keeping unwanted ethnic populations from becoming permanent residents or citizens of the host countries--among them, Turkish workers in Germany in the late 20th century and Bangladeshi and Filipino workers in the Gulf States today. Here in the U.S., "legalizing" illegal immigrants by making them guest workers would continue a dishonorable tradition. Americans should not be fooled if Trump announces it as a "beautiful" solution to illegal immigration.

The hidden lesson of Operation Wetback is that it's actually easy to transform unauthorized immigrants into legally authorized workers. But if we want immigrants' labor, we should not only allow them to come here legally, but also enable them to freely participate in the labor market and, if they wish, settle and become citizens. That would be true legalization.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/12/disturbing-history-bracero-program/680926/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Biden's Pardon Proves Trump Right

By pardoning his son, the president shows he's a politician after all.

by Mark Leibovich




Last week, President Biden served up a Thanksgiving leftover that no one wanted: a "full and unconditional pardon" of his son Hunter.

Among Democrats, full and unconditional heartburn has ensued. This, to go along with the Democrats' preexisting agita set off by last month's election defeat, their circular blame-gaming, Donald Trump's ruffian roster of Cabinet picks, and Kamala Harris's continuing onslaught of post-debacle fundraising emails (unsubscribe, please!). Now already despondent Democrats have been left trying to explain away the rank hypocrisy of the outgoing octogenarian in the White House.

As soon as the pardon news dropped, I thought of that metaphor that people still toss around to explain Trump's appeal: He's a "big middle finger" to the priggish pieties of the political establishment. It is not that Trump's supporters admire everything about him. They just appreciate that his impolitic language and crude style are a rebuke to the self-serving hypocrites in charge.

Turns out that Biden can wield a big middle finger himself. And straight at the dwindling ranks of his own defenders. Several of them had gone on TV in the past and echoed Biden's promise that he would never pardon Hunter. They'd said that Biden would not resort to the kind of naked self-dealing that Trump so breezily engaged in; that Democrats--unlike Republicans--remain "committed to the rule of law," that Biden was "a man of his word."

Read: Biden's unpardonable hypocrisy

And now they've gotten to see those clips played back over and over again.

As Biden himself said when he ended his reelection campaign, "The truth, the sacred cause of this country, is larger than any one of us."

Well, at least until after Election Day. At which point, all bets are off.

The moral high ground can be overrated real estate. Especially for an ornery short-timer, whose understudy lost to a felon, and whose own son was facing jail time.

"This sacred task of perfecting our union is not about me," Biden also said this past summer. "It's about you."

Okay, great. But here's the deal, as the president would say: This is not the first time Biden has made liars out of his legions of loyalists. In fact, Biden spent a good portion of his presidency perpetuating his own big lie: that the downturns of age somehow did not apply to him, that he could continue to perform the most stressful job in the world deep into his 80s. He kept insisting as much even when his decline had become plainly evident.

Worse, Biden implicated a party full of proxies in his delusion. With few exceptions, they defended his diminished capacity even as it became clear that he was well past his freshness date. Biden exhausted a great deal of goodwill with this charade.

As brazen as Biden's pardon reversal was, it was not surprising. Biden is a politician, after all. He has been one for his entire adult life. Sometimes politicians will shift positions. Also known as "lie." They can be slippery, selfish, opportunistic, and calculating.

Read: Hunter Biden was unfairly prosecuted

But eventually, they have nothing left to lose. They might as well grab what they can. It might not make for the cleanest of rides into the sunset, but it can save a world of hassle in retirement.

Biden was shunted aside by his own team. When Trump won anyway, Biden still caught a great deal of the blame. He obviously feels much less indebted to the Democratic Party than he once did.

It is easy to sympathize with Biden's paternal concern and self-interest. Hunter Biden has suffered immense loss, has struggled with addiction, and was almost certainly targeted because of his family's position. Joe Biden has expressed guilt that his own hyper-public role has made things harder on his only surviving son. He understandably feels protective, especially during these last weeks in power when he can still help Hunter. It's not as if Trump has been shy, either, in expressing his intent to punish his political enemies.

Read: Any parent would have done the same

But the decision will leave Americans even more jaded than they already were. And that's just what Trump wants. He never tried to convince anyone that he was pure, only that everyone else was dirty. He had no interest in claiming to be righteous. Power was the only currency he wanted.

It is telling that one of the most popular defenses for Biden's pardon is that he had every right to do it. And no doubt Trump would do the same. Only losers get hung up on norms and unspoken rules.

"If a manifestly unfit Barnum & Bailey confidence man like Trump could become president, then why are the rest of us out here minding our p's and q's?" is how Tim Miller, writing in The Bulwark, summarized the rationale. Miller went on to fiercely reject this position. He described the "LOL nothing matters" attitude of the Trump era as "morally bankrupt and childish."

Trump assumed the worst of politicians. He then lowered the bar accordingly. For the most part, Biden adhered to a much nobler and more honorable standard of the presidency. That's what made this final act so painful: He proved the cynics right.
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Why Voters Rejected Election Reform

In state after state, they rejected proposals to fix two of the most hated problems in politics.

by Russell Berman




This was supposed to be the year that political reform took off. A nearly $100 million campaign gave voters in seven states the opportunity to scrap party primaries, enact ranked-choice balloting, or both. Advocates of overhauling elections had billed the proposals as a fix for two of the most hated problems in politics: gridlock and polarization. And they promised nothing short of a transformation across state capitols and Congress--more compromise, less partisanship, and better governance.

Voters said "No, thanks." Election-reform measures failed nearly everywhere they were on the ballot in November--in blue states such as Colorado and Oregon, in the battlegrounds of Nevada and Arizona, and in the Republican strongholds of Montana, Idaho, and South Dakota. Alaska was the only state where reformers prevailed: By a margin of just 737 votes, the state rejected an effort to repeal a recently adopted system that combined nonpartisan primaries with ranked-choice voting.

Read: How 2024 could transform American elections

The results were a resounding defeat for boosters who had hoped to expand Alaska's first-in-the-nation voting method, dubbed Final Four Voting, to other states. And these outcomes proved that reformers still haven't figured out how to sell the country on possible solutions to core problems that voters repeatedly tell pollsters they want addressed. "Mea culpa," Katherine Gehl, the entrepreneur who has championed the system for years, told me. "We have totally failed at the marketing."

Final Four advocates are now debating their path forward. Gehl wants to keep pushing in the hope that a renewed education campaign will win over voters. Others worry that the problem runs deeper--and think that scaling back the proposal could be the only viable route. However frustrated voters are with politics, they clearly aren't ready to reshape how they elect their leaders.



Marketing Final Four isn't easy. Explaining how the proposal works and why it would improve governance in a 30-second TV spot would challenge even the best ad makers. The system starts with a primary open to all parties and candidates. The top four finishers advance to the general election, where the winner is determined by ranked-choice voting--itself a relatively new innovation with which many voters are unfamiliar.

The ultimate goal is to reward, rather than punish, cross-party dealmaking. In many states and districts dominated by either Republicans or Democrats, representatives must cater to only the small, polarized slice of the electorate eligible to vote in closed party primaries. Because their general elections aren't competitive, they have little reason to appeal to people beyond their base. The combination of open primaries with ranked-choice voting, Gehl and other advocates argue, allows for more competitive elections. In turn, those will encourage representatives to campaign and legislate with a broader pool of voters in mind, while ensuring that a larger portion of the electorate has a meaningful voice in the election.

Alaska voters approved the system in a 2020 referendum and, in its inaugural run two years later, elected a Democrat to the U.S. House for the first time in 50 years while handing a conservative Republican governor a second term. They also reelected the moderate Republican Senator Lisa Murkowski. In the state Senate, the elections resulted in a bipartisan governing coalition that generated a flurry of compromises. For Final Four's supporters, Alaska was a clear success.

Not everyone agreed. Opponents of the system, joined by the state Republican Party, organized a repeal drive that galvanized opposition to the proposal in other states and nearly ended the Alaskan experiment in its infancy. Critics branded Final Four as an exercise in oligarchy--an attempt by wealthy donors with ulterior motives to foist a confusing system on voters who didn't want or need it.

In Colorado, opponents charged that one of the idea's chief backers, the businessman Kent Thiry, sought to change the state's rules to ease his own path to the governor's office (a claim Thiry denied). Final Four's defeat there this year "was a profound rejection by the grassroots of big money in politics," Senator Michael Bennet, a Colorado Democrat who opposed the reform, told me.

Gehl says she remains committed to the entire Final Four proposal, but others in the movement think the design might need adjustments. It proved to be "a lot for voters to swallow," said Thiry, who co-chairs Unite America, a reform group that spent more than $50 million on ballot campaigns across the country. (Thiry pegged the reform movement's total spending as "in the neighborhood of $100 million.") "We need to look at both what we are proposing as well as how to market it."

Although the proposals do not inherently advantage one party over the other, Republicans have turned against ranked-choice voting in particular, and the idea has fallen out of favor with some political reformers who say its use in Maine and cities including New York and San Francisco has done little to improve local elections or governance. Many of the ads that Final Four backers ran focused only on the open-primary part of the reform--an acknowledgment that ranked-choice voting would be a tougher sell. (For her part, Gehl avoids the words ranked-choice voting entirely, preferring the term instant-runoff elections instead.)

Nick Troiano: Party primaries must go

Eric Bronner, a co-founder of the group Veterans for All Voters, told me that internal polling in Nevada found much higher support for nonpartisan primaries than for ranked-choice voting; exit polling commissioned by Unite America in Colorado found a similar split. Ranked voting seems to be struggling because of both its complexity and the emerging partisan divide over the idea. That gap appeared to bear out in election results: In Montana, a proposal calling for a top-four primary fell short of passage by just two percentage points, while in Oregon, a ballot measure to use ranked-choice voting in major statewide elections lost by 15 points.

For reformers, the defeat in Nevada might have stung the most. Because state law requires that constitutional amendments pass in two consecutive elections, voters revisited a proposal that they had already approved in 2022--one that combined nonpartisan primaries with general elections run by ranked-choice voting. Despite its earlier success, the measure failed by six points, a result that its backers attributed in part to a better-funded opposition campaign. The "yes" campaign still spent far more money in the state, but with so much focus on the presidential campaign, Bronner said, it couldn't break through. In the absence of a compelling message, voters stuck with the status quo. "Everyone agrees the current system is not working well," he told me. "But then there's a hundred different possible solutions, and getting people to agree on one and then care enough about it that they're willing to go knock on doors or sign petitions ... we just haven't cracked the code on that yet."

In Colorado, top Democrats were split on the Final Four proposal. Governor Jared Polis and Senator John Hickenlooper endorsed the idea, but the state Democratic Party and Bennet, Colorado's senior senator, campaigned against it. Bennet told me the change would represent a "radical transformation" of the state's election system, which he didn't mean as a compliment. Colorado's current election system is a "gold standard" that does not need fixing, he said, and proponents of Final Four made little effort to win support from the ground up. Bennet belittled arguments from Gehl and others that the system would decrease polarization and improve governance. "Their claim is not based on evidence," he told me. "It's based on game theory."

If there's a consensus among Final Four's boosters, it's that November's results should not represent the last verdict. They reject the idea that Americans were issuing a vote of confidence in their political system, even as they acknowledge that advocates have yet to persuade voters to back a fix for it.

Although the reformers' razor-thin margin of victory in Alaska wasn't exactly a ringing endorsement, Gehl said the win allows Final Four more opportunities to produce results. "It's going to take time for us to see the full flowering of what a Final Four voting system creates in terms of healthy competition, innovation, results, and accountability," she told me. "It could easily take 10 years."

In the meantime, proponents could move on to other ideas. Shortly after the election, a pair of centrist Democrats, Representatives Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State and Jared Golden of Maine, introduced legislation proposing a select House committee on electoral reform. In a letter accompanying the proposal, a group of academics declared that polarization in American politics is deeper now than at any point since the Civil War. Election reform, they wrote, can "produce a less hostile politics, a better functioning Congress, and a more representative democracy." Among the proposals the panel would consider are expanding the size of the House of Representatives, creating multimember congressional districts with proportional representation, and establishing independent redistricting commissions. The legislation also mentions the two changes embedded in Final Four: nonpartisan primaries and ranked-choice voting.

Getting Congress to agree even to study these ideas, let alone mandate them, will be a tall order in a Republican-controlled Congress. "It's not something that we expect to go places tomorrow," Dustin Wahl, the deputy executive director of the reform group Fix Our House, told me. "But this is the important step that we would need to take to move in the direction of transformational electoral reform."

Nick Troiano, Unite America's executive director, said his group was already looking at possible targets for more incremental advances. He mentioned Pennsylvania and Arizona as places where state legislators might agree to open their primaries to all voters even if the full Final Four system wasn't viable. Kent Thiry also plans to push forward, comparing the drive for election reform to other movements--such as those advocating for women's suffrage, racial equality, and same-sex marriage--that suffered setbacks before succeeding. But when I asked him whether he would help fund efforts to get Final Four on the ballot again in 2026, he was unsure. "We haven't decided that yet," Thiry said. "The wounds are too fresh."
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Hunter Biden Was Unfairly Prosecuted

His father did the right thing.

by Kristy Greenberg




Critics have argued that President Joe Biden's pardon of his son Hunter was political nepotism--bad for the country, selfish, the height of privilege. But the actual story is the very opposite of nepotism: Hunter Biden was treated worse than an ordinary citizen because of his family connections. It's good for the country when the president acts against injustice; President Biden rightly condemned the injustice of his son's prosecution. His pardon was necessary to prevent Donald Trump's Justice Department from targeting Hunter for years to come.

I worked as a federal criminal prosecutor for the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Southern District of New York for 12 years, during which time I supervised and prosecuted many gun and tax cases. President Biden argues that the gun and tax charges Hunter was convicted of should never have been brought. I agree. When I served as deputy chief for the Southern District of New York's Criminal Division, my job was to approve charging and non-prosecution decisions on gun and tax cases. I would not have approved the felony gun and tax charges brought against Hunter Biden; such charges are rarely--if ever--brought in similar circumstances.

Prosecutors charged Hunter with lying about his drug addiction when he purchased a firearm, and with possessing that firearm while he was a drug addict. They were wrong to do so. As a first-time offender with no criminal record or history of violent behavior who possessed a gun for only 11 days and didn't use it, he did not pose a public-safety risk to warrant federal gun charges. The public interest is served by treating addiction, not weaponizing it. In a gross display of addiction-shaming, prosecutors used Hunter's own words from his memoir about overcoming drug addiction against him at trial. They forced his former romantic partners to testify and dredge up details of his addiction. The prosecution's trial presentation was cruel and humiliating.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Any parent would have done the same

Nor should prosecutors have charged Hunter with failing to pay $1.4 million in taxes during the period when he suffered from drug addiction. The IRS's primary goal--to recover unpaid taxes--was satisfied when Hunter fully repaid the taxes he owed with interest and penalty. Felony tax charges are unwarranted here given that the tax amount is not exorbitant, his nonpayment occurred while he was using illegal drugs, and he fully repaid his taxes. A civil resolution or tax-misdemeanor charges would have been appropriate.

Notably, there had been a fair non-felony plea deal between Trump-appointed Delaware U.S. Attorney David Weiss and Hunter, but congressional Republicans worked to crush it. They opened an investigation into the DOJ's plea negotiations, held hearings with testimony from IRS case agents and prosecutors, and attempted to intervene in the case before the plea. Amid intense political pressure from Republicans, Weiss killed the deal, requested and obtained special-counsel status, and charged Hunter with gun and tax felonies. As President Biden stated in announcing Hunter's pardon, a number of his opponents in Congress took credit for bringing political pressure on the process. President Biden is correct that Hunter was treated differently; most criminal defendants do not have members of Congress interfering in their cases to lobby for harsher treatment. That is not how our criminal-justice system is supposed to work.

If there were reason to believe that Hunter had committed any of the more serious crimes that reportedly were under investigation--bribery, money laundering, or illegal foreign lobbying, I would be far less sympathetic to the president's pardon. But Hunter was never charged with these more serious offenses. Weiss investigated Hunter for six years; that's an unusually long time for a criminal investigation focused on one individual. If after six years Weiss still does not have a real case against Hunter, then it doesn't exist. (Complicating matters is the fact that this past February, Weiss charged Alexander Smirnov--a former FBI informant and the GOP's star witness against Hunter--for falsely accusing President Biden and Hunter of receiving bribes from Ukrainian businessmen.)

Jonathan Chait: Biden's unpardonable hypocrisy

The absence of a credible case against Hunter does not mean that a Trump DOJ wouldn't bring bogus charges against him. During his campaign, Trump vowed that, if elected, he would appoint a special prosecutor to "go after" "the Biden crime family." In nominating Pam Bondi for attorney general and Kash Patel for FBI director, Trump has further signaled how serious he is about using the DOJ as an instrument of personal revenge. At the 2020 Republican convention, Bondi argued that President Biden and his son were corrupt. Recently, Patel proposed using the law "criminally or civilly" against Trump's political rivals. When he announced the pardon, President Biden stated, "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." He's right.

Now is not the time to cling to norms that Trump is poised to shatter. Political prosecutions are coming, and I fear that our democratic institutions will not withstand them.

That's why President Biden's pardon should not be his last. President Biden should use his pardon power to protect others from political prosecution just as he used it to protect his son. He should condemn Trump's plan for political prosecutions. He should pardon Trump's political enemies preemptively to stymie the Trump DOJ's politically motivated investigations. In particular, public servants who have drawn Trump's ire for doing their job should not have to spend precious time and money defending themselves against Trump's lies. Nor should they have to endure the reputational hit, the safety risk, or the emotional toll of political prosecutions. President Biden alone has the power to stop other needless political prosecutions before they begin. He should use it.
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No, Trump Can't Just 'Dismiss' the Senate

The threat from House Republicans should be seen and called out for what it is: an autocratic move that is not just unlawful but contemptuous of constitutionalism.

by Akhil Reed Amar, Josh Chafetz, Thomas P. Schmidt




Donald Trump has not even returned to office, and already a constitutional crisis may be in the making. Trump has started announcing the people he intends to nominate for positions in his new administration. That is his prerogative. Several senators have criticized some of Trump's choices. That is their prerogative (and two Trump nominees have already withdrawn under pressure). But rumors have been circulating of a plan to have Trump dismiss the Senate altogether, in a desperate effort to jam his nominees into office. There is simply no way to do this consistent with the text, history, and structure of the Constitution.

The Constitution and laws require the Senate's approval to fill many of the government's most important offices--such as attorney general or secretary of state--all of which wield extraordinary powers on behalf of the public. The Senate's involvement helps to ensure that the people in these jobs have the necessary competence and integrity. In Alexander Hamilton's apt words, the Senate can prevent the appointment of "unfit characters" who would be no more than "obsequious instruments" of the president's "pleasure."

The Senate's check on the president can, of course, lead to friction and frustration at the start of an administration, while a new president's nominees are considered and sometimes even rejected by the Senate. Advice and consent takes time. But as Justice Louis Brandeis famously observed, checks and balances exist "not to promote efficiency but to preclude the exercise of arbitrary power." The purpose of the Constitution "is not to avoid friction" but "to save the people from autocracy."

Read: The Senate exists for a reason

That is why any effort to cut the Senate out of the appointments process would be troubling; it is disdainful of self-government under a Constitution altogether. Trump's supporters have suggested two ways to get around the Senate's advice-and-consent process. In the first, the Senate would vote to go into recess soon after Trump's inauguration, allowing him to unilaterally make a series of "recess" appointments. That plan may formally be legal, but it is plainly improper. The president is authorized to make recess appointments to "ensure the continued functioning of the Federal Government when the Senate is away," as Justice Stephen Breyer wrote for the Supreme Court in 2014. That mechanism was vital in an age when the Senate was frequently absent from the capital for months at a time and could not quickly and easily reconvene. But, as Breyer also noted, the Constitution does not give "the President the authority routinely to avoid the need for Senate confirmation." For the Senate to go into recess at the beginning of a new administration for the sole purpose of allowing the president to fill up the government with whomever he pleases--all while the Senate is controlled by the president's party and perfectly capable of considering his nominees--would be a clear misuse of the recess-appointment power. Happily, the new Senate seems to agree, balking at Trump's request that it surrender its prerogative so meekly.

As a result, some House Republicans have begun to discuss a more extreme scheme, one Trump considered during his first term: Trump could instead send the Senate home against its will and fill the government during the resulting "recess." This is flagrantly unlawful.

How, one might ask, would such a plan even work? After all, the president, unlike an absolute monarch, does not have the power to dismiss Congress whenever he wants. Three of the first six "abuses and usurpations" charged in the Declaration of Independence related to King George III's treatment of legislatures: He had "dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly," he had refused to hold elections after these "dissolutions," and he had "called together legislative bodies" at "distant" and "uncomfortable" places. The Framers were careful not to entrust the new office of president with such potent tools of "tyranny." Instead, the president was given the power to "adjourn" the houses of Congress in only one narrow circumstance: "in Case of Disagreement between them, with Respect to the Time of Adjournment." This power is so limited that it has never been used in all of American history.

Read: How Trump could make Congress go away for a while

The House Republicans' idea seems to be to manufacture a "disagreement" to trigger this adjournment power. First, the House of Representatives would pass a resolution calling for a recess. The Senate would then (in all likelihood) refuse to pass the resolution. Trump would then declare the houses to be in "disagreement" and adjourn both houses for as long as he likes. From there, he would start his recess-appointments spree. There is just one glaring problem: The "disagreement" in this scenario is illusory.

Under the Constitution, each house can generally decide for itself how long it will sit. As Thomas Jefferson, an expert on legislative procedure, wrote in 1790: "Each house of Congress possesses [the] natural right of governing itself, and consequently of fixing it's [sic] own times and places of meeting."

The Constitution limits this autonomy in one key way: "Neither House, during the Session of Congress, shall, without the Consent of the other, adjourn for more than three days, nor to any other Place than that in which the two Houses shall be sitting." In other words, if one house of Congress wants to leave in the middle of a session, it has to get the permission of the other house. The House of Representatives can't just skip town if the Senate thinks important legislative business remains. But note that this provision limits each house's power to "adjourn," and not each house's power to remain "sitting." Neither house needs the agreement of the other to stay in session. If the Senate wants to let the House of Representatives leave while it considers appointments or treaties, that is perfectly fine. Indeed, there are plenty of examples of one house giving the other permission to go home. Under Article I, then, each house requires consent of the other to quit, but not to sit.

Read: The flaw in the president's newest constitutional argument

Hence the trouble for the House Republicans' plan: If the House of Representatives wants to recess, the Senate can simply let it. And if the Senate agrees to let the House go, the House can leave and there is no relevant "disagreement" for the president to resolve by adjourning Congress. The Senate would still be in session as normal.

The president's adjournment power is not a backdoor way for one house of Congress to force the other into recess against its will. If both the Senate and the House want to leave, but cannot agree on a "time of adjournment," then the president can step in. In the words of a 19th-century treatise by Justice Joseph Story, an intervention from the president in that kind of situation is "the only peaceable way of terminating a controversy, which can lead to nothing but distraction in the public councils." Perhaps if one house of Congress wants to leave, but the other house won't let it--effectively holding it hostage in the capital--the president could also step in to resolve that disagreement by releasing the house that wants to leave. During the ratification debates in Virginia, James Monroe questioned whether it was proper "that the members of the lower house should be dependent on the senate," given that they are prevented from "returning home" without the Senate's consent. James Madison responded by pointing to the president's adjournment power.

What some House Republicans seem to be suggesting is worlds away from those scenarios--it is closer to the prorogation or dissolution power claimed by the British Crown and reviled by the Founders. Simply put, the House of Representatives cannot collude with the president to deprive the Senate of its constitutional power to advise and consent on appointments. That would make a mockery of the Constitution's text and structure. If the House attempts this maneuver, the Senate should resist it by continuing to meet, and the courts should refuse to recognize any resulting appointments. The threat to adjourn the Senate should be seen and called out for what it is: an autocratic move that is not just unlawful but contemptuous of constitutionalism.
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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 article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


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 extol 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 of sensationalistic ways 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 outsized 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 Truth About Immigration and the American Worker

<span>In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.</span>

by Roge Karma




Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working class. It's a message that the former president repeats in one form or another at just about every one of his public appearances.

The argument carries a certain commonsense logic: Immigration means more workers competing for jobs, which translates to lower wages and employment rates for the native-born. During Tuesday night's vice-presidential debate, Republican Senator J. D. Vance said that his boss's proposal to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants would "be really good for our workers, who just want to earn a fair wage for doing a good day's work."

Mainstream Democrats used to vigorously dispute the notion that immigration hurt native-born workers. No longer. Today, the two major parties are jockeying to convince voters that they are the ones who will truly secure the border. To the extent that liberals still defend immigration, they often do so by arguing that deporting migrants would reduce the labor supply and send prices soaring again--an argument that implicitly accepts the premise that immigrants do in fact depress wages.

This is a tragedy. The effect of immigration on wages is one of the most thoroughly studied topics in empirical economics, and the results are clear: Immigrants do not make native-born workers worse off, and probably make them better off. In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.

Econ 101 tells us that when the supply of a good, like labor, increases, then the price of that good falls. This is the lens through which economists viewed immigration for much of the 20th century: great for corporations (cheap labor) and consumers (lower prices) but bad for native-born workers. Then a study came along that shattered the consensus.

In 1980, Fidel Castro briefly lifted Cuba's ban on emigration, leading 125,000 people, most of whom lacked a high-school education, to travel from Mariel Bay to Miami in what became known as the Mariel Boatlift. In a few months, Miami's workforce expanded by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands because of immigration in a typical year, creating the perfect conditions for a natural experiment. The economist David Card later realized that if he compared Miami with cities that did not experience the boatlift, he could isolate the effect that immigration had on native-born earning power. If immigrants really did depress wages, then surely the effect would be visible in Miami in the 1980s.

Instead, in a paper published in 1990, Card found that the boatlift had virtually no effect on either the wages or employment prospects of native-born workers in Miami, including those who lacked a college degree. Economists have since used similar natural experiments to study the effect of immigration in countries including Israel and Denmark, arriving at the same conclusion that Card did. (These studies mostly focus on low-skill immigration; high-skill immigration has long been viewed almost universally as economically beneficial.)

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

The simple Econ 101 story turned out to have a blind spot: Immigrants aren't just workers who compete for jobs; they are also consumers who buy things. They therefore increase not only the supply of labor, which reduces wages, but also the demand for it, which raises them. In the end, the two forces appear to cancel each other out. (The same logic explains why commentators who suggest that immigration is a helpful inflation-fighting tool are probably wrong. I have made a version of this mistake myself.)

Inevitably, not everyone accepted the new consensus. In a paper first circulated in 2015, the Harvard economist George Borjas reanalyzed Card's data and concluded that even though average wages were indeed unaffected, the wages for natives who lacked a high-school degree--and thus competed most directly with the Marielitos--had fallen as a result of the boatlift. Borjas's study seemed to back up restrictionist policy with empirical data, and for that reason became a pillar of anti-immigration discourse. In 2017, for example, Stephen Miller cited it when pressed by a New York Times reporter for evidence that immigration hurts American workers.

But Borjas's debunking of Card, such as it was, has itself been debunked. The data underlying his argument turned out to be extremely suspect. Borjas had excluded women, Hispanic people, and workers who weren't "prime age" from his analysis, arguing that the remaining group represented the workers most vulnerable to immigrant competition. As the economist Michael Clemens has pointed out, Borjas ended up with an absurdly tiny sample of just 17 workers a year, making it impossible to distinguish a legitimate finding from pure statistical noise. Another study looking at the same data, but for all native-born workers without a high-school degree, found no negative impact on wages. Subsequent natural experiment studies have yielded similar conclusions. "Economic models have long predicted that low-skill immigration would hurt the wages of low-skill workers," Leah Boustan, an economist at Princeton University, told me. "But that turns out not to be true when we actually look at what happens in the real world."

On paper, immigrants and natives without a high-school education might look like easily substitutable workers. In reality, they aren't. Take the restaurant industry. New immigrants may disproportionately get hired as fry cooks, which, in turn, depresses wages for native-born fry cooks. But by lowering costs and generating lots of new demand, those same immigrants enable more restaurants to open that need not just fry cooks but also servers and hosts and bartenders. Native-born workers have an edge at getting those jobs, because, unlike new immigrants, they have the English skills and tacit cultural knowledge required to perform them.

This dynamic helps explain why many efforts to deport immigrants have hurt native-born workers. From 2008 to 2014, the Department of Homeland Security deported about half a million undocumented immigrants through its "Secure Communities" program. Because the initiative was rolled out in different counties at different times, researchers were able to compare how workers fared in places where mass deportation was under way against outcomes for those in as-yet unaffected places. They found that for every 100 migrant workers who were deported, nine fewer jobs existed for natives; native workers' wages also fell slightly. Other studies of immigration crackdowns throughout American history have reached similar conclusions. When a community loses immigrant workers, the result isn't higher-paid natives; it's fewer child-care services provided, fewer meals prepared, and fewer homes built.

Low-skill immigration does have some economic costs. Most studies find that the income of other immigrants takes a hit when a new wave of migrants arrives. Low-skill immigration also tends to slightly exacerbate inequality because it increases demand for college-educated professionals such as doctors, managers, and lawyers, resulting in even larger wage gains for that group. But these complications don't mean that immigration is crushing the American working class.

Hold on, immigration's critics say: Natural experiments can only tell you so much. You must instead look at the broad sweep of American history. As the liberal New York Times columnist David Leonhardt has pointed out, the decades in which American workers experienced their fastest income gains--the 1940s, '50s, and '60s--occurred when immigration was near historic lows; since the '70s, immigration has surged while wages for the median worker have stagnated. "The trajectory of American history tells a very clear story," Oren Cass, the chief economist at American Compass, a conservative think tank, told me. "High levels of immigration are correlated with poor outcomes for workers."

The problem with relying on history is that correlations also only tell you so much. Some readers will recall that quite a few things have changed since the 1970s; most relevant for our purposes, these include the loosening of trade policy, the weakening of labor unions, and the enormous rise in corporate concentration. All of these trends have been more persuasively linked to the declining fortunes of the working class. Without some evidence of causation, the co-incidence of stagnating wages and rising immigration really does look like just that: a coincidence.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

Two data points are instructive here. First, the parts of the country that have received the largest numbers of immigrants in recent decades--Texas, Florida, the D.C.-to-Boston corridor--are those that have experienced the least wage stagnation. Second, since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, the U.S. has experienced both a huge surge in illegal immigration and perhaps the most significant reduction of wage inequality since the 1940s. That doesn't mean high levels of immigration caused the spike in wages at the bottom. But that's exactly the point: Historical trends don't necessarily imply neat causal relationships.

The other problem is that you can just as easily make the circumstantial case that the natural-experiment literature underestimates the economic benefits of immigration. The aforementioned Denmark study tracked every single individual across the country (something that isn't possible in the U.S. because of data constraints) over a 20-year period and found that low-skill natives who were most exposed to immigration responded by pursuing higher levels of education and moving to higher-paying occupations. Ultimately they achieved higher earnings than their peers who weren't exposed to immigration. A study in the U.S. found that immigrants were 80 percent more likely than native-born Americans to start a business, and that the rate of entrepreneurship was just as high for immigrants from low-income countries as those from high-income countries. "Immigrants to the U.S. create so many successful businesses that they ultimately appear to create more jobs as founders than they fill as workers," Benjamin F. Jones, one of the authors, wrote in The Atlantic last year. Immigrants, he noted, are inherently risk-takers. "We should not be surprised that they are exceptionally entrepreneurial once they arrive."

I admit to being partial to this view for personal reasons. My grandfather came to the U.S. in the 1960s as an undocumented immigrant from Lebanon, having never finished high school and speaking very little English. Within a few months, he landed a job as a car mechanic at a local gas station, leaving for work each morning before his kids woke up and returning after they were asleep at night. An economic study might find that he helped depress the wages of native-born mechanics, which might have been balanced out by his spending in other areas. What it probably wouldn't capture is what happened next: He opened up his own station, and then another, and then another, employing dozens of mostly native-born mechanics, attendants, and cashiers. Along the way, he became a darling of his community, bringing a little bit of Arab hospitality to a mostly white suburb of New Jersey. His life was its own kind of natural experiment.

The appeal of restricting immigration has, to put it lightly, never been primarily about economics. Surveys of public opinion generally find that people's feelings about immigration are driven less by material concerns than they are by cultural anxieties about crime, social norms, and national identity. Anti-immigrant sentiment is much higher among older Americans (many of whom are retired) living in rural areas that contain few immigrants than it is among working-age Americans in immigrant-heavy cities such as New York and Los Angeles.

Even if conservative policy wonks sincerely believe that limiting immigration would help the American worker, the guy at the top of the Republican ticket clearly has other things on his mind. In his debate against Kamala Harris, Trump, who has accused immigrants of "poisoning the blood of our country," mentioned the supposed economic impact of migration exactly once. He spent much more time portraying undocumented immigrants as a marauding horde of psychopathic murderers "pouring into our country from prisons and jails, from mental institutions and insane asylums." At one now-infamous moment, he even claimed that immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. In Trump's hands, the economic case against immigration is a fig leaf that barely obscures a much larger and more nakedly bigoted body of work.

Gilad Edelman: Donald Trump's theory of everything

The example of Springfield is a revealing one. In the past few years, thousands of Haitian immigrants--overwhelmingly with legal status--have settled in the town of 58,000. This has led to some problems. Housing prices rose quickly. The health-care and education systems have come under stress. And relations between longtime residents and the new arrivals have at times been contentious, especially after a traffic accident caused by a Haitian immigrant last year resulted in the death of an 11-year-old boy.

But after decades of dwindling population and shrinking job opportunities, Springfield has also experienced a jolt of economic energy. The immigrants have helped auto factories stay in operation, filled shortages at distribution centers, and enabled new restaurants and small businesses to open. Wage growth in the city took off during the migration wave and stayed above 6 percent for two years, though it has since slowed down. And the flip side of strain on the housing, education, and health-care systems is that there are now more jobs available for construction workers, teachers, and nurses to meet that increased demand. "What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, said in a recent interview, referring to the Haitian immigrants. "They're very happy to have them there, and frankly, that's helped the economy."

For DeWine and other public officials, this is a trade that is well worth making: Immigrants might cause some social tensions, but overall they make the place better off. Others, of course, disagree. According to Gallup, 2024 is the first year in nearly two decades that a majority of the public wants less immigration to the U.S. In the past year alone, the desire to reduce the amount of immigration has jumped by 10 points for Democrats and 15 points for Republicans. No matter who wins in November, we will likely see more restrictive immigration policy in years to come. If that is the will of the voters, so be it. Just don't expect it to do anything to help the working class.
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We Need Supply-Side Education Policy

Eliminating degree requirements for jobs is very popular with voters but would do almost nothing to help workers who don't have a college diploma.

by David Deming




On Wednesday night, in a speech in Pennsylvania, Kamala Harris announced that, if elected, she would "eliminate degree requirements" for hundreds of thousands of federal jobs. And, she added, she would challenge "the private sector to make a similar commitment."

This policy--often called "skills-based hiring"--is very popular with voters, which explains why Harris made a similar promise earlier this month. The Trump administration also tried to loosen degree requirements in federal hiring with an executive order, making it the rare policy that draws bipartisan support. (Little seems to have come of that order, which was issued right before the 2020 election.) Nearly 60 percent of adults ages 25 to 29 do not have a bachelor's degree. If they have the skills to do a certain job, why should they be denied the chance solely because they lack a somewhat arbitrary paper credential?

And yet, despite its popularity, skills-based hiring is a dead-end policy. If every employer in America formally stopped requiring a four-year college degree for every available position as of tomorrow, nothing much would change. Indeed, companies such as Walmart, Apple, and many others have proudly touted their removal of degree requirements in job postings, but the net effect on hiring has been very small. A recent Harvard Business School study found that when companies remove degree requirements, the share of hires with a bachelor's degree declines by only two percentage points. Employers may not insist on a college degree, but they still prefer it.

So even if a degree isn't formally required, applicants who have one will still usually beat out applicants who don't, because employers need some way to differentiate between them. The real issue, in other words, is not the existence of degree requirements, but the lack of alternative ways for workers to prove their qualifications. If political leaders really want to expand opportunities for non-college-educated Americans, that's the problem they need to solve. Doing so is not particularly complicated--but it will require the government to take a markedly different approach to higher education than it is accustomed to.

The proposal to remove degree requirements fits into a larger historical pattern of higher-education and workforce-development policy, particularly within the Democratic Party. Both the Obama and Biden administrations increased the generosity of the Pell Grant for low-income students, forgave some student loans, and increased transparency in reporting college graduates' outcomes. The Bipartisan Workforce Pell Act working its way through Congress would expand students' ability to use federal financial aid for nondegree training programs. These are all demand-side policies, meaning they seek to change incentives through prices, subsidies, and regulations.

Kevin Carey: The problem with "in demand" jobs

What we're missing is supply-side policy for career and technical education. The U.S. spends a paltry 0.03 percent of GDP on job training, compared with an average of 0.11 percent across other advanced economies. The absence of credible nondegree pathways leads to a lack of interest in the skilled trades among young people, which in turn creates shortages in necessary professions, such as plumbing. Adjusting the knobs on the demand-side dials won't work, because what we really need doesn't yet exist.

Why do employers hire college graduates for entry-level jobs in the first place? Recent grads don't typically have much practical knowledge, but being admitted to college and finishing a four-year program of study at least signals that a graduate has some measure of talent and grit. This helps explain why the college wage premium starts small but grows quickly as workers gain experience. Companies hire untested college graduates in the hopes that their investment will pay off over time.

Most employers would prefer a worker who can be productive right away, which explains the theoretical appeal of skills-based hiring. The problem is that skills are hard to verify. Companies know their employees' capabilities but have no incentive to share that knowledge with rivals, who would use it to steal the good workers away. (The Harvard economist Amanda Pallais has shown that entry-level workers benefit from having information about their capabilities shared publicly with the labor market.) Sub-baccalaureate credentials unfortunately do not send a very clear signal, either, because they vary widely and present a confusing patchwork of options to employers. Fixing that problem would expand opportunities for Americans without a college diploma much more than eliminating degree requirements would.

To give just one example, consider credentialing for cardiovascular technicians. At Bunker Hill Community College, in Boston, for instance, you can enroll in a full-time, two-year program to earn your associate's degree in cardiac sonography. At Hudson Valley Community College, in Troy, New York, you can obtain a one-year certificate in cardiac sonography--but only after you've completed either an associate's degree in another health-related field or a bachelor's degree in an unrelated discipline. Meanwhile, many other community colleges in both states don't even offer specific cardiovascular-tech programs, opting instead to provide general "allied health" degrees and leaving the specific training to employers.

The variation across colleges means employers don't know what they are getting. A cardiovascular technician with a certificate from HVCC might be able to get a job in Troy, where local employers understand her qualifications. But if she wants to get a better job at a hospital in Boston, she has no way of demonstrating that her certificate has any value. This limits her mobility and, in turn, her career prospects: Switching employers is a crucial part of wage growth. A big advantage of a bachelor's degree is that you can take it anywhere.

David Deming: The college backlash is going too far

Vice President Harris has spoken favorably about expanding apprenticeship programs, which combine paid on-the-job training with classroom instruction. Apprenticeships work--a careful evaluation of the federally funded registered-apprenticeship program found that it produced substantial earnings gains--but they are bespoke and expensive. In 2021, the most recent year for which data were available, more than 25,000 active programs served an average of fewer than 10 apprentices each.

A more scalable model is the FastForward Program, which has funded career-oriented training for almost 45,000 learners in 23 community colleges across Virginia. As part of the program, the state community-college system has created career maps in fields such as manufacturing and health sciences, with a common curriculum that allows people to obtain advanced credentials that build on one another, or "stack," and opens doors to better-paying jobs. An early evaluation of FastForward found that enrolled students who received an industry-recognized credential saw increased earnings of about $4,000 a year.

Congress could do something similar on a national scale by creating and funding a federal certification program for career pathways in fields with high job demand and good prospects for upward mobility, such as advanced manufacturing and cardiovascular technology. Federal standards would create common quality benchmarks and a shared language around the skills required for career success in each field. This would make factories and hospitals across the country more willing to hire graduates from out-of-state programs, because they would know what they are getting. It would also be easier to stack credentials across different sectors, which would give workers greater career mobility.

Building better pathways for career and technical education in the U.S. requires institution-building rather than market-based reforms--much like the Biden administration's approach in areas such as infrastructure investment and clean energy. Cities and states should be able to tailor career and technical education to the strengths of the local economy, but only the federal government can provide the nationwide credibility and the funding to create more good jobs for the majority of Americans who do not have a four-year degree.
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Did the Fed Wait Too Long to Act?

America has officially defeated inflation without experiencing a recession--yet.

by Roge Karma




The Federal Reserve has declared victory in the war on inflation. At its meeting today, the central bank announced that, after setting higher interest rates for two years in an effort to tame prices, it is finally beginning to bring them back down.

The Fed lowered interest rates by 0.50 percent (or 50 basis points), and has suggested that future cuts will be similarly sized. That's more aggressive than some observers expected, but even at that pace, the super-low rates of pre-pandemic America are still years away. The immediate financial effects will therefore be modest. More important, in all likelihood, is the message that the announcement sends: Inflation is no longer a major concern, and the Fed is now focused on keeping the economy, particularly employment, running strong.

No one really knows how interest rates and consumer prices interact. The leading theory is that by raising borrowing costs, higher rates force consumers to cut back on spending and businesses to lay off workers, sparking a vicious cycle that brings prices under control by strangling the economy.

But that didn't happen this time. The Fed raised rates and inflation abated without all the economic pain in between. Consumer spending and the labor market have remained strong. If higher interest rates caused inflation to cool off, the precise mechanism remains a mystery. In fact, the theme of this year's Jackson Hole Economic Symposium--think Davos for central bankers--was "Reassessing the Effectiveness and Transmission of Monetary Policy." That's Fed-speak for "Interest Rates: How Do They Work?"

Making matters even more complicated, setting interest rates is about more than the literal rate of interest. The central bank also uses rate policy to influence people's expectations of the future and, in turn, their behavior. Two years ago, when inflation was spiking, the Fed moved quickly and decisively to raise rates. "We will keep at it until we are confident the job is done," Fed Chair Jerome Powell said in August 2022, making clear that the Fed would do whatever it took to bring prices under control. Some experts believe that is why inflation fell so painlessly last year. Convinced that the problem was under control and that a major slowdown was around the corner, consumers stopped spending as fast and employers curtailed their hiring sprees just enough to help the economy get back to normal.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

This theory has problems of its own. Most people have very little idea what the Fed is doing and may have only a vague sense of what's going on in the broader economy. In poll after poll, a majority of Americans continue to say that inflation is a major problem, which undermines the notion that the Fed's steady hand has calmed the nation's nerves.

Today's rate cut, however, could be a rare and important case in which the Fed's message clearly does get through. The long-awaited policy change will generate enormous media coverage. Most Americans might not be able to explain what the federal-funds rate is or why it matters, but they will hear that the country's economic experts have declared that inflation has been defeated and that better days are ahead. This could become a self-fulfilling prophecy: If the Fed succeeds at brightening the economic mood of the country, then perhaps businesses will keep hiring and raising wages, consumers will keep spending, investors will finance new projects, and the economy will remain strong.

The Fed's announcement, just seven weeks before the presidential election, could also have a political impact. Voters think inflation is the central problem facing the country, and they blame the Biden administration for it--including Vice President Kamala Harris, according to some polls. This view has persisted despite a long stretch of very little inflation. A big "inflation is over" news cycle might finally convince at least some voters that the problem really has been solved, to Harris's benefit.

The risk remains that the Fed waited too long to act. Inflation has been near the central bank's target for almost a year, and the economy, while still far from recession territory, has begun to show clear signs of slowing. The number of job openings has fallen, the unemployment rate has risen, and more people are behind on their credit-card bills and car payments. None of this would be particularly worrying if the Fed could simply press a button and provide an immediate boost to the economy, but it can't. In fact, economists generally believe that rate changes take a while to filter through the economy. How long, exactly? No one knows. As the monetary-policy experts Christina Romer and David Romer wrote at the beginning of 2023, "If policymakers keep tightening until inflation falls as much as they want, they will likely have gone too far--because the effects of tight policy will continue for many months after they stop raising rates."

Many other prominent economists have made similar warnings. If they're right, then the recession that America miraculously avoided may turn out to be merely delayed. Then again, experts made a lot of dire predictions about the economy over the past three years that have turned out to be wrong. Hopefully they have one more in them.
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        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year
        Alan Taylor
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As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months
        Alan Taylor
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As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presiden...

      

      
        The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back
        Adrienne LaFrance

        Photographs by Brendan George KoRead this article in Hawaiian.At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in prison for a time, more than three decades ago. ...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: How the First Months Unfolded
        Alan Taylor

        
        
        
            
            
            
                
                
                    Abdulqader Sabbah / Anadolu / Getty
                
            
            
        
        
    

As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the first of a three-part photo summary of the year) include a deadly earthquake in central Japan, the relocation of the Space Shuttle Endeavour, ongoing Isra...

      

      
        How Trump Can Win the Peace in Ukraine
        Harry Halem

        As President-Elect Donald Trump prepares to seek a negotiated settlement to the worst European war since 1945, he confronts in Russia a counterparty with real bargaining power. Over the three decades since the end of the Cold War, Russia has become a serious international player, with greater military-industrial capacity than Europe and one of the world's largest land armies, as well as the world's second-biggest nuclear arsenal. Russia has also been coordinating its Ukrainian war effort with Ira...

      

      
        Assad's Opponents Are Building a New Order
        Arash Azizi

        Updated at 7:00 p.m. ET on December 9, 2024A carnival of joy has erupted in Syria with the fall of the strongman Bashar al-Assad. Syrians have waited a long time and paid a heavy price for this jubilation. Thirteen years ago, the country's revolution began with peaceful demonstrations; since then, by one estimate, more than 600,000 Syrians have lost their lives. The dictatorship's list of crimes is much longer than that, encompassing peacetime abuses and stretching back 54 years, to when Assad's ...

      

      
        How Trump Could End the War in Ukraine
        Eliot A. Cohen

        International affairs often present policy makers with a choice, not between good and bad options but between very bad and truly awful ones. The task of statesmanship is to recognize those alternatives, swallow hard, and go for the very bad. So it is in Ukraine.There was a time when it looked as though Ukraine could reclaim by force the territories Russia seized--and that might well have happened had the Biden administration exercised courage and foresight, and led a global coalition to arm Ukrain...

      

      
        The End of a 13-Year Nightmare
        Graeme Wood

        Early yesterday morning, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad fled Syria for Russia. That was the wise choice, but unfortunate from the perspective of policy and justice. If he had remained, Syria's new government could have reversed the country's refugee crisis overnight, by announcing a lottery, free for any resident to enter, whose winner would get to participate personally in the judgment and sentencing of the deposed president for his crimes against the Syrian people during the past 13 years. I ...

      

      
        Top 25 News Photos of 2024
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Near the end of every year, I look back through the many thousands of news photos taken in the previous months, reevaluating them to see which images stand out as iconic--which images take your breath away, bring you close, or make an emotional impact. In a year dominated by stories of warfare, divisive po...

      

      
        Top 25 News Photos of 2024
        Alan Taylor

        To receive an email when new photo galleries are published, sign up here.Near the end of every year, I look back through the many thousands of news photos taken in the previous months, reevaluating them to see which images stand out as iconic--which images take your breath away, bring you close, or make an emotional impact. In a year dominated by stories of warfare, divisive politics, and natural disasters, it feels even more important to showcase the incredible work of the photojournalists who br...

      

      
        How Russia Could Maintain a Foothold in Syria
        Hussein Ibish

        Updated at 2:00 p.m. ET on December 10, 2024The stunning downfall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad leaves not merely a vacuum of power in that country but a nearly endless list of unanswered questions. One of the most significant concerns the fate and future of the minority Alawite community, from which Assad and his inner circle hailed. The Assad dictatorship began when Bashar's father, Hafez, seized control of the country in 1970. The government that Bashar inherited upon his father's death ...

      

      
        Photos: Syrians Celebrate the Fall of Assad
        Alan Taylor
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After a rapid advance by anti-government factions, led by the group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, rebels in Syria declared today that they had taken control of Damascus, and that President Bashar al-Assad had fled the country, ending decades of Baathist rule. After enduring years of civil war, Syrians ...

      

      
        The Syrian Regime Collapsed Gradually--And Then Suddenly
        Anne Applebaum

        As Hemingway once wrote of bankruptcy, the collapse of autocratic regimes tends to happen gradually and then suddenly--slowly, and then all at once. This is not just a literary metaphor. A tyrant's followers remain loyal to him only as long as he can offer them protection from their compatriots' wrath. In Syria, doubts about President Bashar al-Assad surely grew slowly, after his Russian backers began to transfer men and equipment to Ukraine, starting in 2022. The more recent Israeli attack on Hez...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Santa Wink, Krampus Run, Panda Pose
        Alan Taylor
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Christmas decorations across Germany, lake-effect snowfall in Ohio, a festival of lights in France, a brief clash between soldiers and civilians in South Korea, devastating floods in Malaysia, sumo wrestlers in London, anti-government protests in Georgia, and much more

To receive an email no...

      

      
        The Folly of Ignoring Syria This Long
        Arash Azizi

        Until last week, Syria's civil war was a classic example of a "frozen conflict": A cease-fire in 2020 had stanched the fighting, but the sides had reached no permanent political settlement. Little happened that rose to the level of active warfare--and yet the country could not really have been said to be at peace.The conflict's reignition probably shouldn't have come as a surprise under these circumstances, especially because conditions around Syria have changed in recent years. Since the war bega...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar
        Alan Taylor
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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 ...

      

      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	8:00 AM ET

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An athlete playfully bites a gold medal during a ceremony. Their canine teeth have been modified to look like long fangs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses for a photo during the medal ceremony for the men's shot-put F34 final on day 10 of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games, on September 7, 2024. Valencia had his canine teeth modified to look like fangs in order to break down any stereotypes people may have about Paralympic athletes. He says, "I didn't want to have the same smile as the rest of the world. I've always said that Paralympic sport has to be a spectacle."
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Ramos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge cloud of dust advances across a plain covered in palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gigantic dust storm known as a "haboob" advances over palm groves in Dongola, in Sudan's Northern State, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: The actor George Clooney playfully poses among dozens of photographers at a red-carpet event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                George Clooney (center) poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the 81st Venice International Film Festival, on September 1, 2024, in Venice, Italy.
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                [image: A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts dust and debris from a nearby building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts out dust and debris during an Israeli strike that reportedly targeted a school in the Zeitoun district, on the outskirts of Gaza City, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep up a long and winding path up a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter, a shepherd and an agricultural engineer, leads sheep up a steep climb during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive in high alpine meadows, near the Oberaletsch and Grosser Aletsch glaciers, in Switzerland, on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A young person leaps over an obstacle while holding a hobbyhorse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors practice their moves before taking part in the U.K. Hobby Horse Championship at Bury Farm Equestrian Center on September 8, 2024, in Slapton, England. Although hobbyhorsing as a form of play has been around for centuries, the modern-day interpretation of the sport originated in Finland. Hobbyhorse competitions feature young enthusiasts trotting, galloping, and cantering on toy horses in various disciplines, such as jumping and dressage. Its popularity has surged in recent years, especially during the early pandemic.
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                [image: Two family members hug a man close.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A former prisoner of war returns to meet his family on September 14, 2024, in the Chernihiv Region, Ukraine. This was the 57th exchange of prisoners since the beginning of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
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                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which was burning in the San Gabriel Mountains, behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A baby pygmy hippo playfully tries to bite a person's arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moo Deng, a pygmy-hippo calf, plays with a zookeeper in the Khao Kheow Open Zoo, in Chonburi province, Thailand, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans on the hood of a car that is surrounded by rushing floodwater on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident helps free a car that became stranded in a flooded stretch of road on the outskirts of Boone, North Carolina, during Tropical Storm Helene, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two men stand on a road beside a large storage tank that has been toppled into the road by flooding.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men inspect damage from flooding in Biltmore Village in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: Vertical streaks of light, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this photo taken with a long exposure, Israeli shelling hits an area in southern Lebanon, as seen from northern Israel, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on top of the remains of a large missile in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand on top of the remains of an Iranian missile in the Negev desert, near Arad, on October 2, 2024, in the aftermath of an Iranian missile attack on Israel.
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                [image: Several soldiers in riot gear ride horses at a gallop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mounted soldiers take part in a military parade during celebrations marking the 79th anniversary of the Indonesian Armed Forces, at Merdeka Square, in Jakarta, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: The northern lights illuminate the sky over an old grain elevator.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights, lights up the sky over an old grain elevator in Brant, Alberta, Canada, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Elon Musk jumps onstage, raising his arms, beside Donald Trump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tesla CEO Elon Musk jumps onstage as he joins former President Donald Trump during a campaign rally at the site of Trump's first assassination attempt, in Butler, Pennsylvania, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: A large rocket approaches a tall structure at a slight angle, slowing its descent in preparation for being "grabbed" by arms on the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starship's Super Heavy Booster is grappled at the launchpad in Starbase, near Boca Chica, Texas, on October 13, 2024, during the Starship Flight 5 test. SpaceX successfully "caught" the first-stage booster of its Starship megarocket as it returned to the launchpad after a test flight, a world first in the company's quest for rapid reusability.
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                [image: An overhead view of many people crowding around around a person in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Group members of Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona start to form a human tower called a "castell" during the biannual human-tower competition, in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks were staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hit Florida.
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                [image: A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of snow-covered whale bones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of bowhead-whale bones left over from the village's subsistence hunting, at the end of an unused airstrip near the village of Kaktovik, Alaska, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing leafy military camouflage netting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Olya, a member of the Gang of Angels, a volunteer group that makes camouflage netting for the Armed Forces of Ukraine, poses with a sniper camouflage net on October 13, 2024, in Odesa, Ukraine. Demand for these nets is high, with numerous orders from brigades stationed on the front lines. Soldiers send photos of their surroundings, and the volunteers select fabric colors to match the environment when creating the camouflage netting.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Pierre Crom / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large crowd of people jostle and reach out for food at a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man prepares to toss a bag of bread to another person, as people crowd while queueing for bread outside a bakery in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on October 23, 2024, amid a flour shortage during the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: Sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater, after rare rainfall hit the area last September, in Merzouga, Morocco, on October 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two baseball fans lean over a wall while pulling a baseball from the glove of a player during a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans Austin Capobianco (left) and John Peter (right) interfere with Mookie Betts of the Los Angeles Dodgers as he attempts to catch a fly ball in foul territory during the first inning of Game Four of the 2024 World Series against the New York Yankees, at Yankee Stadium, on October 29, 2024. The play resulted in an out, and the two fans were ejected from the stadium and banned from attending the following game.
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                [image: A 16-foot-tall sculpture shaped like a human hand with a face stands on a rooftop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 16-foot-tall hand sculpture called Quasi stands perched on its fingertips atop the roof of an art gallery in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand next to dozens of piled-up cars in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pedestrians stand next to piled-up cars following deadly floods in Sedavi, south of Valencia, eastern Spain, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd stands beneath a large television screen displaying the headline "Trump Elected 47th President."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters of former U.S. President Donald Trump celebrate as Fox News declares him the next president of the United States, during an Election Night event at the West Palm Beach Convention Center, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: People standing in shallow water in a bay hold up six large cutout heads of world leaders; the heads appear to be partially submerged.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous activists stage a protest to demand action on climate change, holding large cutouts of the heads of U.S. President Joe Biden, Chinese President Xi Jinping, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba on the waters of Botafogo Bay, ahead of the G20 Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a large gathering crowd in a grassy field, lit from several sides, casting long, crisscrossing shadows]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows supporters of Senegal's prime minister and Ousmane Sonko, the head of the ruling Pastef party, attending a campaign rally for the upcoming early legislative election, in Guediawaye, on the outskirts of Dakar, Senegal, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of masked protesters, with many flashing green laser pointers over the heads of the group]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds gather during a protest near the parliament building over the results of last month's parliamentary election, on December 6, 2024, in Tbilisi, Georgia. The country's president, Salome Zourabichvili, alleges that last month's parliamentary election, which was won by the ruling Georgian Dream party, was "stolen" amid Russian interference.
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                [image: A car drives past a palm tree and brush that are engulfed in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car drives past flames from the Franklin Fire, at Pepperdine University, in Malibu, California, on December 10, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Eric Thayer / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of heavy traffic at a roundabout city square in Damascus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of traffic around Umayyad Square, in Damascus, Syria, on December 10, 2024, as residents gathered to celebrate the end of the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, after he fled the country following a rapid advance by rebel groups.
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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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        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 11, 2024

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An Olympic pistol shooter prepares to compete, head tilted back, wearing complex eye gear, including a blind and a single lens.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kim Yeji of Team Republic of Korea prepares to shoot during the Women's 10m Air Pistol Final on day two of the Olympic Games at the Chateauroux Shooting Center on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: A performer hangs beneath a huge cluster of glowing green balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer floats above supporters, attached to a cluster of helium balloons, above the Marques do Pombal Square in Lisbon, on May 6, 2024, to celebrate the champions of the Portuguese football league.
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                [image: Two people sort through belongings amid storm-destroyed homes and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Crowder family sorts through and recovers items after their home was struck by a tornado on May 7, 2024, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma. Barnsdall, a town of about 1,000 people, was struck by an EF3 tornado just one week after the state was hit with a slew of deadly tornados.
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                [image: A top-down view of two adults and nine young children wearing protective medical gear, all leaning forward to attend to a teddy bear lying on a gurney.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medical students operate on a teddy bear together with children from the Weingarten day-care center in a real operating theater in a former emergency room at the University Hospital in Halle, Germany, on May 11, 2024. The Teddy Bear Hospital in Halle stands out because it uses an entire former hospital wing with several real operating theaters on the Steintor Medical Campus. The aim of the project is to playfully take away children's fear of visiting a doctor.
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                [image: An aerial view of steep-sloped hillsides covered in small houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Houses sit on the slopes of the Jalousie neighborhood in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, seen on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a small boat motoring past a City Hall building on flooded streets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Municipal guards steer a boat along the flooded streets near Porto Alegre City Hall on May 17, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, after extensive flooding across the the country's southern region.
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                [image: A passenger aircraft sits on flooded tarmac. The floodwater is very calm and reflects the sky and clouds above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Porto Alegre-Salgado Filho International Airport, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 20, 2024. More than 600,000 people were displaced by the heavy rain, flooding, and mudslides that ravaged the region for about two weeks.
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                [image: A person poses on a red carpet, the train of their dress flowing behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leonie Hanne poses on the red carpet before the screening of the animated film La Plus Precieuse des Marchandises ("The Most Precious of Cargoes") in competition at the 77th Cannes Film Festival, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young girl cries, embraced and surrounded by others.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl surrounded by people cries after identifying a member of her family among the dead at al-Maamadani hospital, following an Israeli strike that killed more than 90 people in a school sheltering displaced Palestinians, in Gaza City, on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in civilian clothing carries a rifle on a shoulder strap while shopping in a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman carries a rifle while shopping in a bakery, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Tel Aviv, Israel, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Tennis player Novak Djokovic slides at the net, spreading his legs out wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Novak Djokovic of Serbia slides near the net for a forehand against Francisco Cerundolo of Argentina in a men's singles fourth-round match during French Open at Roland Garros on June 3, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: An elderly veteran wearing many medals sits in a wheelchair, saluting, among many rows of headstones in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bernard Morgan, 100, a veteran of the British Royal Air Force, visits war graves in Bayeux, France, on June 5, 2024, ahead of the Royal British Legion Service's plans to commemorate the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: Two people wearing fencer's gear spar on a rooftop in a city setting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tsavora Fencing Mtaani Club members take part in a fencing bout during a training session in the Mathare informal settlement of Nairobi, Kenya, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A baseball fan reacts while running across a baseball field, as they are tased by a police officer running close behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unidentified fan is tased by a police officer as he runs on the field before the ninth inning of the game between the Cincinnati Reds and the Cleveland Guardians at Great American Ball Park in Cincinnati, Ohio, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd holds up signs in support of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as Trump gestures toward them from a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters cheer as former U.S. President and Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump arrives to speak during a campaign rally at the Historic Greenbrier Farms in Chesapeake, Virginia, on June 28, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jim Watson / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Flames roil on the tires and interior of a burning pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as flames engulf a home during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California, on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A polar bear rests on a pile of ice cubes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear rests on ice cubes that were brought to its enclosure during a heat wave at the Prague Zoo, in Czech Republic, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as he gets down, surrounded by Secret Service members, with blood on his face, during an assassination attempt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Secret Service members tend to former President Donald Trump onstage at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania, on July 13, 2024, following an assassination attempt.
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                [image: An armored woman on a robotic horse wears the Olympic Flag as a cape while crossing a river at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An armored woman on a robotic horse carries the Olympic flag across the Seine during the opening ceremony in Paris on July 26, 2024. The rider, played by Floriane Issert, a noncommissioned officer of the National Gendarmerie, was meant to represent the Olympic spirit and Sequana, goddess of the river and a symbol of resistance.
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                [image: Lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, watched by a crowd at the Olympics opening ceremony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Following the Parade of Nations on the Seine, athletes and spectators watch as lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, at the Trocadero venue, during the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games on July 26, 2024.
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                [image: A horse and rider leap over a hurdle shaped like the head of a large stag with very tall antlers on each side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Australia's Kevin McNab, riding the horse Don Quidam, clears a fence shaped like a stag's head during the equestrian cross-country leg during the Olympic Games at Chateau de Versailles, in Versailles, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg raises his dark glasses for a better look, while sitting in the stands of an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg attends the Artistic Gymnastics Women's Qualification on day two of the Paris Games at Bercy Arena, on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two gymnasts celebrate, holding up an American flag, after winning Olympic medals.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles (left) and Sunisa Lee of the U.S.A. celebrate after winning the gold and bronze medals, respectively, in the Gymnastics Women's All-Around Final at Bercy Arena, on August 1, 2024.
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                [image: A man, followed by his mother, smiles on the tarmac of an airport, as photographers take pictures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The journalist Evan Gershkovich, followed by his mother, Ella Milman, smiles as he arrives at Joint Base Andrews in Maryland on August 1, 2024. Gershkovich and fellow prisoners released by Russia landed in the United States late that day, as part of an extraordinary swap deal struck between Washington and Moscow. Gershkovich, the former U.S. marine Paul Whelan, and the journalist Alsu Kurmasheva landed at were greeted by President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris after landing.
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                [image: An enthusiastic crowd waves signs in a high-school gymnasium, as Vice President Kamala Harris stands at a podium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vice President Kamala Harris speaks to supporters during a campaign rally at West Allis Central High School on July 23, 2024, in West Allis, Wisconsin. Harris was making her first campaign appearance as the Democratic Party's presidential candidate, with an endorsement from President Joe Biden.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jim Vondruska / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: In a small boat full of people wearing helmets motors along a river, each person holds out a net as two fish jump out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants attempt to catch Asian carp in nets as they compete in Betty DeFord's Original Redneck Fishin' Tournament in the Illinois River on August 3, 2024, in Bath, Illinois. The annual tournament targets Asian carp (also known as copi or silver carp), which is an invasive species in the river that has been destructive to the natural ecosystem and hazardous to boaters because of the propensity of the fish to leap up to 10 feet out of the water when spooked by vibrations from boat motors. Participants use only nets to try and catch the fish while they are airborne. Proceeds from the tournament are used to help homeless veterans, and the captured fish are processed into fertilizer.
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                [image: A runner with Team USA holds up an american flag after winning a race in the Olympics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Lyles of Team USA celebrates winning the gold medal in the men's 100m final at the Paris Olympic Games at Stade de France on August 4, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view of a surfer passing overhead, riding a crashing wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides a wave at the Paris Olympics surfing site in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on August 6, 2024.
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                [image: A breakdancer performs for a panel of judges at the Olympics, photographed in an unusual pose resembling a hopping kangaroo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The B-girl Raygun of Team Australia competes during the Olympic B-Girls Round Robin at Place de la Concorde on August 9, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: A person rappels into a cavern in front of a huge stone carving of a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist descends into Tianyan Cave to explore a Buddha statue on August 22, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: Archers with a variety of disabilities practice side-by-side at a range, displaying many bits of complex gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Archers train before the start of the 2024 Paralympic Games in Paris, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand and sit on a rocky plain, looking toward a distant fountain of lava erupting from a crater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch lava fountains from the old lava fields around an eruption site on the Reykjanes peninsula, in Iceland, on August 28, 2024.
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This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/12/2024-photos-look-middle-months/680949/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back

In 1893, a U.S.-backed coup overthrew the Islands' sovereign government. What does America owe Hawai'i now?

by Adrienne LaFrance




Read this article in Hawaiian.



At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.

Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in prison for a time, more than three decades ago. Since then, he has built a modest commune on this land, in the shadow of an ancient volcano, with a clutter of bungalows and brightly painted trailers. He's in his 70s now, and carries himself like an elder statesman. I went to see him because I had, for the better part of 20 years, been trying to find the answer to a question that I knew preoccupied both of us: What should America do about Hawai'i?

More than a century after the United States helped orchestrate the coup that conquered the nation of Hawai'i, and more than 65 years since it became a state, people here have wildly different ideas about what America owes the Hawaiian people. Many are fine with the status quo, and happy to call themselves American. Some people even explicitly side with the insurrectionists. Others agree that the U.S. overthrow was an unqualified historic wrong, but their views diverge from that point. There are those who argue that the federal government should formally recognize Hawaiians with a government-to-government relationship, similar to how the United States liaises with American Indian tribes; those who prefer to seize back government from within; and those who argue that the Kingdom of Hawai'i never legally ceased to exist.

Then there is Kanahele, who has wrested land from the state--at least for the duration of his 55-year lease--and believes other Hawaiians should follow his example. Like many Hawaiians (by which I mean descendants of the Islands' first inhabitants, who are also sometimes called Native Hawaiians), Kanahele doesn't see himself as American at all. When he travels, he carries, along with his U.S. passport, a Nation of Hawai'i passport that he and his followers made themselves.

But outside the gates of his compound, there is not only an American state, but a crucial outpost of the United States military, which has 12 bases and installations here--including the headquarters for U.S. Indo-Pacific Command and the Pacific Missile Range Facility. The military controls hundreds of thousands of acres of land and untold miles of airspace in the Islands.

It seems unrealistic, to say the least, to imagine that the most powerful country in the world would simply give Hawai'i back to the Hawaiians. If it really came down to it, I asked, how far would Kanahele go to protect his people, his nation? That's a personal question, Kanahele told me. "That's your life, you know. What you're willing to give up. Not just freedom but the possibility to be alive."


Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele is the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



Sitting across the table from us, his vice president, Brandon Maka'awa'awa, conceded that there had, in the past, been moments when it would have been easy to choose militancy. "We could have acted out of fear," he said. But every time, they "acted with aloha and we got through, just like our queen." He was referring to Hawai'i's last monarch, Queen Lili'uokalani, who was deposed in the coup in 1893.

People tend to treat this chapter in U.S. foreign relations as a curiosity on the margins of history. This is a mistake. The overthrow of Hawai'i is what established the modern idea of America as a superpower. Without this one largely forgotten episode, the United States may never have endured an attack on Pearl Harbor, or led the Allies to victory in World War II, or ushered in the age of Pax Americana--an age that, with Donald Trump's return to power, could be coming to an end.

Some Hawaiians see what is happening now in the United States as a bookend of sorts. In their view, the chain of events that led to a coup in Hawai'i in 1893 has finally brought us to this: the moment when the rise of autocracy in America presents an opportunity for Hawaiians to extricate themselves from their long entanglement with the United States, reclaim their independence, and perhaps even resurrect their nation.

Keanu Sai is, today, one of the more extreme thinkers about Hawaiian sovereignty. Growing up in Kuli'ou'ou, on the east end of O'ahu, Sai was a self-described slacker who only wanted to play football. He graduated from high school in 1982 and went straight to a military college, then the Army.

In 1990, he was at Fort Sill, in Oklahoma, when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, annexing it as Iraq's 19th province. International condemnation was swift; the United Nations Security Council declared the annexation illegal. An American-led coalition quickly beat back Saddam, liberating Kuwait. "And that's when I went, Wait a minute. That's exactly what happened" in Hawai'i, Sai told me. "Our government was overthrown." The idea radicalized him.

Before Hawai'i's overthrow, it had been a full-fledged nation with diplomatic relationships across the globe and a modern form of governance (it also signed a peace treaty with the United States in 1826). As a constitutional monarchy, it had elected representatives, its own supreme court, and a declaration of rights modeled after the U.S. Bill of Rights. And, as people in Hawai'i like to remind outsiders, 'Iolani Palace had electricity before the White House did.

Then, in January 1893, a group of 13 men--mostly Americans or Hawai'i-born businessmen descended from American missionary families, all with extensive financial interests in the Islands--executed a surprise coup. They did so with remarkable speed and swagger, even by coup standards. The men behind the effort referred to themselves as the Committee of Safety (presumably in a nod to the American and French Revolutions) and had good reason to expect that they would succeed: They had the backing of the U.S. foreign minister to the Kingdom of Hawai'i, John L. Stevens, who called up a force of more than 160 Marines and sailors to march on Honolulu during the confrontation with the queen. Stevens later insisted that he had done so in a panic--a coup was unfolding! It was his duty to do whatever was necessary to protect American lives and property! A good story, but not a convincing one.

Months before the coup, Stevens had written a curious letter to his friend James Blaine, the U.S. secretary of state, in which he'd posed a bizarre and highly detailed hypothetical: What if, Stevens had wanted to know, the government of Hawai'i were to be "surprised and overturned by an orderly and peaceful revolutionary movement" that established its own provisional government to replace the queen? If that were to happen, Stevens pressed, just how far would he and the American naval commander stationed nearby be permitted to "deviate from established international rules" in their response? The presence of U.S. Marines, Stevens mused, might be the only thing that could quash such an overthrow and maintain order. As it turned out, however, Stevens and his fellow insurrectionists used the Marines to ensure that their coup would succeed. (Blaine, for his part, had had his eye on the Islands for decades.) Two weeks after the overthrow, Stevens wrote to John W. Foster, President Benjamin Harrison's final secretary of state: "The Hawaiian pear is now fully ripe, and this is the golden hour for the United States to pluck it."

Queen Lili'uokalani had yielded immediately to the insurrectionists, unsure whether Stevens was following orders from Harrison. "This action on my part was prompted by three reasons," she wrote in an urgent letter to Harrison: "the futility of a conflict with the United States; the desire to avoid violence, bloodshed, and the destruction of life and property; and the certainty which I feel that you and your government will right whatever wrongs may have been inflicted on us in the premises."

Her faith in Harrison was misplaced; he ignored her letter. In the last month of his presidency, he sent a treaty to the U.S. Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i to the United States. (Lorrin A. Thurston, one of the overthrow's architects, boasted in his Memoirs of the Hawaiian Revolution that in early 1892, Harrison had encouraged him, through an interlocutor, to go forward with his plot.)


Keanu Sai argues that the Kingdom of Hawai'i never legally ceased to exist.(Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



Looking back at this history nearly 100 years later, Keanu Sai had an epiphany. "I was in the wrong army," he said. Sai left the military and dove into the state archives, researching Hawai'i's history and his own family's lineage prior to the arrival of haole (white) Europeans and Americans. He says he traced his family's roots to ali'i, members of Hawai'i's noble class. "I started to realize that the Hawaiian Kingdom that I was led to believe was all haole-controlled, missionary-controlled, was all--pardon the French--bullshit," he told me.

That led him to develop what is probably the most creative, most radical, and quite possibly most ridiculous argument about Hawaiian independence that I've ever heard. Basically, it's this: The Hawaiian Kingdom never ceased to exist.

Though Sai has plenty of fans and admirers, several people warned me that I should be careful around him. I spoke with some Hawaiians who expressed discomfort with the implications of Sai's notion that the kingdom was never legally dissolved--not everyone wants to be a subject in a monarchy. There was also the matter of his troubles with the law.

In 1997, Sai took out an ad in a newspaper declaring himself to be a regent of the Hawaiian Kingdom, a move that he said formally entrusted him "with the vicarious administration of the Hawaiian government during the absence of a Monarch." He had started a business in which he and his partner charged people some $1,500 for land-title research going back to the mid-19th century, promising to protect clients' land from anyone who might claim it as their own. The business model was built on his theory of Hawaiian history, and the underlying message seemed to be: If the kingdom still exists, and the state of Hawai'i does not, maybe this house you bought isn't technically even yours. Ultimately, Sai's business had its downtown office raided; the title company shut down, and he was convicted of felony theft.

It struck me that, in another life, Keanu Sai would have made a perfect politician. He is charismatic and funny. A decorated bullshit artist. Unquestionably smart. Filibusters with the best of them. (He also told me that Keanu Reeves is his cousin.) Although Sai's methods may be questionable, his indignation over the autocratic overthrow of his ancestors' nation is justified.

Sai says that arguments about Hawaiian sovereignty tend to distort this history. "They create the binary of colonizer-colonized," he said. "All of that is wrong. Hawai'i was never a colony of the United States. And we're not a tribal nation similar to Native Americans. We're nationals of an occupied state."

Following this logic, Sai believes international courts must acknowledge that America has perpetuated war crimes against Hawai'i's people. After that, he says, international law should guide Hawai'i out of its current "wartime occupation" by the United States, so that the people of Hawai'i can reconstruct their nation. Sai has attempted to advance this case in the international court system. So far, he has been unsuccessful.

At one point, Sai mused that I'd have to completely rework my story based on his revelations. I disagreed, but said that I liked hearing from him about this possible path to Hawaiian independence. This provoked, for the first time in our several hours of conversations, a flash of anger. "This is not the 'possible path,' " Sai said. "It is the path."

The island of Ni'ihau is just 18 miles long and six miles wide. Nicknamed "the forbidden island," it has been privately owned since 1864, when King Kamehameha IV and his brother sold it for $10,000 in gold to a wealthy Scottish widow, Elizabeth Sinclair, who had moved her family to Hawai'i after her husband and son were lost at sea.

Sinclair's descendants still own and run the island, which by the best estimates has a population of fewer than 100. It is the only place in the world where everyone still speaks Hawaiian. No one is allowed to visit Ni'ihau without a personal invitation from Sinclair's great-great-grandsons Bruce and Keith Robinson, both now in their 80s. Such invitations are extraordinarily rare. (One of the two people I know who have ever set foot on Ni'ihau got there only after asking the Robinsons every year for nearly 10 years.)

The island has no paved roads, no electrical grid, no street signs, and no domestic water supply--drinking water comes from catchment water and wells. In the village is a schoolhouse, a cafeteria, and a church, which everyone is reportedly expected to attend. One of the main social activities is singing. The rules for Ni'ihau residents are strict: Men cannot wear their hair long, pierce their ears, or grow beards. Drinking and smoking are not allowed. The Robinsons infamously bar anyone who leaves for even just a few weeks from returning, with few exceptions.

Ni'ihau's circumscribed mores point to a broader question: If one goal of Hawaiian independence is to restore a nation that has been lost, then which version of Hawai'i, exactly, are you trying to bring back?


The volcano Diamond Head, or Le'ahi, in Honolulu, circa 1872 (left) and in 2015 (right) (Royal Geographical Society / Getty; Ergi Reboredo / VW Pics / Universal Images Group / Getty)



Ancient explorers first reached the archipelago in great voyaging canoes, traveling thousands of miles from the Marquesas Islands, around the year 400 C.E. They brought with them pigs, chickens, gourds, taro, sugarcane, coconuts, sweet potatoes, bananas, and paper mulberry plants. Precontact Hawai'i was home to hundreds of thousands of Hawaiians--some scholars estimate that the population was as high as 1 million. There was no concept of private land ownership, and Hawaiians lived under a feudal system run by ali'i, chiefs who were believed to be divinely ordained. This strict caste system entailed severe rules, executions for those who broke them, and brutal rituals including human sacrifice.

The first British explorers moored their ships just off the coast of Kaua'i in 1778 and immediately took interest in the Islands. Captain James Cook, who led that first expedition, was welcomed with aloha by the Hawaiian people. But when Cook attempted to kidnap the Hawaiian chief Kalani'opu'u on a subsequent visit to the Islands, a group of Hawaiians stabbed and bludgeoned Cook to death. (Kalani'opu'u survived.)

Eventually, fierce battles culminated in unification of all the Islands under Hawai'i's King Kamehameha, who finally conquered the archipelago's last independent island in 1810. The explosion and subsequent collapse of the sandalwood trade followed, along with the construction of the first sugar plantations and the arrival of whaling ships. Missionaries came too, and the introduction of Christianity led, for a time, to a ban on the hula--one of the Hawaiian people's most sacred and enduring forms of passing down history. All the while, several waves of epidemics--cholera, mumps, measles, whooping cough, scarlet fever, smallpox, and bubonic plague--ravaged the Hawaiian population, which plummeted to about 40,000 by the end of the 19th century.

As exoticized ideas about Hawaiian culture spread, repackaged for tourists, Hawaiianness was suppressed nearly to the point of erasure.

During this period, the United States had begun to show open interest in scooping up the Sandwich Islands, as they were then called. In the June 1869 issue of The Atlantic, the journalist Samuel Bowles wrote:

We have converted their heathen, we have occupied their sugar plantations; we furnish the brains that carry on their government, and the diseases that are destroying their people; we want the profit on their sugars and their tropical fruits and vegetables; why should we not seize and annex the islands themselves?

From the June 1869 issue: The Pacific Railroad--Open

Elizabeth Sinclair's descendants profited greatly from the sugar they cultivated, but they had a different view of what Hawai'i should be. King Kamehameha IV is said to have sold Ni'ihau on one condition: Its new owners had to promise to do right by the Hawaiian people and their culture. This is why, when the United States did finally move to "seize and annex the islands," the Robinsons supported the crown. After annexation happened anyway, in 1898, Sinclair's grandson closed Ni'ihau to visitors.

On the other islands, everything seemed to speed up from there. Schools had already banned the Hawaiian language, but now many Hawaiian families started speaking only English with their children. The sugar and pineapple industries boomed. Matson ships carrying visitors to Hawai'i soon gave way to airplanes. As exoticized ideas about Hawaiian culture spread, repackaged for tourists, Hawaiianness was suppressed nearly to the point of erasure.

Through all of this, Ni'ihau stayed apart. History briefly intruded in 1941, when a Japanese fighter pilot crash-landed there hours after participating in the attack on Pearl Harbor, which killed an estimated 2,400 people in Honolulu. Ni'ihau residents knew nothing about the mayhem of that day. They at first welcomed the Imperial pilot as a guest, but killed him after he botched an attempt to hold some of them hostage.

If the overthrow had marked the beginning of the end of Hawaiian nationhood, the attack on Pearl Harbor finished it. It also kicked off a three-year period of martial law in Hawai'i, in which the military took control of every aspect of civilian life--in effect converting the Islands into one big internment facility. The government suspended habeas corpus, shut down the courts, and set up its own tribunals for law enforcement. The military imposed a strict nightly curfew, rationed food and gasoline, and censored the press and other communications. The many Japanese Americans living there were surveilled and treated as enemies--Japanese-run banks were shut down, along with Japanese-language schools. Everyone was required to carry identification cards, and those older than the age of 6 were fingerprinted. Telephone calls and photography were restricted. Sugarcane workers who didn't report to their job could be tried in military court.

Martial law was fully lifted in 1944, and in 1959, Hawai'i became the 50th state--a move the Robinsons are said to have opposed. But whether they liked it or not, statehood dragged Ni'ihau along with it. The island is technically part of Kaua'i County, the local government that oversees the island closest to it. Still, Ni'ihau has stayed mostly off-limits to the rest of Hawai'i and the rest of the world. (The Robinsons do operate a helicopter tour that takes visitors to an uninhabited beach on the far side of the island, but you can't actually get to the village or meet any residents that way.) Those who have affection for Ni'ihau defend it as an old ranch community on a remote island that's not hurting anybody. The less generous view is that it's essentially the world's last remaining feudal society.

From the December 1958 issue: Hawaii and statehood

But no one is arguing that the rest of Hawai'i should be run like Ni'ihau. After all, the entire goal of the sovereignty movement, if you can even say it has a single goal, is to confer more power on the Hawaiian people, not less. The question is how best to do that.

John Waihe'e's awakening came the summer before he started seventh grade, when he checked a book out of the library in his hometown of Honoka'a, on the Big Island, that would change his life. In it, he read a description of the annexation ceremony that had taken place at 'Iolani Palace in 1898, when Hawai'i officially became a territory of the United States. It described the lowering of the Hawaiian flag, and the Hawaiian people who had gathered around with tears in their eyes.

This was the 1950s--post-Pearl Harbor and pre-statehood--and Waihe'e had never even heard of the overthrow. His parents spoke Hawaiian with each other at home, but never spoke it with Waihe'e.

"I remember rushing back to my father and telling him, 'Dad, I didn't know any of this stuff,' " Waihe'e told me. "He looks at me, and he was very calm about it. He said, 'You know, son, that didn't only happen in Honolulu.' " His father went on: "They lowered the flag in Hilo too, on the Big Island, and your grandfather was there, and he saw all of this. "

Waihe'e was floored. Even nearly 70 years later, he remembers the moment. To picture his grandfather among those watching the kingdom in its final hours "broke my heart," he said. Waihe'e had never met his grandfather, but he had seen photos and heard stories about him all his life. "He was this big, strong Hawaiian guy. And the idea of him crying was--it was unthinkable." The image never left him. He grew up, attended law school, and eventually became Hawai'i's governor in 1986, the first Hawaiian ever to hold the office.

Waihe'e is part of a class of political leaders in Hawai'i who have chosen to work within the system, rather than rail against it. Another was the late Daniel Akaka, one of Hawai'i's longest-serving U.S. senators-- a Hawaiian himself. Akaka was raised in a home where he was not permitted to speak Hawaiian. He once told me about hearing a roar from above on the morning of December 7, 1941, and looking up to see a gray wave of Japanese bombers with bright-red dots on the wings. He grabbed his rifle and ran into the hills. He was 17 then, and would later deploy to Saipan with the Army Corps of Engineers.

Read: Adrienne LaFrance on December 7, the day "all hell broke loose"

In 1993, Akaka, a Democrat, sponsored a joint congressional resolution that formally apologized to the Hawaiian people for the overthrow of their kingdom 100 years earlier and for "the deprivation of the rights of Native Hawaiians to self-determination." I'd always seen the apology bill, which was signed into law by President Bill Clinton, as an example of the least the United States could possibly do, mere lip service. But the more people I talked with as I reported this story, the more I heard that it mattered--not just symbolically but legally.

Recently, I went to see Esther Kia'aina, who was one of the key architects of the apology as an aide to Akaka in Washington, D.C., in the early 1990s. Today, Kia'aina is a city-council member in Honolulu. People forget, she told me, just how hard it was to get to an apology in the first place.

Around 2020, for the first time ever, more Hawaiians lived outside Hawai'i than in the Islands.

"Prior to 1993, it was abysmal," Kia'aina said. There had been a federal inquiry into the overthrow, producing a dueling pair of reports in the 1980s, one of which concluded that the U.S. bore no responsibility for what had happened to Hawai'i, and that Hawaiians should not receive reparations as a result. Without the United States first admitting wrongdoing, Kia'aina said, nothing else could follow. As she saw it, the apology was the first in a series of steps. The next would be to obtain official tribal status for Hawaiians from the Department of the Interior, similar to the way the United States recognizes hundreds of American Indian and Alaska Native tribes. Then full-on independence.

In the early 2000s, Akaka began pushing legislation that would create a path to federal recognition for Hawaiians as a tribe, a move that Kia'aina enthusiastically supported. "I was Miss Fed Rec," she said. It wasn't a compliment--lots of people hated the idea.


Esther Kia'aina was one of the key architects of the 1993 apology bill signed into law by President Bill Clinton. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



The federal-recognition legislation would have made Native Hawaiians one of the largest tribes in America overnight--but many Hawaiians didn't want recognition from the United States at all. The debate created strange bedfellows. Many people argued against it on the grounds that it didn't go far enough; they wanted their country back, not tribal status. Meanwhile, some conservatives in Hawai'i, who tended to be least moved by calls for Hawaiian rights, fought against the bill, arguing that it was a reductionist and maybe even unconstitutional attempt to codify preferential treatment on the basis of race. That's how a coalition briefly formed that included Hawaiian nationalists and their anti-affirmative-action neighbors.

Akaka's legislation never passed, and the senator died in 2018. Today, some people say the debate over federal recognition was a distraction, but Kia'aina still believes that it's the only way to bring about self-determination for Hawaiians. She told me that she sometimes despairs at what the movement has become: She sees people rage against the overthrow, and against the continued presence of the U.S. military in Hawai'i, but do little else to promote justice for Hawaiians. And within government, she sees similar complacency.

"It's almost like 'Are you kidding me? We give you the baton and this is what you do?' " Kia'aina said. Instead of effecting change, she told me, people playact Hawaiianness and think it will be enough. They "slap on a Hawaiian logo," and "that's your contribution to helping the Hawaiian community." And in the end, nobody outside Hawai'i is marching in the street, protesting at the State Department, or occupying campus quads for Native Hawaiians.

There is no question that awareness of Hawaiian history and culture has improved since the 1970s, a period that's come to be known as the Hawaiian Renaissance, when activists took steps to restore the Hawaiian language in public places, to teach hula more widely, and to protect and restore other cultural practices. But Kia'aina told me that although the cultural and language revival is lovely, and essential, it can lull people into thinking that the work is done when plainly it is not. Especially when Hawaiians are running out of time.

Sometime around 2020, the Hawaiian people crossed a terrible threshold. For the first time ever, more Hawaiians lived outside Hawai'i than in the Islands. Roughly 680,000 Hawaiians live in the United States, according to the most recent census data; some 300,000 of them live in Hawai'i.

Hawaiians now make up about 20 percent of the state population, a proportion that for many inspires existential fear. Meanwhile, outsiders are getting rich in Hawai'i, and rich outsiders are buying up Hawaiian land. Larry Ellison, a co-founder of Oracle, owns most of the island of Lana'i. Facebook's co-founder Mark Zuckerberg owns a property on Kaua'i estimated to be worth about $300 million. Salesforce's CEO, Marc Benioff, has reportedly purchased nearly $100 million worth of land on the Big Island. Amazon's founder, Jeff Bezos, reportedly paid some $80 million for his estate on Maui. As one longtime Hawai'i resident put it to me: The sugar days may be over, but Hawai'i is still a plantation town.

At the same time, many Hawaiians are faring poorly. Few have the means to live in Hawai'i's wealthy neighborhoods. On O'ahu, a commute to Waikiki for those with hotel or construction jobs there can take hours in island traffic. Hawaiians have among the highest rates of heart disease, hypertension, asthma, diabetes, and some types of cancer compared with other ethnic groups. They smoke and binge drink at higher rates. A quarter of Hawaiian households can't adequately feed themselves. More than half of Hawaiians report worrying about having enough money to keep a roof over their head; the average per capita income is less than $28,000. Only 13 percent of Hawaiians have a college degree. The poverty rate among Hawaiians is 12 percent, the highest of the five largest ethnic groups in Hawai'i. Although Hawaiians make up only a small percentage of the population in Hawai'i, the share of homeless people on O'ahu who identify as Hawaiian or Pacific Islander has hovered at about 50 percent in recent years.

Kuhio Lewis was "very much the statistic Hawaiian" growing up in the 1990s, he told me--a high-school dropout raised by his grandmother. He'd struggled with drugs and alcohol, and became a single father with two babies by the time he was 19. Back then, Lewis was consumed with anger over what had happened to the Hawaiian people and believed that the only way to get what his people deserved was to fight, and to protest. But he lost patience with a movement that he didn't think was getting anything done. Today, as the CEO of the nonprofit Council for Native Hawaiian Advancement, he has a different view.

He still believes that Hawai'i should not be part of America, but he also believes that Hawai'i would need a leader with "balls of steel" to make independence happen. "That's a big ask," he added. "That's a lot of personal sacrifice." Until that person steps up, Lewis chooses to work within the system, even if it means some Hawaiians see him as a sellout.

"There is a wrong that was done. And there's no way we'll ever let that go," Lewis told me. "But I also believe, and I've come to believe, that the best way to win this battle is going through America rather than trying to go around America."


Portraits of the Hawaiian Kingdom's monarchs--from King Kamehameha (top left) to Queen Lili'uokalani (bottom right)--hang on the wall at the nonprofit Council for Native Hawaiian Advancement. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



When I spoke with Brian Schatz, Hawai'i's senior senator, in Washington, he said he is most focused on addressing the moment-to-moment crisis for the Hawaiian people. Lots of Native Hawaiians, he said, "are motivated by the same set of issues that non-Native Hawaiians are motivated by. They don't wake up every morning thinking about sovereignty and self-determination. They wake up every morning thinking about the price of gasoline, and traffic, and health care." He went on: "They are deeply, deeply uninterested in a bunch of abstractions. They would rather have a few hundred million dollars for housing than some new statute that purports to change the interaction between America and Hawaiians."

Ian Lind, a former investigative reporter who is himself Hawaiian, is also critical of sovereignty discussions that rely too much on fashionable ideologies at the expense of reality. I've known Lind since my own days as a city-hall reporter in Honolulu, in the early 2000s, and I wanted to get his thoughts on how the sovereignty conversation had changed in the intervening years. He told me that, in his view, an "incredibly robust environment for charlatans and con artists" has metastasized within Hawaiian-sovereignty circles. There are those who invent royal lineage or government titles for themselves, as well as ordinary scammers.

Even those who are merely trying to understand--or in some cases teach--the history have become too willing to gloss over some subtleties, Lind told me. It's not so simple to say that Hawaiians were dispossessed at the time of the overthrow, that they suddenly lost everything, he said. Many people gave up farmlands that had been allotted to them after the Great Mahele land distribution in 1848. "They were a burden, not an asset," Lind said. "People thought, I could just go get a job downtown and get away from this."

But people bristle at the introduction of nuance in the telling of this history, partly because they remain understandably focused on the immensity of what Hawaiians have lost. "There's a faction of Hawaiians who say that absolutely nothing short of restoring a kingdom like we had before, encompassing all of Hawai'i, is going to suffice," Lind said. "It's like an impasse that no one wants to talk about."

The whole thing reminds Lind of a fringe militia or a group of secessionists you'd find elsewhere. "It's so much like watching the Confederacy," he said. "You're watching something, a historical fact, you didn't like. It wasn't your side that won. But governments changed. And when our government changed here, it was recognized by all the countries in the world very quickly. So whatever you want to think about 130 years ago, how you feel about that change, I just think there are so many more things to deal with that could be dealt with now realistically that people aren't doing, because they're hung up waving the Confederate flag or having a new, reinstated Hawaiian Kingdom."

When you talk with people in Hawai'i about the question of sovereignty, skeptics will say shocking things behind closed doors, or off the record, that they'd never say in public--I've encountered eye-rolling, a general sentiment of get over it, even disparaging Queen Lili'uokalani as an "opium dealer"--but invoking the Lost Cause this way was a new one for me. I asked Lind if his opinions have been well received by his fellow Hawaiians. "No," he said with a chuckle. "I'm totally out of step."

Brian Schatz, a Democrat, grew up on O'ahu before making a rapid ascent in local, then national, politics. I first met him more than 15 years ago, when he was coming off a stint as a state representative. In 2021, he became the chair of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, meaning he thinks about matters related to Indigenous self-determination a lot. He's also on the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, which makes sense for a person representing a region of profound strategic importance to the United States.

Because Schatz is extremely online--he is a bit of a puppy dog on X, not exactly restrained--I wanted to know his views on an observation I've had in recent years. As young activists in Hawai'i have focused their passion on justice for Hawaiians, I've sometimes wondered if they are simply shouting into the pixelated abyss. On the one hand, more awareness of historical wrongs is objectively necessary and good. On the other, as Schatz put it to me, "the internet is not a particularly constructive place to figure out how to redress historical wrongs."

Two recent moments in Hawaiian activism sparked international attention, but haven't necessarily advanced the cause of self-determination. In 2014, opposition to the construction of the Thirty Meter Telescope on the Big Island led to huge protests, and energized the sovereignty movement. The catastrophic fires on Maui in 2023 prompted a similar burst of attention to Hawai'i and the degree to which Hawaiians have been alienated from their own land. But many activists complained to me that in both cases, sustained momentum has been spotty. Instagrammed expressions of solidarity may feel righteous when you're scrolling, but they accomplish little (if anything) offline, even when more people than ever before seem to be paying attention to ideas that animate those fighting for Hawaiian independence.

Adrienne LaFrance: Hawaii is a warning

"There's a newly energized cohort of leftists on the continent who are waking up to this injustice," Schatz said. "But, I mean, the truth is that there's not a place on the continental United States where that story wasn't also told." The story he's talking about is the separation of people from their language, their land, their culture, and their water sources, in order to steal that land and to make money. Yet "nobody's talking about giving Los Angeles back," he said.


Hawaiian activism has sparked international attention in recent years, but hasn't necessarily advanced the cause of self-determination. (Brendan George Ko)



One of the challenges in contemplating Hawaiian independence is the question of historical precedent. Clearly there are blueprints for decolonization--India's independence following British rule may be the most famous--but few involve places like Hawai'i. The world does not have many examples of what "successful" secession or decolonization from the United States looks like in practice. There is one example from elsewhere in the Pacific: In 1898, fresh off its annexation of Hawai'i, the United States moved to annex the Philippines, too. People there fought back, in a war that led to the deaths of an estimated 775,000 people, most of them civilians. The United States promised in 1916 that it would grant the Philippines independence, but that didn't happen until 1946.

Hawai'i is particularly complex, too, because of its diverse population. Roughly a quarter of Hawai'i residents are multiracial, and there is no single racial majority. So while some activists are eager to apply a settler-colonialism frame to what happened in Hawai'i, huge populations of people here do not slot neatly into the categories of "settler" or "native." How, for example, do you deal with the non-Hawaiian descendants of laborers on plantations, who immigrated to the Islands from China, Japan, Portugal, the Philippines? Or the Pacific Islanders who came to Hawai'i more recently, as part of U.S. compensation to three tiny island nations affected by nuclear-weapons testing? Or the people who count both overthrowers and Hawaiians among their ancestors? Schatz said that when it comes to visions of Hawaiian self-determination, "I completely defer to the community."

But he cautioned that without consensus about what this should look like, "the danger is that we spend all of our time counting the number of angels on the head of a pin, and ignore the fact that the injustice imposed by the United States government on Native Hawaiians is manifesting itself on a daily basis with bad economic outcomes, not enough housing, not enough health care." He went on, "So while Native Hawaiian leaders and scholars sort out what comes next as it relates to Native Hawaiians and their relationship to the state and federal government, my job is to--bit by bit, program by program, day by day--try to reverse that injustice with, frankly, money.

"Because you can't live in an apology," he added. "You have to live in a home."

The question of how the ancient Hawaiians survived--how they managed to feed a complex civilization that bloomed on the most isolated archipelago on the planet--has long been a source of fascination and historic inquiry. They fished; they hunted; they grew taro in irrigated wetlands.

Hawai'i is now terrifyingly dependent on the global supply chain for its residents' survival. By the 1960s, it was importing roughly half of its food supply. Today, that figure is closer to 90 percent. It can be easy to forget how remote Hawai'i truly is. But all it takes is one hurricane, war, or pandemic to upset this fragile balance.

From the October 1938 issue: Hawaii's economy

To understand what Hawai'i would need in order to become self-reliant again, I went to see Walter Ritte, one of the godfathers of modern Hawaiian activism, and someone most people know simply as "Uncle Walter." Ritte made a name for himself in the 1970s, when he and others occupied the uninhabited island of Kaho'olawe, protesting the U.S. military's use of the land for bombing practice. Ian Lind was part of this protest too; the group came to be known as the Kaho'olawe Nine.

Ritte lives on Moloka'i, among the least populated of the Hawaiian Islands. Major airlines don't fly to Moloka'i, and people there like it that way. I arrived on a turboprop Cessna 208, a snug little nine-seater, alongside a few guys from O'ahu heading there to do construction work for a day or two.

Moloka'i has no stoplights and spotty cell service. Its population hovers around 7,000 people. Many of its roads are still unpaved and require an off-road vehicle--long orange-red ribbons of dirt crisscross the island. On one particularly rough road, I felt my rented Jeep keel so far to one side that I was certain it would tip over. I considered turning back but eventually arrived at the Mo'omomi Preserve, in the northwestern corner of Moloka'i, where you can stand on a bluff of black lava rock and look out at the Pacific.

All over Moloka'i, the knowledge that you are standing somewhere that long predates you and will long outlast you is inescapable. If you drive all the way east, to Halawa Valley, you find the overgrown ruins of sacred places--an abandoned 19th-century church, plus remnants of heiau, or places of worship, dating back to the 600s. The desire to protect the island's way of life is fierce. Nobody wants it to turn into O'ahu or Maui--commodified and overrun by tourists, caricatured by outsiders who know nothing of this place. For locals across Hawai'i, especially the large number who work in the hospitality industry, this reality is an ongoing source of fury. As the historian Daniel Immerwahr put it to me: "It is psychologically hard to have your livelihood be a performance of your own subordination."

The directions Ritte had given me were, in essence: Fly to Moloka'i, drive east for 12 miles, and look for my fishpond. So I did. Eventually, I stopped at a place that I thought could be his, a sprawling, grassy property with some kukui-nut trees, a couple of sheds, and a freshwater spring. No sign of Ritte. But I met a man who introduced himself as Ua and said he could take me to him. I asked Ua how long he'd been working with Uncle Walter, and he grinned. "My whole life," he said. Walter is his father.

Ua drove us east in his four-wheeler through a misty rain. This particular vehicle had a windshield but no wipers, so I assumed the role of leaning all the way out of the passenger side to squeegee water off the glass.

We found Ritte standing in a field wearing dirty jeans and a black T-shirt that said Kill Em' With Aloha. Ritte is lean and muscular--at almost 80 years old, he has the look of someone who has worked outside his whole life, which he has. We decided to head makai, back toward the ocean, so Ritte could show me his obsession.

When we got there, he led me down a short, rocky pier to a thatched-roof hut and pointed out toward the water. What we were looking at was the rebuilt structure of a massive fishpond, first constructed by ancient Hawaiians some 700 years ago. Ritte has been working on it forever, attempting to prove that the people of Hawai'i can again feed themselves.

"I am not an American. I want my family to survive. And we're not going to survive with continental values."

The mechanics of the pond are evidence of Native Hawaiian genius. A stone wall serves as an enclosure for the muliwai, or brackish, area where fresh and salt water meet. A gate in the wall, when opened, allows small fish to swim into the muliwai but blocks big fish from getting out. And when seawater starts to pour into the pond, fish already in the pond swim over to it, making it easy to scoop them out. "Those gates are the magic," Ritte tells me.

Back when Hawai'i was totally self-sustaining, feeding the population required several fishponds across the Islands. Ritte's fishpond couldn't provide for all of Moloka'i, let alone all of Hawai'i, but he does feed his family with the fish he farms. And when something goes wrong--a recent mudslide resulted in a baby-fish apocalypse-- it teaches Ritte what his ancestors would have known but he has had to learn.


Walter Ritte has restored an ancient Hawaiian fishpond on the island of Moloka'i. (Brendan George Ko for The Atlantic)



That's how his vision went from restoring the fishpond to restoring the ahupua'a, which in ancient Hawai'i referred to a slice of land extending from the mountains down to the ocean. If the land above the pond had been properly irrigated, it could have prevented the mudslide that killed all those fish. And if everyone on Moloka'i tended to their ahupua'a the way their ancestors did, the island might in fact be able to dramatically reduce its reliance on imported food.

But over the years, Ritte said, the people of Hawai'i got complacent. Too many forgot how to work hard, how to sweat and get dirty. Too few questioned what their changing way of life was doing to them. This is how they became "sitting ducks," he told me, too willing to acclimate to a country that is not truly their own. "I am not an American. I want my family to survive. And we're not going to survive with continental values," he said. "Look at the government. Look at the guy who was president. And he's going to be president again. He's an asshole. So America has nothing that impresses me. I mean, why would I want to be an American?"

Ritte said he may not live to see it, but he believes Hawai'i will one day become an independent nation again. "There's a whole bunch of people who are not happy," he said. "There's going to be some violence. You got guys who are really pissed. But that's not going to make the changes that we need."

Still, change does not always come the way you expect. Ritte believes that part of what he's doing on Moloka'i is preparing Hawai'i for a period of tremendous unrest that may come sooner rather than later, as stability in the world falters and as Hawaiians are roused to the cause of independence. "All the years people said, 'You can control the Hawaiians, don't worry; you can control them.' But now they're nervous you cannot control them."

During my visit to Pu'uhonua O Waimanalo, the compound that Dennis Kanahele and Brandon Maka'awa'awa have designated as the headquarters for the Nation of Hawai'i, Maka'awa'awa invited me to the main office, a house that they use as a government building to hatch plans and discuss foreign relations. Recently, Kanahele and their foreign minister traveled to China on a diplomatic visit. And they've established peace treaties with Native American tribes in the contiguous United States--the same kind of treaty that the United States initially forged with the Kingdom of Hawai'i, they pointed out to me.

These days, they are not interested in American affairs. They see anyone who works with the Americans, including Kuhio Lewis and Brian Schatz, as sellouts or worse. To them, the best president the United States ever had was Clinton, because he was the one who signed the apology bill. Barack Obama may get points for being local--he was born and raised on O'ahu--but they're still waiting for him to do something, anything, for the Hawaiian people. As it happens, Obama has a house about five miles down the road. "I still believe that he's here for a reason in Waimanalo," Kanahele said, referring to this area of the island. "I believe the reason is what we're doing."

Outside, light rains occasionally swept over the house, and chickens and cats wandered freely. Inside was cozy, more bunker than Oval Office, with a rusted door swung open and walls covered in papers and plans. At one end of the room was a fireplace, and over the mantel was a large map of the world with Hawai'i at the center, alongside portraits of Queen Lili'uokalani and her brother King Kalakaua. Below that was a large humpback whale carved from wood, and wooden blocks bearing the names and titles of members of the executive branch. Another wall displayed a copy of the Ku'e Petitions, documents that members of the Hawaiian Patriotic League hand-carried to Washington, D.C., in 1897 to oppose annexation.

Kanahele is tall, with broad shoulders and a splatter of freckles on one cheek. He is thoughtful and serious, the kind of person who quiets a room the instant he speaks. But he's also funny and warm. I've heard people describe Kanahele as Kamehameha-like in his looks, and I can see why. Kanahele told me that he is in fact descended from a relative of Kamehameha's, "like, nine generations back." Today, most people know him by his nickname, Bumpy.

Kanahele's vision for the future entails reclaiming all of Hawai'i from the United States and reducing its economic dependence on tourism and defense.

The most animated I saw him was when I asked if he'd ever sat down with a descendant of the overthrowers. After all, it often feels like everyone knows everyone here, and in many cases they do, and have for generations. Kanahele told me the story of how, years ago, he'd had a conversation with Thurston Twigg-Smith, a grandson of Lorrin A. Thurston, who was an architect of the overthrow. Twigg-Smith was the publisher of the daily newspaper the Honolulu Advertiser, and Kanahele still remembers the room they sat in--fancy, filled with books. "I was excited because it was this guy, right? He was involved," Kanahele said.

The experience left him with "ugly feelings," he told me. "He called us cavemen." And Twigg-Smith defended the overthrowers. I mentioned to Kanahele that I'd read Twigg-Smith's account of the coup, in which he refers to it admiringly as "the Hawaiian Revolution."

Twigg-Smith told Kanahele that his grandfather "did the best thing he thought was right at the time," Kanahele said. When Kanahele asked, "Do you think that was right?," Twigg-Smith didn't hesitate. Yes, the overthrow was right, he said. Kanahele's eyes widened as he recounted the exchange. "He thinks his grandfather did the right thing." (Twigg-Smith died in 2016.)

Kanahele and Maka'awa'awa aren't trying to bring back the monarchy. They aren't even trying to build a democracy. Their way of government, outlined in a constitution that Kanahele drafted in 1994, is based on a family structure, including a council of Hawaiian elders and kanaka (Hawaiian) and non-kanaka (non-Hawaiian) legislative branches. "It's a Hawaiian way of thinking of government," Maka'awa'awa said. "It's not democracy or communism or socialism or any of that. It's our own form of government."

Kanahele's vision for the future entails reclaiming all of Hawai'i from the United States and reducing its economic dependence on tourism and defense. He and Maka'awa'awa are unpaid volunteers, Maka'awa'awa told me. "Luckily for me and Uncle, we have very supportive wives who have helped support us for years." Maka'awa'awa said that they used to pay a "ridiculous amount" in property taxes, but thought better of it when contemplating the 65-year lease awarded in 1964 to the U.S. military for $1 at Pohakuloa, a military training area covering thousands of acres on the Big Island. So about eight years ago, they decided to pay $1 a year. The state is "pissed," he told me, but he doesn't care. "Plus," he added, "it's our land."

I had to ask: Doesn't an independent nation need its own military? Other than the one that was already all around them, that is. Some 50,000 active-duty U.S. service members are stationed throughout the Islands. Many of the military's 65-year leases in Hawai'i are up for renewal within the next five years, and debate over what to do with them has already begun. I thought about our proximity to Bellows Air Force Station, just a mile or two down the hill from where we were sitting. Yes, Kanahele told me. "You need one standing army," he said. "You got to protect your natural resources--your lands and your natural resources." Otherwise, he warned, people are "going to be taking them away."

I asked them how they think about the Hawai'i residents--some of whom have been here for generations, descendants of plantation laborers or missionaries--who are not Hawaiian. There are plenty of non-kanaka people who say they are pro-Hawaiian rights, until the conversation turns to whether all the non-kanaka should leave. "We think about that," Kanahele said, because of the "innocents involved. The damage goes back to America and the state of Hawai'i. That's who everybody should be pointing the finger at."

And it's not like they want to take back all 4 million acres of Hawai'i's land, Maka'awa'awa said. "Really, right now, when we talk about the 1.8 million acres of ceded lands"--that is, the crown and government lands that were seized in the overthrow and subsequently turned over to the United States in exchange for annexation--"we're not talking about private lands here. We're talking strictly state lands."

Kanahele calmly corrected him: "And then we will claim all 4 million acres. We claim everything."

As I was reporting this story, I kept asking people: What does America owe Hawai'i, and the Hawaiian people? A better question might be: When does a nation cease to exist? When its leader is deposed? When the last of its currency is melted down? When the only remaining person who can speak its language dies? For years I thought of the annexation-day ceremony in 1898 as the moment when the nation of Hawai'i ceased to be. One account describes the final playing of Hawai'i's national anthem, by the Royal Hawaiian Band, whose leader began to weep as they played. After that came a 21-gun salute, the final national salute to the Hawaiian flag. Then the band played taps. Eventually all kingdoms die. Empires, too.

The overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom set in motion a series of events that disenfranchised Hawaiians, separated them from their land and their culture, and forever altered the course of history in Hawai'i. It was also a moment of enormous and lasting consequence for the United States. It solidified a worldview, famously put forth in the pages of this magazine by the retired naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan in 1890, that America must turn its eyes and its borders ever outward, in defense of the American idea.

From the December 1890 issue: The United States looking outward

But there were others who fought against the expansionists' notion of America, arguing that the true American system of government depended on the consent of the governed. Many of the people arguing this were the abolitionists who led and wrote for this magazine, including Mark Twain and The Atlantic's former editor in chief William Dean Howells, both members of the Anti-Imperialist League. (Other anti-imperialists argued against expansion on racist grounds--that is, that the U.S. should not invite into the country more nonwhite or non-Christian people, of which there were many in Hawai'i.)

This was the debate Americans were having about their country's role in the world when, in March 1893, Grover Cleveland was inaugurated as president for the second time. Cleveland, the 24th president of the United States, had also been the 22nd; Benjamin Harrison's single term had been sandwiched in between. Once he was back in the White House, Cleveland immediately set to work undoing the things that, in his view, Harrison had made a mess of. Primary among those messes was what people had begun to refer to as "the question of Hawaii."

After writing to Harrison in January 1893, Queen Lili'uokalani had sent a letter to her "great and good friend" Cleveland in his capacity as the president-elect. "I beg that you will consider this matter, in which there is so much involved for my people," she wrote, "and that you will give us your friendly assistance in granting redress for a wrong which we claim has been done to us, under color of the assistance of the naval forces of the United States in a friendly port."





Queen Lili'uokalani (top) was deposed in the January 1893 coup; the insurrectionists had support from the highest levels of the U.S. government, and help from U.S. troops (bottom). (Photo12 / Getty; U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command)



Whereas Harrison, in the twilight of his presidency, had sent a treaty to the Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i, Cleveland's first act as president was to withdraw that treaty and order an investigation of the overthrow. Members of the Committee of Safety and their supporters, Cleveland learned, had seized 'Iolani Palace as their new headquarters--they would later imprison Queen Lili'uokalani there, in one of the bedrooms upstairs, for nearly eight months--and raised the American flag over the main government building in the palace square. Cleveland now mandated that the American flag be pulled down and replaced with the Hawaiian flag.

This set off a firestorm in Congress, where Cleveland's critics eventually compared him to a Civil War secessionist. One senator accused him of choosing "ignorant, savage, alien royalty, over American people."

America answered the "question of Hawaii" by deciding that its sphere of influence would not end at California, but would expand ever outward.

By then, the inquiry that Cleveland ordered had come back. As he explained when he sent the report on to Congress, the investigation had found that the overthrow had been an "act of war," and that the queen had surrendered "not absolutely and permanently, but temporarily and conditionally."

Cleveland had dispatched his foreign minister to Hawai'i, former Representative Albert S. Willis of Kentucky, to restore the queen to power. Willis's mission in Honolulu was to issue an ultimatum to the insurrectionists to dissolve their fledgling government, and secure a promise from Queen Lili'uokalani that she would pardon the usurpers. But the Provisional Government argued that the United States had no right to tell it what to do.

"We do not recognize the right of the President of the United States to interfere in our domestic affairs," wrote Sanford Dole, the self-appointed president of Hawai'i's new executive branch. "The Provisional Government of the Hawaiian Islands respectfully and unhesitatingly declines to entertain the proposition of the President of the United States that it should surrender its authority to the ex-Queen."

This was, quite obviously, outrageous. Here Dole and his co-conspirators were claiming to be a sovereign nation--and using this claim to rebuff Cleveland's attempts to return power to the sovereign nation they'd just overthrown--all while having pulled off their coup with the backing of American military forces and having flown an American flag atop the government building they now occupied.

In January 1894, the American sugar baron and longtime Hawai'i resident Zephaniah Spalding testified before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations about the situation in Honolulu. "We have now as near an approach to autocratic government as anywhere," Spalding said. "We have a council of 15, perhaps, composed of the businessmen of Honolulu" who "examine into the business of the country, just the same as is done in a large factory or on a farm."

The insurrectionists had, with support from the highest levels of the U.S. government, successfully overthrown a nation. They'd installed an autocracy in its place, with Dole as president.

Americans argued about Hawai'i for five long years after the overthrow. And once the United States officially annexed Hawai'i in 1898 under President William McKinley, Dole became the first governor of the United States territory. Most Americans today know his name only because of the pineapple empire one of his cousins started.

All along, the debate over Hawai'i was not merely about the fate of an archipelago some 5,000 miles away from Washington. Nor is the debate over Hawai'i's independence today some fringe argument about long-ago history. America answered the "question of Hawaii" by deciding that its sphere of influence would not end at California, but would expand ever outward. Harrison took the aggressive, expansionist view. Cleveland took the anti-imperialist, isolationist one. This ideological battle, which Harrison ultimately won (and later regretted, after he joined the Anti-Imperialist League himself), is perhaps the most consequential chapter in all of U.S. foreign relations. You can draw a clear, straight line from the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom to the attack on Pearl Harbor to America's foreign policy today, including the idea that liberal democracy is worth protecting, at home and abroad.

It's easy to feel grateful for this ethos when contemplating the alternative. In the past century, America's global dominance has, despite episodes of galling overreach, been an extraordinary force for good around the world. The country's strategic position in the Pacific allowed the United States to win World War II (and was a big reason the U.S. entered the war in the first place). The U.S. has continued to serve as a force for stability and security in the Pacific in a perilous new chapter. How might the world change without the United States to stand up to Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin?


Some people in Hawai'i now want to plan for how to regain--and sustain--independence if the United States loses power. (Brendan George Ko)



But to treat the U.S. presence in Hawai'i as inevitable, or even as a shameful but justified means to an end, is to disregard the values for which Americans have fought since the country's founding. It was the United States' expansion into the Pacific that established America as a world superpower. And it all began with the coup in Honolulu, an autocratic uprising of the sort that the United States fights against today.

Perhaps the true lesson of history is that what seems destined in retrospect--whether the election of a president or the overthrow of a kingdom--is often much messier and more uncertain as it unfolds. John Waihe'e, the former governor, told me that he no longer thinks about how to gain sovereignty, but rather how Hawai'i should begin planning for a different future--one that may arrive unexpectedly, and on terms we may not now be considering.

Waihe'e is part of a group of local leaders that has been working to map out various possible futures for Hawai'i. The idea is to take into account the most pronounced challenges Hawai'i faces: the outside wealth reshaping the Islands, the economic overreliance on tourism, the likelihood of more frequent climate disasters, the potential dissolution of democracy in the United States. One of the options is to do nothing at all, to accept the status quo, which Waihe'e feels certain would be disastrous.

Jon Kamakawiwo'ole Osorio, another member of the group, agrees. Osorio is the dean of the Hawai'inuiakea School of Hawaiian Knowledge at the University of Hawai'i at Manoa. Undoing a historic wrong may be impossible, he told me, but you have a moral obligation to try. "If things don't change, things are going to be really fucked up here," Osorio said. "They will continue to deteriorate." (As for how things are going in the United States generally, he put it this way: "I wouldn't wish Trump on anyone, not even the Americans.")

Osorio's view is that Hawaiians should take more of a Trojan-horse approach--"a state government that essentially gets taken over by successive cadres of people who want to see an end to military occupation, who want to see an end to complete reliance on tourism, who see other kinds of possibilities in terms of year-round agriculture," he told me. "Basically, being culturally and socially more and more distinct from the United States." That doesn't mean giving up on independence; it just means taking action now, thinking less about history and more about the future.

But history is still everywhere in Hawai'i. On the east side of Moloka'i, I drove by a house that had a sign out front that just said 1893 with a splotch of red, like blood. If you head southwest on Kaua'i past Hanapepe, and then on to Waimea, you can walk out onto the old whaling pier and see the exact spot where Captain James Cook first landed, in 1778. Not far from there is the old smokestack from a rusted-out sugar plantation. All around, you can see the remnants of more than two centuries of comings and goings. A place that was once completely apart from the world is now forever altered by outsiders. And yet the trees still spill mangoes onto the ground, and the moon still rises over the Pacific. Hawaiians are still here. As long as they are, Hawai'i belongs to them.

Read: How to save a dying language

Over the course of my reporting, several Hawaiians speculated that Hawai'i's independence may ultimately come not because it is granted by the United States, but because the United States collapses under the second Trump presidency, or some other world-altering course of events. People often dismiss questions of Hawaiian independence by arguing, fairly, that if the United States hadn't seized the kingdom, Britain, Japan, or Russia almost certainly would have. Now people in Hawai'i want to plan for how to regain--and sustain--independence if the United States loses power.

Things change; Hawai'i certainly has. All these years, I've been trying to understand what Hawai'i lost, what was stolen, and how to get it back. What I failed to realize, until now, is that the story of the overthrow is not really the story of Hawai'i. It is the story of America. It is the story of how dangerous it is to assume that anything is permanent. History teaches us that nothing lasts forever. Hawaiians have learned that lesson. Americans would do well to remember it.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "What Happens When You Lose Your Country?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/01/hawaii-monarchy-overthrow-independence/680759/?utm_source=feed
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            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the first of a three-part photo summary of the year) include a deadly earthquake in central Japan, the relocation of the Space Shuttle Endeavour, ongoing Israeli airstrikes in Gaza, a rat hole in Chicago, and much more. Check back later this week for Parts 2 and 3, and be sure to see our earlier "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People walk on a dirt road past many damaged and destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of widespread destruction in Khan Yunis, Gaza, after Israeli forces withdrew from the area on February 2, 2024. Extensive devastation unfolded after weeks of continuous Israeli bombardment.
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                [image: A rescue worker carries a cat wrapped in a towel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A police officer in Kyiv, Ukraine, carries a pet from the scene of a missile attack by Russian forces in a residential area on January 2, 2024. The attack was part of a barrage of Russian air strikes that hit Kyiv and Kharkiv, which reportedly killed five people and injured at least 135.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kostiantyn Liberov / Libkos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people look toward three large dog sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors look at the work titled "En Garde" by artist Ron Mueck at Triennale di Milano, in Milan, Italy, on January 9, 2024.
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                [image: Two utility workers in a lift work on a tangle of electric power lines.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Utility workers fix electric power lines in the aftermath of an earthquake in Suzu, Japan, on January 4, 2024. A series of major earthquakes killed at least 470 people, injured hundreds more, and damaged thousands of structures. The earthquakes, the biggest measuring 7.5 magnitude, hit areas around Ishikawa, Toyama, and Niigata in central Japan on January 1.
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                [image: A man wearing a protective vest with a "Press" label is surrounded by fellow mourners, all standing around a wrapped body.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Al Jazeera journalist Wael Dahdouh holds the hand of his son Hamza, who also worked for Al Jazeera and who was killed in an Israeli airstrike in Rafah, Gaza, on January 7, 2024. Dahdouh lost his wife, two other children, and a grandson earlier in the war and was nearly killed himself.
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                [image: An overhead drone view of a semitrailer truck on its side in the median of a snow-covered highway]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A semitrailer truck lies overturned and stranded amid subzero temperatures ahead of the Iowa state caucus vote, near Van Meter, Iowa, on January 15, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a coastal Icelandic town with an erupting volcanic fissure a short distance inland, just uphill from houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gas, steam, and smoke rise above flowing lava during a volcanic eruption on the outskirts of the evacuated town of Grindavik, in western Iceland, on January 14, 2024.
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                [image: A cow walks through a pile of burning hay as a group of people looks on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men lead a cow over a burning haystack as part of a ritual to seek fortune and protection for the cattle owners, marking the Hindu festival of Makar Sankranti, in Bengaluru, India, on January 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds a small dog as it reacts while a priest drips holy water nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holds her dog as it reacts while being blessed by a priest at the Cathedral San Bernardino de Siena during the ceremony commemorating the Feast of San Antonio Abad, the patron saint of domestic animals, in Xochimilco, on the outskirts of Mexico City, on January 17, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people carry handmade protest signs and flags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to protest against the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) political party on January 21, 2024, in Munich, Germany. Protests against the AfD and in defense of democracy had been taking place across Germany for the previous week, following the revelation that high-ranking AfD members met with far-right extremists at a villa in Potsdam. Participants at the meeting reportedly discussed how to possibly introduce legislative measures to enable the mass expulsion of immigrants from Germany, as well as German citizens with immigrant roots and German citizens who have helped refugees.
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                [image: A portrait of a soldier who sits in a military tank with their head poking out of a hole]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian soldier, photographed in a tank moments before heading to the front line in the direction of Bakhmut, on January 23, 2024
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                [image: More than a dozen coins lie in and near a puddle of water in a small hole in a sidewalk that bears the outline of either a rat or a squirrel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coins are left behind by visitors at an impression in a sidewalk known as the Chicago Rat Hole, in the Roscoe Village neighborhood of Chicago, Illinois, on January 24, 2024. The decades-old impression in the the shape of a rat (or squirrel) began attracting a regular stream of visitors after a post on X garnered more than 5 million views.
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                [image: A rugby player stiff-arms another player, hand to her face, during a match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bienne Terita of Australia fends off Heather Cowell of Great Britain during the 2024 Perth SVNS women's rugby match between Australia and Great Britain at HBF Park in Perth, Australia, on January 26, 2024.
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                [image: A space shuttle, wrapped in white plastic, is carried on a trailer through a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NASA's Space Shuttle Endeavour, wrapped in protective plastic, is transported to the site of the future Samuel Oschin Air and Space Center in Los Angeles, California, on January 26, 2024. For its exhibition at the space center, Endeavour was placed in a launch position with its booster rockets and external tank.
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                [image: A person walks past a partially collapsed residential building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the remains of a building destroyed by an earlier Russian rocket strike in Donetsk Oblast, Ukraine, on January 26, 2024
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                [image: A young man watches the ball after diving while playing soccer on a dusty field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young man watches the ball after diving while playing soccer on a dusty field in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, on February 6, 2024.
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                [image: A team of swimmers makes expressive faces while competing in a synchronized-swimming match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Linda Cerruti, Lucrezia Ruggiero, Marta Iacoacci, Isotta Sportelli, Sofia Mastroianni, Giulia Vernice, Enrica Piccoli, and Francesca Zunino of Team Italy compete in the Mixed Team Technical Final on Day 5 of the Doha 2024 World Aquatics Championships at Aspire Dome on February 6, 2024 in Doha, Qatar.
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                [image: A pack of bicycle racers rides down a road lined with tall, thick trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The peloton passes along a tree-lined road during the 39th Clasica de Almeria 2024--a  one-day race from Puebla de Vicar to Roquetas de Mar--in Roquetas de Mar, Spain, on February 11, 2024.
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                [image: Kansas City Chiefs player Travis Kelce kisses Taylor Swift on the field after the Super Bowl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kansas City Chiefs tight end Travis Kelce kisses Taylor Swift after playing in the Super Bowl against the San Francisco 49ers on February 11, 2024, in Las Vegas. The Chiefs won 25-22.
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                [image: The shadow of a baseball player against a red wall. A baseball passes by just in front of the shadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Seattle Mariners tosses a ball against a wall during drills at spring-training baseball workouts in Peoria, Arizona, on February 15, 2024.
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                [image: A young man with dried blood on his face looks toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Injured Palestinians, including children, are brought to Kuwait Hospital for treatment following Israeli attacks on Rafah City in the south of Gaza on February 12, 2024.
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                [image: Six riot police officers carry a person away from a memorial site.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police detain a man as he tries to lay flowers to pay last respects to Alexei Navalny at the monument, a large boulder from the Solovetsky Islands, where the first camp of the Gulag political prison system was established, in St. Petersburg, Russia, on February 17, 2024. Russian authorities said that Navalny, Russian President Vladimir Putin's fiercest foe, who crusaded against official corruption and staged massive anti-Kremlin protests, died in prison. He was 47.
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                [image: A woman pushes a baby in a stroller past a digital advertising screen that reads "Error: No Content."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman pushes a stroller with a baby past a digital advertising screen in St. Petersburg, Russia, on February 26, 2024.
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                [image: A horse and rider catch a wave in gentle surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A horse and rider catch a wave during a swim in the sea at Weymouth Beach, on February 24, 2024, in Weymouth, England.
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                [image: An ornamental street light with the melted plastic of five lamps draped across it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A melted street lamp stands in front of a burned home in Canadian, Texas, on February 28, 2024. The Smokehouse Creek Fire burned more than a million acres across parts of Oklahoma and the Texas Panhandle.
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                [image: A model wearing a long coat made of stuffed animals walks down a runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model walks the runway during the Vetements womenswear fall/winter 2024-25 show as part of Paris Fashion Week on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: The bow of a partially sunk cargo ship pokes out of the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture taken on March 7, 2024, shows the cargo ship Rubymar partly submerged off the coast of Yemen. The bulk carrier went down after a Houthi missile attack. All 24 crew members were rescued by a passing container ship.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Khaled Ziad / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A giant head sculpture sits atop a crushed car in a small lot surrounded by brick and concrete walls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An installation by artist Chavis Marmol features a Tesla 3 car crushed by a nine-ton Olmec-inspired head, displayed in Mexico City on March 13, 2024.
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                [image: A woman stands in a crowd waiting outside a building, looking toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yulia Navalnaya, (center) the widow of Alexey Navalny, stands in a queue with other voters at a polling station near the Russian embassy in Berlin, Germany, on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: Traffic moves past several multistory buildings, one of which leans at a dangerous angle, near collapse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local residents ride past a damaged building following a violent earthquake in Hualien City, Taiwan, on April 4, 2024. At least 18 people were killed and more than 1,100 injured by the earthquake, which damaged dozens of buildings and prompted tsunami warnings as far as Japan and the Philippines.
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                [image: A couple sits on a hillside overlooking buildings in Greece, beneath a hazy orange sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple sits on Tourkovounia hill as southerly winds carry waves of Saharan dust in Athens, Greece, on April 23, 2024. Clouds of dust blown in from the Sahara covered Athens and other Greek cities that day, one of the worst such episodes to hit the country since 2018, officials said.
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                A survivor eats a meal after receiving treatment at the Naivasha Sub-county Hospital for injuries he suffered after heavy flash floods wiped out several homes when a dam burst following heavy rains in Kamuchiri Village, in Naivasha, Nakuru County, Kenya, on April 29, 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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How Trump Can Win the Peace in Ukraine

To safeguard U.S. interests, the next president must be clear-eyed and tough on Russia's attempts to exploit negotiations.

by Niall Ferguson, Harry Halem




As President-Elect Donald Trump prepares to seek a negotiated settlement to the worst European war since 1945, he confronts in Russia a counterparty with real bargaining power. Over the three decades since the end of the Cold War, Russia has become a serious international player, with greater military-industrial capacity than Europe and one of the world's largest land armies, as well as the world's second-biggest nuclear arsenal. Russia has also been coordinating its Ukrainian war effort with Iran, China, and North Korea, creating in effect a New Eurasian Axis.

The peace talks are set to begin at a time when, despite American and European military assistance to Kyiv, Russian forces are advancing westward and Ukrainian resistance is close to its breaking point. As Ukraine's former foreign minister Dmytro Kuleba told the Financial Times recently, "If it continues like this, we will lose the war."

Although many in the Republican Party question the fact, the United States has a major interest in Ukraine's survival and a durable settlement. With the biggest population of any Eastern European country aside from Poland, Ukraine has significant mineral resources and is a major agricultural exporter. Though impoverished by war, the country has also developed an impressive defense-tech sector.

If Russia succeeds in its aggression, the Baltic states would be next in line. Russia may also have interfered in Romania's recent election in an attempt to install a pro-Kremlin president. In short, there is no reason to expect Russian ambition to halt at Ukraine's western borders. Trump has expressed skepticism about the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, but the best way to prevent Moscow from testing the treaty's Article 5 mutual-defense clause is to preserve an independent Ukraine. Even so, the U.S. negotiating team must learn from history that Russia does not negotiate in good faith, but sees diplomacy as a way to freeze rather than resolve a conflict, to build military leverage, and to split allies.

If the U.S. is to end the Ukraine war in a way that satisfies American interests, it must counter Russia's strategy and build military, as well as economic, leverage over Russia. This will require not just surging aid to Ukraine and tightening the sanctions regime, but also imposing costs on Russia and its allies across Eurasia, including in Europe, the Middle East, and the Pacific region.

The process will be tense and risky. Washington must ensure that Kyiv avoids the trap of a mere cease-fire and reaches a settlement that can endure. In America's favor is that Russian President Vladimir Putin's position has been weakened by the sudden collapse of his client Bashar al-Assad's regime in Syria. That is a weakness Trump must now exploit.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: How Biden made a mess of Ukraine

Western diplomats tend to view fighting and talking as entirely distinct; when they begin negotiations, they typically set out a minimum viable position first and then make preemptive concessions as tokens of good faith. The Russian tradition of strategic thinking approaches diplomacy quite differently. From the Soviet Union's earliest years, Moscow viewed warfare and political action, including diplomacy, as unitary. Negotiations are just another tool to improve one's political position; the objective, as with military operations, remains the enemy's subjugation, or at least its exhaustion.

Moscow's negotiators seldom see talks as a route to a genuine, durable settlement, at least not initially. Instead, by controlling the pace of negotiations, Russian diplomats seek to wear down their adversaries psychologically. They are also likely to try to divide the U.S. from its allies.

This approach has a clear Cold War precedent. In Korea and Vietnam, the Soviet Union and its partners stalled negotiations, insisting on the most pedantic points, accusing the U.S. of bad faith, and starting with outlandish demands that, if the U.S. were to satisfy them, would have amounted to capitulation. After the mid-1960s, the Soviets understood the extraordinary risks of a general war with NATO. Exploiting its relative strength in the mid to late '70s, the U.S.S.R. encouraged its Warsaw Pact satellites, particularly East Germany and Poland, to negotiate directly with their West German neighbors, while it continued to back West European Communists in Italy and elsewhere, and to intensify its military threat. Moscow thus aimed to compartmentalize detente, hoping that a series of bilateral contacts in Europe would break the Atlantic alliance's cohesion.

The U.S. response carried clear risks. The Reagan administration's military buildup directly challenged Soviet offensive conventional forces, even as expanding U.S. nuclear deployments triggered large-scale protest movements in Europe. Fortunately, the political balance shifted in Germany when Helmut Kohl became chancellor in 1982, restoring the alliance's cohesion, while the appointment of Mikhail Gorbachev as Soviet leader in 1985 ushered in an abnormal period in which Moscow made unparalleled concessions abroad in the hope of expediting reform at home. (Gorbachev may be remembered fondly in the West; he is reviled in Russia today.)

From the Russian viewpoint, its war against Ukraine is one aspect of a broader war with the West. Ukrainian resistance would not have lasted this long without NATO support, making NATO cohesion vital to Ukraine's future. Russia's negotiation strategy will prioritize breaking this solidarity.

Of course, this has been Russia's strategy since 2014. The Minsk process, a slap-dash negotiation effort midwifed by Franco-German ambition, ensured that Ukraine's status remained in limbo. Russia's strategy failed only because Ukrainian society remained firmly pro-Western, encouraged by the economic opportunities the European Union offered, and deterred by the calamitous Russian management of its proxy statelets in the Donbas region. But Moscow did succeed in freezing Ukraine-NATO discussions and hampering Kyiv's military buildup.

A renewed Minsk agreement is practically impossible, because Russia's 2022 invasion made it an unmistakable belligerent in its own right; by the same token, its annexation of Ukrainian territory has rendered the concept of "autonomous zones" irrelevant. So what deal should the new Trump administration aim for?

Anne Applebaum: Putin isn't fighting for land in Ukraine

On the campaign trail, Trump gave the impression that he could end the war virtually overnight. A more realistic goal would be for a cease-fire by March of next year.

Severe military attrition has created an incentive for Putin to enter into talks. Despite battlefield advances, Russia's manpower losses are running as high as 45,000 a month. At a minimum, the Russian military needs a pause to reconstitute its forces. Particularly if Ukraine can hold its current positions in the east for the next few months, Russia is likely to join talks.

That will be the easy part. The challenge for U.S. policy is not simply to bring Russia and Ukraine to the table but to keep them there--and ensure that a cease-fire means more than merely a tactical pause for Moscow.

Because Putin has repeatedly questioned the legitimacy of President Volodymyr Zelensky's government, the Kremlin may open by demanding bilateral negotiations with the West and rejecting Zelensky's participation. If, in its opening months, the Trump administration surges aid to Kyiv, especially to enable Ukrainian strikes on Russian soil with Western weapons, that should overcome Moscow's resistance to Ukrainian participation.

Russia will doubtless present a series of extreme demands. These are likely to include: a freeze on Ukrainian talks about NATO membership; neutrality written into the Ukrainian constitution; special rights for Russian-speakers; the removal of restrictions on the Russian Orthodox Church (a de facto arm of Russia's intelligence apparatus in Ukraine); acceptance of responsibility for the "Donbas genocide" that Russia used as a casus belli; and withdrawal from territory in the Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, and Zaporizhzhia oblasts.

No Ukrainian president could accept these demands. Russia understands this--its goal will be to paint Ukraine as intransigent, providing a pretext to stall talks. At the same time, Russia will almost certainly undermine any cease-fire by exploiting weak monitoring and enforcement mechanisms to harass Ukrainian forces. This will demoralize war-weary Ukrainians, desperate for a lasting cease-fire and final settlement. Russia may also try to manipulate the talks by halting its bombardment of Ukraine's energy sector as a phony goodwill gesture and demanding that the U.S. prevent Kyiv from striking Russian soil in return. This would play to Russia's tactical advantages in the frontline fight.

Russia is also sure to demand major restrictions on Ukrainian military capacity and capability. For Kyiv, resisting disarmament will be vital for the country's future. Despite shortages and wartime disruption, Ukraine's defense industry has developed at a remarkable rate. Kyiv has already concluded a series of defense pacts across Europe, some of which include direct funding for Ukrainian industry. But Ukraine cannot reap the full benefits of these agreements until it can safeguard its industry from bombardment and re-equip its armed forces.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Helping Ukraine is Europe's job now

To achieve a meaningful settlement, the U.S. must build leverage in a much broader way, linking Russia's position in Ukraine to other interests. Four steps make sense: increased pressure in the Middle East, disruption of Russia's Eurasian partnerships, explicit U.S. acceptance of European-led security initiatives, and exploitation of Russia's reliance on Chinese economic support.

Recent events have created useful opportunities on the first score. Russia's position in the Middle East and Africa has become a vulnerability. By backing Assad and gaining air and naval bases in Syria, Russia built a military bridge through Crimea, the Levant, and Libya, and into Africa, where Russian mercenary groups control valuable mineral deposits and protect Russian-owned assets. But Russia's position in the Middle East and Africa suddenly looks weak. Russia needs Iran in order to sustain its war effort in Ukraine and evade Western sanctions; so the more Israel can damage Iran, the less fruitful Moscow's ties to Tehran will be. And without an ally controlling Syria, Russia will struggle to sustain its influence in Africa.

The U.S. can also disrupt Russia's partnerships with North Korea, Georgia, and Belarus. North Korean artillery shells have become essential to Russia's war effort, and North Korean troops are now fighting Ukrainian forces in Kursk oblast. That military support requires a response: The new Trump administration should revert to its prior "maximum pressure" policy, to increase the cost to Pyongyang of its aid for Moscow. The U.S. should lean on Georgia, too, through sanctions justified by evidence of fraud in the recent election that shifted the country back toward Russian-proxy status. Similarly, U.S. support for the Belarusian opposition to President Alexander Lukashenko's regime can be stepped up.

For its third step, the U.S. should consider including some European powers in the opening rounds of Ukraine talks. Most relevant would be Poland, Finland, and the Baltic states, which have shown their military capabilities and commitment to Ukraine's defense. Any future security guarantees for Ukraine are bound to involve these states, as U.S. troops certainly will not be involved. And the most effective leverage on Russia today may be accelerated European rearmament.

Finally, the United States must get serious about China's huge support for the Russian war effort. Trump clearly intends to resume his trade war with China. This time around, that effort should target Chinese firms involved in the Russian military machine with immediate secondary sanctions.

Wars are easy to start yet hard to stop. But combining these four elements with sustained military and economic support for Ukraine will give Washington a chance to keep Russia at the negotiating table. No one entrusted by Trump with negotiating an end to the war in Ukraine should expect overnight success. The challenge will be to overcome Russia's tried-and-tested method of cynically exploiting negotiations to gain military advantage.

The beginning of talks should mean not the end of military and economic pressure but the reverse. The new Trump presidency will be a crucial moment for the U.S. and its allies to lean harder--not just on Russia, but on the Eurasian Axis as a whole.
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Assad's Opponents Are Building a New Order

What comes next won't be easy, but it could be extraordinary.

by Arash Azizi




Updated at 7:00 p.m. ET on December 9, 2024

A carnival of joy has erupted in Syria with the fall of the strongman Bashar al-Assad. Syrians have waited a long time and paid a heavy price for this jubilation. Thirteen years ago, the country's revolution began with peaceful demonstrations; since then, by one estimate, more than 600,000 Syrians have lost their lives. The dictatorship's list of crimes is much longer than that, encompassing peacetime abuses and stretching back 54 years, to when Assad's father, Hafez, first assumed the throne. The Ba'ath Party, which once sought dominion over the entire Arab world, has now lost its final foothold.

The relief and joy over the fall of Assad are more than justified, but soon they will give way to the tough work of building a new order in a country battered by years of war and oppression. The success of this task will depend primarily on two factors: the ability of Assad's many different opponents to work together, and the willingness of neighboring countries, chiefly Turkey, to accept the outcome.

Within a year of its inception in 2011, Syria's revolution devolved into a civil war, and the country's territory has since been divided among an assortment of armed groups. Even now, after the fall of Assad, several entities rule over different parts of the country. Damascus was liberated by three groups: the Islamist outfit Hay'at Tahrir al Sham (HTS); the Southern Operations Room, formed only a few days ago as a coalition of local anti-regime militias in the south; and the United States-backed Syrian Free Army, a militia that has long controlled the area near the Syrian-Jordanian-Iraqi triple border. Farther from the capital, two more groups compete over the northern and eastern regions of the country: the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), led by a left-wing Kurdish party with links to fellow Kurds in Turkey; and its mortal opponent, the Turkish-backed Syrian National Army (SNA). Even as Syrians celebrated the fall of Damascus, the SDF and SNA were clashing over control of Manbij, the only major town the SDF held west of the Euphrates.

Read: The end of a 13-year nightmare

To see what might divide these groups from one another, and set them at odds with Syria's neighbors, is not difficult. The U.S. has designated HTS, which has roots in al-Qaeda, a terrorist group and maintains a $10 million bounty on the head of its charismatic leader, Abu Mohammad al-Jolani. HTS leaders have pointed to the Taliban's victory in Afghanistan as a source of inspiration, and the Taliban has been quick to congratulate Jolani on his group's advances. The SDF, by contrast, is supported by a small contingent of U.S. forces and traces its lineage to Kurdish feminism and the late American socialist-anarchist thinker Murray Bookchin. The group is alleged to have ties to the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), a militia operating in Turkey that is also a U.S.-designated terror group. As a result, Ankara considers SDF's consolidation in northeastern Syria a national-security threat and has repeatedly run brutal operations against it, both directly and through its support for the SNA.

These are just some of the groups that would need to work together to build a new order in Syria--and to somehow avoid the fate of post-2011 Libya or post-2003 Iraq. But as difficult as that cooperation may be, Syria has seen enough of the alternative to be invested in making it succeed. In the past week or so, leaders of Syria's ethnic and sectarian communities--the country is about 70 percent Sunni Arab, and the rest consists largely of Kurds, Turkmen, Druze, Christians, and Alawites--have met in various cities around the country and pledged to work together.

HTS, in particular, has gone out of its way to assure minorities, such as Christians in Aleppo and Shiites in Salamiyah, that they have nothing to fear. And the statelet that Jolani has run out of Idlib, in northwestern Syria, since 2017 has hardly been a brutal fundamentalist beachhead. It hasn't been a democracy, either; and both HTS and its earlier incarnation, Jabhat al-Nusra, stand accused of suppressing dissidents and harassing the region's Druze minority. But in recent years, Jolani has turned his energy to building credible state institutions (these proved their mettle during the coronavirus pandemic and the earthquake in northwestern Syria last year) and effectively aiding the U.S. in suppressing the remnants of al-Qaeda and the Islamic State.

Earlier today, HTS announced a new transitional government headed by Mohammed al-Bashir, an Idlib-born technocrat who has run HTS's statelet since January. The new government is collaborating with the outgoing prime minister and cabinet ministers to ensure a smooth transition. HTS also issued an order that "categorically prohibits forcing women to wear particular clothing or interfering with their right to choose their attire or appearance." Whether women's rights can be protected in Syria will be a big test of the new order.

That Salih Muslim, a key figure in the SDF, has expressed an interest in working with Jolani's group maybe shouldn't be surprising: "They are Syrians first and foremost, and they've changed their ideas from when they were Jihadist," Muslim told Al Arabiya on December 5, before praising the group's "discipline." Welcoming the fall of Assad, SDF's military chief, Mazloum Abdi, said: "This change presents an opportunity to build a new Syria based on democracy and justice that guarantees the rights of all Syrians."

But even more fraught than the collaboration between HTS and SDF will be the latter's relationship with Turkey. Syria's powerful northern neighbor has long been concerned about encouraging Kurdish demands for autonomy within its own borders, and these anxieties could condition how much autonomy it can countenance for those in Syria. To be sure, Iraq now has a semiautonomous Kurdish region, and Ankara has not only made its peace with that but established good relations with the regional government. But Syria's SDF is more radical than the Iraqi Kurdish leadership and has extensive ties, linguistic and otherwise, to Kurds in Turkey.

The SDF could try to hash out a diplomatic deal with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Failing that--especially if President-Elect Donald Trump withdraws U.S. support from the SDF, as he has all but promised to do--the group may find itself imperiled. The SDF has run one of the most socially liberal and enlightened entities in the Middle East, and its downfall would not augur well for Syria's future as an inclusive country.

Read: The Syrian regime collapsed gradually--and then suddenly

Exhausted after almost 14 years of a murderous civil war, millions of Syrians want to put the past behind them and build a better future. The citizens of many other countries in the region, too, would prefer to focus on economic development rather than forever wars. Iran's Axis of Resistance, a major cause of instability throughout the Middle East, has now entirely collapsed; even some of its supporters are writing its obituaries.

Nobody expects a flourishing liberal democracy to suddenly emerge from the ashes of the Syrian civil war. But if Syrians are able to put their differences aside, they could begin to build an effective polity that can advance the welfare of its citizens. That would be a win for the whole Middle East.



This article originally listed Jews as among the major ethnic and religious groups in Syria. In fact, as of 2022, only four Jews remained in Syria.
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How Trump Could End the War in Ukraine

What matters most is Ukraine's genuine independence, its security, and its reconstruction.

by Eliot A. Cohen




International affairs often present policy makers with a choice, not between good and bad options but between very bad and truly awful ones. The task of statesmanship is to recognize those alternatives, swallow hard, and go for the very bad. So it is in Ukraine.

There was a time when it looked as though Ukraine could reclaim by force the territories Russia seized--and that might well have happened had the Biden administration exercised courage and foresight, and led a global coalition to arm Ukraine in quantity and quality, with urgency, and for the long term. Had Ukraine begun receiving advanced tanks, aircraft, and missiles in quantities an order of magnitude greater than what the U.S. and its allies actually provided, and soon after the war had begun, it would now be in a different position. That the Biden administration instead took counsel of its fears and failed to act decisively was a blunder of epic proportions for which Ukraine has paid a terrible price.

But we are where we are. And in one school of thought, things will get worse. President-Elect Donald Trump, some believe, hates Ukraine and adores Russia's Vladimir Putin; is by temperament an isolationist; despises America's European allies; and neither understands nor cares about the strategic and humanitarian consequences of abandoning Kyiv to its fate. As evidence, members of this school point to Trump's first term and the callous remarks of some of those around him, including his vice president-elect.

Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine war can end

Perhaps. But just as likely not. A policy paper put out by a think tank closely affiliated with Trump, and co-authored by his designated envoy for Ukraine, Keith Kellogg, points in another direction. It describes a deal combining a cease-fire to freeze the conflict, security guarantees for Ukraine, reconstruction aid, and some (but not complete) sanctions relief for Russia. The disposition of the new national security adviser and secretary of state-designate are similar.

Most important, though, is the psychology of Trump himself. The passage of four years has not turned him into an urbane internationalist or starry-eyed idealist, but he is not in the same place that he occupied in his surprising first term either. He is looking for his place in history now, and part of that--as evidenced by his speeches--is the desire to be a great peacemaker. He has made some sympathetic remarks about Ukraine, met with President Volodymyr Zelensky, and listens, occasionally, to one ardently pro-Ukraine British former prime minister, Boris Johnson.

Above all, it seems likely that his erstwhile admiration for Putin may no longer be what it was. In 2017, the new president, startled by his own success, looked up to a Russian tough guy. That tough guy, though, is now the president who launched a war that was supposed to have lasted three weeks and instead has lasted almost three years, inflicted more than 600,000 casualties on his own barely competent military, debilitated his economy, expanded the opposing NATO alliance by pushing Sweden and Finland into the fold, was surprised by a coup attempt, needs North Korean troops and Iranian drones because he does not have enough of either of his own, and has set his nation on the path to becoming a vassal state of China.

Read: The only realistic answer to Putin

Judging by the contemptuous tone of Russian media and interviews of regime-connected figures, this is not Putin's view of things. That may reflect more on the isolation and arrogance of an aging tsar, however, than reality. Trump, for his part, having escaped two assassination attempts, achieved a historic return from the political dead, and recorded a decisive electoral victory, probably believes that he should now be the dominant partner in this relationship. He is not given to sentimental connections, even with dictators, and the chances are considerable that Putin will find himself surprised by Trump's handling of him.

What might a deal look like? A modified version of the Kellogg plan is, given the circumstances, an acceptable if undesirable outcome: Deferring NATO membership is not a terrible sacrifice for Ukraine as long as it is not foreclosed. The fact is that a number of NATO states, particularly Hungary, would block the accession of Ukraine in the near term, and anyway, the membership process is a long and arduous one. Similarly, if Ukraine is not required to permanently abandon the territories that Russia has occupied, then it has hope for the future, as painful as the present may be.

What matters most is Ukraine's genuine independence, its security, and its reconstruction. Russia must have no influence, no reserved rights, no explicit or implied veto over any aspect of Ukrainian politics and society. Reconstruction aid can be supplied by European and other donors, possibly tapping frozen Russian assets. Security guarantees, however, will require an exceptionally bold stroke.

For those security guarantees to mean something will require the presence of large numbers of troops, ready to fight, in Ukraine, and those forces will have to be overwhelmingly European. A small force intended to act as a tripwire will not suffice, but rather something considerably more substantive--say, a Polish division, a French-led and a British-led division, and possibly a Turkish or some other composite division. In all, not a force of a few thousand observers, but something on the order of 100,000 troops, with components led by Europe's two nuclear powers. If the European states can summon up the nerve to raise and deploy those forces, they will have a much better chance of securing from the United States crucial enabling elements--ballistic missile defense, for example, or air power based in western Ukraine. It would amount to a near NATO-type guarantee, albeit of a less formal kind.

The big questions are whether Europe can step up to such a requirement, and whether Russia can be brought to the table. For the former, now is a moment of truth, and meeting its demands would require countries such as Britain, France, and even Germany--whose foreign minister recently opened the door to deploying troops to Ukraine--to be willing to expand their militaries and put them in forward positions. Other countries, most notably Poland and the Baltic and Nordic states, are already in the midst of such expansions of their armed forces, and have committed to defending Ukraine.

Read: Helping Ukraine is Europe's job now

As for Russia, the key will be shaking Putin's confidence that Trump is psychologically subservient to him and politically uninterested in Ukraine. The United States may need to lift all restrictions on the use of American weapons in Ukraine (as suggested by the national security adviser-designate, Mike Waltz), lean on countries like Germany to do more by way of providing long-range systems like the Taurus missile, and, above all, drastically increase the scope of sanctions.

That last measure is particularly important: Sanctions on the Russian giant Gazprom have had an effect on the Russian economy; a truly ferocious set of sanctions on all entities that do business with Russian companies would have more such. And while the Russian economy perseveres, a falling ruble, 21 percent interest rates, and rising inflation add to the internal woes of a country that cannot find enough of its own men to serve as soldiers, and whose industry cannot provide the military technology it needs. The strains in Russia are less visible to us than those in Ukraine and are, for now, suppressed by a near-totalitarian state, but that does not mean that they are not there. A regime terrified of any form of dissent, that is still unwilling to formally mobilize the young men of St. Petersburg and Moscow, is clearly fearful. The good news, such as it is, is that with control of the information space within Russia, Putin could paint such an outcome as a success--temporarily, at least.

Speculation, all. But not impossible. Europe would have to rise to the challenge, Trump would have to take control of events, and Russia would have to be shocked. Such a course of events is conceivable. More important, it is to be hoped and worked for, and applauded if it takes place.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/12/european-troops-ukraine-war/680928/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The End of a 13-Year Nightmare

In the first days of Syria's freedom, the country's citizens appear to be behaving like traumatized, decent people worthy of their liberty.

by Graeme Wood




Early yesterday morning, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad fled Syria for Russia. That was the wise choice, but unfortunate from the perspective of policy and justice. If he had remained, Syria's new government could have reversed the country's refugee crisis overnight, by announcing a lottery, free for any resident to enter, whose winner would get to participate personally in the judgment and sentencing of the deposed president for his crimes against the Syrian people during the past 13 years. I suspect that most of the 6 million he sent into exile would return within days, if not hours, for a chance at the big prize.

The rebels who drove Assad out have announced the end of his regime, while remaining vague about the nature of the one to follow. Could it be more squalid than the one it just replaced? I regret that Syrians are too well acquainted with their own macabre recent history to rule the possibility out. But the answer must begin with a recitation of the crimes of Assad. They go back to the earliest days of Hafez al-Assad, father of Bashar, who repressed dissent viciously from 1971 until his death in 2000. His main rivals were Sunni Islamists who resented rule by Hafez's Alawite minority. In 1982, the elder Assad razed the city of Hama, and to this day no one knows how many tens of thousands of people were buried and left to rot in its rubble. His first-born son, Bassel, spared the world his rule by dying in a car accident in 1994. That left Bashar, an eye doctor trained in London, to succeed his father.

Read: How Russia could maintain a foothold in Syria

When Bashar faced an Arab Spring uprising in 2011, the paternal genes kicked in. Some of the rebels were jihadists (more on that in a moment), but Assad directed his malice universally--and, if anything, more violently toward non-jihadists, whose only demand was freedom from Assad and his cronies. The Syrian civil war, up to last week, was the tedious winnowing process in which the Assad government bombed, killed, and terrorized Syrians into either fleeing the country or submitting to him. The cruelest weapon of this process was the barrel bomb--a primitive air-dropped munition with which Assad annihilated whole crowds of civilians, to punish them for their region's rebellion. His air force dropped these bombs wantonly, as a boy drops a firecracker down the silo of an anthill.

By contrast, the recent behavior of the rebels who have just conquered Syria looks reassuringly civilized. Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the group most immediately responsible for Assad's overthrow, has announced that victory is not a license to wreck the institutions of the state, nor to initiate a wave of retribution against Alawites in general. Every day this guidance is heeded will be a rebuke to Assad's supporters, who insisted that the alternative to their rule was Islamic State-style mass killings and the establishment of a bloodthirsty version of Sharia law. If the rebels sustain this merciful beginning, and enshrine in law and practice tolerance and equal rights for women, Alawites, Christians, Kurds, Druze, and other groups, then they will deserve apologies from all who delayed their victory, including Western politicians. They will deserve a Nobel Prize.

Unfortunately, there are good reasons to doubt that the new Syria will resemble this gumdrops-and-ponies utopia. HTS is led by Abu Mohammad al-Jolani. On Friday, Jolani gave an interview to CNN and sounded statesmanlike. But he is the former leader of Jabhat al-Nusra, the Syrian franchise of al-Qaeda that functioned as a slightly less-evil twin of ISIS. Jabhat al-Nusra was, like ISIS, a Jihad-Salafi organization--which means it followed a literalist reading of Islamic texts in a Sunni tradition, tended to treat non-Salafi Muslims with hostility, and considered it obligatory to promote this vision of Islam through violence.

The best one could say about Nusra in its early days was that unlike ISIS, it didn't consider theological differences grounds for instant death. ISIS killed Shia where it found them, delaying only long enough for its media teams to set up cameras and lighting just so, to capture the blessed bloodletting for a global audience. Nusra prioritized theology far less. It still conducted itself atrociously. It executed people publicly; it kidnapped; it tortured. Theo Padnos, a hostage held by Nusra from 2012 to 2014, wrote in his memoir that Nusra assigned children to torture him. He was kept in a cell with 25 captured soldiers and airmen from Assad's regime, and he told me by email that Nusra treated all Alawites brutally--not because they were in Assad's service, but because of their religion alone. That it did so in a less hurried manner than ISIS is only a modest credit to Nusra.

In 2016, Jolani split from al-Qaeda. This was primarily due to a desire for institutional independence, however, rather than any principled dispute with the mass murderers he was for years so proud to serve. "We thank the commanders of al-Qaeda," he said in a statement announcing the decision. "Their noble stance on the benefits of jihad will be recorded in the annals of history." Eight years have passed since then, and reliable reporters and analysts have documented Jolani's drift away from jihadism. Nusra fought against the Islamic State, and then dismantled al-Qaeda's presence in its territory. Last year, Wassim Nasr, a France24 journalist, discussed his recent conversations with Jolani in an interview with West Point's CTC Sentinel. He said that in Idlib, Jolani's stronghold, he saw unrelated men and women interacting in public, a serious offense in strict Salafi-run societies. Churches were being rebuilt, Christians invited to return to their communities. Nasr came to believe that Jolani and his group "are no longer committed to whatever is meant by international jihad." Nasr arrived in Idlib expecting to see a heavily militarized society. Instead HTS's leaders told him that global jihadism had "only brought destruction and failure," and that the only jihadism Jolani's group intended was domestic, against Assad and Russia.

Graeme Wood: The fall of Aleppo was oddly familiar 

I believe in repentance, and I believe that jihadism is, as Jolani suggests, self-defeating. But one does not just slip out of a totalizing ideology, and it is reasonable to ask Jolani to explain his repudiation in greater detail. (I would ask the same of the various Assadists, in Syria and elsewhere, who will attempt to salvage their reputation now that the full extent of the regime's crimes are beyond denial.) If I were responsible for an organization that had kidnapped, tortured, and murdered people, I would not expect anyone to credit my reversal until I had groveled for the forgiveness of those who had been tortured at my behest by elementary-school kids with cattle prods. To my knowledge, Jolani has never sent that particular Hallmark card.

In Edmund Burke's essay on the French Revolution, he suggests that certain forms of freedom are not worth their costs. Am I "seriously to felicitate a madman who has escaped from the protecting restraint and wholesome darkness of his cell on his restoration to the enjoyment of light and liberty?" he asked. In the gray daylight of the first days of Syria's freedom, its citizens appear so far to be behaving not like unrestrained madmen but like traumatized, decent people worthy of their liberty, delivered even by an erstwhile jihadist. The images of liberated Syrians are as moving as the images of Germans after the Berlin Wall came down.

After the fall of Hosni Mubarak, ordinary Egyptians brought paint cans from home to Tahrir Square, to re-mark the curbs that had been flaked from years of government neglect, and abraded by tanks and flying bricks during the protests. I had never previously seen such heartfelt civic pride among Egyptians (and I thought back often to that scene, when an incompetent Islamist government, and then the restoration of authoritarian rule, broke those hearts soon after). The newly free Syrians are emerging from a much longer, much worse nightmare. The images on social media show hope and solidarity. So far Syria has had 50 years of fascism and one day of its opposite. If it can string together more such days--perhaps a month, and dare one hope for even a year--the previous decade of resistance will have been worth it.
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            Near the end of every year, I look back through the many thousands of news photos taken in the previous months, reevaluating them to see which images stand out as iconic--which images take your breath away, bring you close, or make an emotional impact. In a year dominated by stories of warfare, divisive politics, and natural disasters, it feels even more important to showcase the incredible work of the photojournalists who bring the reality of these situations to millions of others. Here, I present my choices for the top 25 news photos of 2024. Be sure to check back throughout the week for more comprehensive stories, presented as "2024: The Year in Photos, Parts 1, 2, & 3."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Former President Donald Trump is surrounded by Secret Service agents, backdropped by a large American flag, after an attempted assassination. Trump, with some visible blood on his face, raises his fist high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Republican presidential candidate, former President Donald Trump, is surrounded by U.S. Secret Service agents after an attempted assassination at a campaign rally on July 13, 2024, in Butler, Pennsylvania.
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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 in Grindavik, after the most recent volcanic eruption on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on November 21, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer points upward while jumping above a wave with his surfboard beside him, appearing to stand casually upright in midair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Brazil's Gabriel Medina reacts after getting a large wave in the fifth heat of the men's surfing third round during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, in Teahupo'o, on the French Polynesian Island of Tahiti, on July 29, 2024.
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                [image: A young woman throws a milkshake at the face of a politician in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person throws a milkshake in the face of Nigel Farage, the newly appointed leader of Britain's right-wing populist party, Reform UK, and the party's parliamentary candidate for Clacton, during his election campaign launch in Clacton-on-Sea, England, on June 4, 2024. The thrower, Victoria Thomas Bowen, was later charged with assault.
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                [image: Wreckage of a collapsed highway bridge lies across the deck of a cargo ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the cargo vessel Dali, seen after it had crashed into the Francis Scott Key Bridge, causing it to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on March 26, 2024
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                [image: President Joe Biden sits at a desk, head slightly bowed, beneath a boom microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Joe Biden speaks during an address to the nation about his decision to not seek reelection, in the Oval Office, at the White House, in Washington, D.C., on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Vice President Kamala Harris and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz laugh as they walk together on a stage, in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Democratic presidential candidate, Vice President Kamala Harris, and the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Minnesota Governer Tim Walz, walk out onstage together during a campaign event on August 6, 2024, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Harris ended weeks of speculation about who her running mate would be, selecting the 60-year-old midwestern governor over other candidates.
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                [image: Two rescue workers help a person escape a flood, walking through waist-deep water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters rescue a woman from a homeless encampment that became surrounded by floodwater in the Santa Ana River during a rainstorm in San Bernardino, California, on February 5, 2024. More than seven inches of rain fell on Los Angeles over the wettest two-day period in decades--about half of the region's average yearly rainfall poured down in 48 hours.
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                [image: A small animal, possibly a fox, runs into a grassy area illuminated brightly by a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An animal runs through grass while fleeing flames as the Park Fire tears through the Cohasset, California, community on July 25, 2024.
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                [image: People walk and play on a beach as the sky above them fills with a massive black cloud of wildfire smoke in the sky above them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vacationers play paddleball on a beach backdropped by a darkening sky caused by smoke from nearby forest fires, in Vina del Mar, Chile, on February 2, 2024. Parts of central Chile experienced unusually high temperatures and dry weather, sparking dozens of forest fires that killed more than 100 people.
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                [image: On a medals podium, two gymnasts on either side of the gold medal winner playfully bow down to her, as she raises her arms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On the podium, both silver medalist Simone Biles and bronze medalist Jordan Chiles of Team USA playfully bow down to the gold-medal winner, Team Brazil's Rebeca Andrade, as she celebrates her win in the women's floor exercise at the Paris 2024 Olympics. Andrade's stellar performances earned her medals in several events earlier, but this was her first gold of 2024.
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                [image: A Paralympic swimmer shouts in celebration after winning a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Paralympic athlete Santos Araujo, of Brazil, celebrates after winning the men's 200-meter Freestyle - S2 final during the 2024 Paralympics in Paris, France, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the sun eclipsed by the moon, with jet-like solar prominences visible along the edge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Solar prominences are seen during a total solar eclipse in Dallas, Texas, on April 8, 2024. The path of the eclipse stretched across North America, from Mexico to Canada, and the event was viewed by millions.
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                [image: Israeli soldiers pose for a selfie on the Gaza Strip border, with destroyed buildings in Gaza in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli soldiers pose for a photo on the Gaza Strip border in southern Israel, with destroyed buildings in Gaza seen in the background, on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: A woman leans close to the wrapped body of her child, holding his bloodied hand to her forehead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian mother Buthayna Abu Jazar reacts as she holds the hand of her son Hazma, who was killed in an Israeli strike, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on May 9, 2024.
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                [image: People run over low hills toward ruined buildings beneath dozens of parachutes falling from the sky, dropping aid packages.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People rush toward humanitarian-aid packages dropped over the northern Gaza Strip on April 23, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Omar Al-Qattaa / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two children hold decorative lanterns while standing outside tents in a refugee shelter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children taking refuge in the Tel al-Sultan region due to Israeli attacks decorate their tents with Ramadan lanterns ahead of the holy Islamic fasting month of Ramadan in Rafah, Gaza, on February 29, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of police officers move a protester, half-carrying them across a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police arrest protesters during pro-Palestinian demonstrations at the City College Of New York on April 30, 2024, in New York City. A heavy police presence surrounded both the City College of New York and Columbia University as local law enforcement cleared tent encampments set up by pro-Palestinian protesters.
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                [image: A woman stands waist-deep in muddy floodwater, surrounded by partially submerged houses and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wades through floodwater in an inundated residential area in Garissa, Kenya, on May 9, 2024. Kenya grappled with one of its worst floods in recent history, the latest in a string of weather catastrophes, following weeks of extreme rainfall that scientists linked to a changing climate. More than 250 people were killed as murky waters submerged entire villages, destroyed roads, and inundated dams.
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                [image: A crow sits on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crow perches on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog in Agra, India, on November 15, 2024. Starting in October, millions of people across northern India and Pakistan spent weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded.
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                [image: A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers lying in a field, along tire tracks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers in a field in Ukraine's Kharkiv region, photographed on May 16, 2024. Invading Russian forces slowly gained ground through much of the year, after more than 1,000 days of fighting--but at an enormous cost of lives and material.
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                [image: A soldier plays a piano inside a room in a damaged building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A serviceman of the Ukrainian Armed Forces 24th Mechanized Brigade, named after King Danylo, plays a piano in a damaged building during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, in the frontline town of Chasiv Yar, in the Donetsk region of Ukraine, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A man and his dog float in rough ocean water, snapping a selfie as a rescue helicopter flies overhead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man and his dog are rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard after his sailboat became disabled during Hurricane Helene, floating approximately 25 miles off Sanibel Island, Florida, on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: A small tornado forms behind an airplane that flies past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small tornado forms behind a DC3 during an air show in La Ferte-Alais, south of Paris, France, on May 18, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Thomas Arnoux / ABACA / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young boy is helped as he crawls through a concertina wire barrier at the U.S.-Mexico border.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young boy crawls through a concertina-wire barrier at the border as migrants cross from Mexico into El Paso, Texas, on March 22, 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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Top 25 News Photos of 2024

Powerful images from the past 12 eventful months

by Alan Taylor




To receive an email when new photo galleries are published, sign up here.



Near the end of every year, I look back through the many thousands of news photos taken in the previous months, reevaluating them to see which images stand out as iconic--which images take your breath away, bring you close, or make an emotional impact. In a year dominated by stories of warfare, divisive politics, and natural disasters, it feels even more important to showcase the incredible work of the photojournalists who bring the reality of these situations to millions of others. Here, I present my choices for the top 25 news photos of 2024.


The Republican presidential candidate, former President Donald Trump, is surrounded by U.S. Secret Service agents after an attempted assassination at a campaign rally on July 13, 2024, in Butler, Pennsylvania. (Evan Vucci / AP)




Molten lava flows over the road to the Blue Lagoon in Grindavik, after the most recent volcanic eruption on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on November 21, 2024. (Marco di Marco / AP)




Brazil's Gabriel Medina reacts after getting a large wave in the fifth heat of the men's surfing third round during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, in Teahupo'o, on the French Polynesian Island of Tahiti, on July 29, 2024. (Jerome Brouillet / AFP / Getty)




A person throws a milkshake in the face of Nigel Farage, the newly appointed leader of Britain's right-wing populist party, Reform UK, and the party's parliamentary candidate for Clacton, during his election campaign launch in Clacton-on-Sea, England, on June 4, 2024. The thrower, Victoria Thomas Bowen, was later charged with assault. (Ben Stansall / AFP / Getty)




An aerial view of the cargo vessel Dali, seen after it had crashed into the Francis Scott Key Bridge, causing it to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on March 26, 2024 (Maryland National Guard / Reuters)




President Joe Biden speaks during an address to the nation about his decision to not seek reelection, in the Oval Office, at the White House, in Washington, D.C., on July 24, 2024. (Evan Vucci / AFP / Getty)




The Democratic presidential candidate, Vice President Kamala Harris, and the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Minnesota Governer Tim Walz, walk out onstage together during a campaign event on August 6, 2024, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Harris ended weeks of speculation about who her running mate would be, selecting the 60-year-old midwestern governor over other candidates. (Andrew Harnik / Getty)




Firefighters rescue a woman from a homeless encampment that became surrounded by floodwater in the Santa Ana River during a rainstorm in San Bernardino, California, on February 5, 2024. More than seven inches of rain fell on Los Angeles over the wettest two-day period in decades--about half of the region's average yearly rainfall poured down in 48 hours. (Ethan Swope / AP)




An animal runs through grass while fleeing flames as the Park Fire tears through the Cohasset, California, community on July 25, 2024. (Noah Berger / AP)




Vacationers play paddleball on a beach backdropped by a darkening sky caused by smoke from nearby forest fires, in Vina del Mar, Chile, on February 2, 2024. Parts of central Chile experienced unusually high temperatures and dry weather, sparking dozens of forest fires that killed more than 100 people. (Martin Thomas / Aton Chile / AP)




On the podium, both silver medalist Simone Biles and bronze medalist Jordan Chiles of Team USA playfully bow down to the gold-medal winner, Team Brazil's Rebeca Andrade, as she celebrates her win in the women's floor exercise at the Paris 2024 Olympics. Andrade's stellar performances earned her medals in several events earlier, but this was her first gold of 2024. (Elsa / Getty)




Paralympic athlete Santos Araujo, of Brazil, celebrates after winning the men's 200-meter Freestyle - S2 final during the 2024 Paralympics in Paris, France, on September 2, 2024. (Emilio Morenatti / AP)




Solar prominences are seen during a total solar eclipse in Dallas, Texas, on April 8, 2024. The path of the eclipse stretched across North America, from Mexico to Canada, and the event was viewed by millions. (Keegan Barber / NASA / AP)




Israeli soldiers pose for a photo on the Gaza Strip border in southern Israel, with destroyed buildings in Gaza seen in the background, on February 19, 2024. (Tsafrir Abayov / AP)




Palestinian mother Buthayna Abu Jazar reacts as she holds the hand of her son Hazma, who was killed in an Israeli strike, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on May 9, 2024. (Hatem Khaled / Reuters)




People rush toward humanitarian-aid packages dropped over the northern Gaza Strip on April 23, 2024. (Omar Al-Qattaa / AFP / Getty)




Palestinian children taking refuge in the Tel al-Sultan region due to Israeli attacks decorate their tents with Ramadan lanterns ahead of the holy Islamic fasting month of Ramadan in Rafah, Gaza, on February 29, 2024. (Belal Khaled / Anadolu / Getty)




Police arrest protesters during pro-Palestinian demonstrations at the City College Of New York on April 30, 2024, in New York City. A heavy police presence surrounded both the City College of New York and Columbia University as local law enforcement cleared tent encampments set up by pro-Palestinian protesters. (Spencer Platt / Getty)




A woman wades through floodwater in an inundated residential area in Garissa, Kenya, on May 9, 2024. Kenya grappled with one of its worst floods in recent history, the latest in a string of weather catastrophes, following weeks of extreme rainfall that scientists linked to a changing climate. More than 250 people were killed as murky waters submerged entire villages, destroyed roads, and inundated dams. (Luis Tato / AFP / Getty)




A crow perches on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog in Agra, India, on November 15, 2024. Starting in October, millions of people across northern India and Pakistan spent weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded. (Pawan Sharma / AFP / Getty)




A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers in a field in Ukraine's Kharkiv region, photographed on May 16, 2024. Invading Russian forces slowly gained ground through much of the year, after more than 1,000 days of fighting--but at an enormous cost of lives and material. (Kostiantyn Liberov / Libkos / Getty)




A serviceman of the Ukrainian Armed Forces 24th Mechanized Brigade, named after King Danylo, plays a piano in a damaged building during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, in the frontline town of Chasiv Yar, in the Donetsk region of Ukraine, on June 25, 2024. (Oleg Petrasiuk / Ukrainian Armed Forces / Reuters)




A man and his dog are rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard after his sailboat became disabled during Hurricane Helene, floating approximately 25 miles off Sanibel Island, Florida, on September 26, 2024. (U.S. Coast Guard District Seven / AP




A small tornado forms behind a DC3 during an air show in La Ferte-Alais, south of Paris, France, on May 18, 2024. (Thomas Arnoux / ABACA / Reuters)




A young boy crawls through a concertina-wire barrier at the border as migrants cross from Mexico into El Paso, Texas, on March 22, 2024. (Justin Hamel / Reuters)
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How Russia Could Maintain a Foothold in Syria

<span>Moscow can seek to preserve its most important assets in Syria through cooperation with an Alawite autonomous zone--if that community moves quickly to establish one.</span>

by Hussein Ibish




Updated at 2:00 p.m. ET on December 10, 2024

The stunning downfall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad leaves not merely a vacuum of power in that country but a nearly endless list of unanswered questions. One of the most significant concerns the fate and future of the minority Alawite community, from which Assad and his inner circle hailed. The Assad dictatorship began when Bashar's father, Hafez, seized control of the country in 1970. The government that Bashar inherited upon his father's death in 2000 was nominally Baathist, a socialist and pan-Arab ideology, but the heart of the regime has always been--and, more important, perceived as--a communal Alawite project at the expense of the Syrian Sunni majority. What happens to that community now will say a great deal about whether post-Assad Syria coheres into a stable, pluralistic nation--or descends into further sectarian chaos.

Alawism is an offshoot of Shiite Islam, but the faith has been considered heretical almost unanimously by both Sunni and Shiite clerical authorities since it emerged in the ninth century. The Alawites accordingly became an insular, tightly knit, and often secretive group struggling to survive in their northwestern Syrian coastal and mountain homelands. During French colonial rule following World War I, Paris toyed with creating an independent Alawite state in eastern Syria, just north of the area that would become Lebanon, but the project failed.

Still, Alawites became something of a favored minority under the French. They were strongly encouraged to join, and heavily promoted within, the developing Syrian military. In 1970, Hafez al-Assad, an air-force general, seized power and imposed the highly repressive political system that lasted until this weekend.

The Assad dictatorship did not rely solely on Alawite support. Many Syrian minority groups, including Christians, Druze, and Jews, genuinely came to view Assad as a defender of communal minorities. The fact that even Alawites declined to fight for him over the past week suggests that this rationalization of support has finally crumbled.

Anne Applebaum: The Syrian regime collapsed gradually--and then suddenly

Still, Alawites are surely fearful of a future without the regime that purported to protect them. The coalition poised to take over the country is led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), a Sunni Islamist organization that was once an affiliate of ISIS and, later, al-Qaeda. This is a nightmarish scenario for a community that has long been regarded as heretics and apostates by even "moderate" radical Muslim fundamentalists. HTS claims to have moderated, and its leader, Abu Mohammad al-Julani, has promised to be tolerant of Shiites, Christians, Druze, and Alawites. But skepticism is inevitable.

One puzzling aspect of Assad's downfall is the fact that he didn't even try to retreat to an Alawite redoubt in northwestern Syria. He still retained significant elite military forces in and around Damascus that are deeply implicated in the regime's record of atrocities and, in many cases, have everything to fear from a Sunni Islamist new order. These groups also have an interest in protecting and controlling their remaining constituencies, and preserving as much of their legitimate and illicit business activities as possible. They may have lost their leader, in other words, but they haven't lost their incentive to establish self-controlled territory.

Even with Assad out of the picture, the new coalition might not be able to stop the further fragmentation of Syria. There is already a Kurdish self-ruled area in the north. HTS and its Turkish-backed allies burst out of Idlib Province, in Syria's northwest, where they had been quietly maintaining an Islamist statelet of their own. Israel is moving quickly to control a zone of influence around the occupied Golan Heights, which it purports to have annexed. Unless Syria can quickly unify around a consensus government blessed, but not dominated, by HTS and Turkey, and that does not threaten religious minorities, the Alawite community and remnants of the former regime could well seek to establish their own de facto regional autonomous zone.

The most plausible central location is the coastal town of Tartus. It has an overwhelming 80 percent Alawite majority. The surrounding population is also mainly Alawite, and most others are Christians. Equally important, Russia--the Assad regime's most important backer--maintains its all-important warm-water naval port in Tartus, an asset that Russian leaders have prioritized for centuries and would be loath to lose now. The port is crucial for Russian supply lines into Africa, among other important functions. Russia has also been working to rebuild a former Soviet submarine base nearby. A continued Russian presence in western Syria would also be leveraged to maintain existing signals intelligence centers.

Even if Moscow can no longer maintain power and influence in Damascus, it can seek to preserve its most important assets in Syria through cooperation with an Alawite autonomous zone, if that community and remnants of the former regime move quickly to establish one. It would be an ironic echo of the failed French Alawite-state project of the 1920s. In large part because of their own disunity, the Alawites never got their independent state. But under the Assads, they led a coalition that ruled Syria for more than half a century. They might soon attempt to return to the de facto independence within Syria that they once inadvertently exchanged for control over the entire nation. What is clear is that the long era of Alawite dominance in Syria is finally over.



This article originally stated that the Alawites' homelands are in northeastern Syria. In fact, they are in the northwest.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/12/russia-alawites-syria/680924/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos: Syrians Celebrate the Fall of Assad

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 8, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            After a rapid advance by anti-government factions, led by the group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, rebels in Syria declared today that they had taken control of Damascus, and that President Bashar al-Assad had fled the country, ending decades of Baathist rule. After enduring years of civil war, Syrians took to the streets to celebrate the sudden fall of Assad, both in their own country and in huge refugee communities that have grown across the Middle East and Europe.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd chants and waves flags in a city square at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians wave revolutionary flags and flash the V sign for victory in the central city of Homs early on December 8, 2024, after rebel forces entered Syria's third-largest city overnight.
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                [image: Soldiers stand in a street, shouting and firing weapons in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrian rebel fighters shoot in the air in the early hours of December 8, 2024, after taking over the central city of Homs overnight.
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                [image: People stand in a street at night, looking at fireworks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians celebrate in the main square of Homs early on December 8, 2024, after rebel forces entered the city overnight.
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                [image: A crowd of civilians gathers around and on top of a tank in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians celebrate the arrival of opposition fighters in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Several people pose together, making V signs, in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cheer as they gather on a street in the Damascus suburb of Jaramana on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates, standing beneath a monument and a burned billboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather at Saadallah al-Jabiri Square in Aleppo as they celebrate, after Syria's army command notified officers that President Bashar al-Assad's 24-year authoritarian rule had ended, on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A group of men poses while stepping on the head of a toppled statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians pose with the head of a toppled statue of Hafez al-Assad, Bashar al-Assad's father, in Umayyad Square in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A bullet-riddled portrait of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad hangs from the side of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bullet-riddled portrait of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad adorns Hama's municipal building, seen after it was defaced following the capture of the city by anti-government fighters on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: A woman shouts while standing in the open sunroof of a car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman shouts as Syrians celebrate in the central city of Homs on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Two men sit in the front of a car, smiling and crying.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Displaced Syrians break into tears as they return to the city of Homs on December 8, 2024, after rebel forces entered the city overnight.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates beside a bonfire. One man holds a rifle above his head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People celebrate at Umayyad Square in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: An inside view of a prison with many cell doors open]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An inside view of Hama prison, cells empty, after armed groups opposed to Bashar al-Assad's regime took control of the city of Hama on December 7.
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                [image: A soldier raises his arms in celebration as a courthouse building behind him burns.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rebel fighters celebrate as they burn a military court in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Discarded fatigues and boots lie on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture shows discarded fatigues and boots that had been worn by Syrian pro-government soldiers, left on the ground outside Homs, after rebel forces entered the city.
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                [image: Dozens of men in civilian clothes sit on the ground beside a road bridge, under the guard of an armed man in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Syrian rebel fighter stands guard over detained Syrian pro-government soldiers outside the city of Homs on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Two people take a selfie in an empty palace hall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take a selfie while walking through the empty halls of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's presidential palace in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen civilians walk through a debris-strewn hallway and stairwell in a lavish house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People search for belongings in the ransacked private residence of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in the Malkeh district of Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: People cheer while riding in a car, several sitting in the open windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cheer while riding in a car in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd waving flags gathers beside a monument.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians living in Istanbul celebrate with opposition flags after Syrian rebels announced that they had ousted Bashar al-Assad on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a square to celebrate.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Berlin, Syrians gather to celebrate the fall of the Assad regime on December 8, 2024. Germany took in hundreds of thousands of Syrians following the outbreak of the civil war, with flows of refugees intensifying in and after 2015.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates with flags in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Stockholm, Sweden, members of the Syrian community hold Syrian opposition flags as they rally on December 8, 2024, in Sergel's Square to celebrate the end of Bashar al-Assad's rule.
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                [image: An emotional person looks on during a celebration in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Paris, a woman with an opposition flag painted on her face reacts as members of the Syrian community and supporters gather to celebrate the fall of Bashar al-Assad on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers around a monument, celebrating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians living in Paris gather in Republique Square after the Syrian government fell on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A man kneels in prayer alongside a grassy area in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Syrian man prays after the fall of the Syrian government in Damascus on December 8, 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 Syrian Regime Collapsed Gradually--And Then Suddenly

Assad's fall offers the possibility of change.

by Anne Applebaum




As Hemingway once wrote of bankruptcy, the collapse of autocratic regimes tends to happen gradually and then suddenly--slowly, and then all at once. This is not just a literary metaphor. A tyrant's followers remain loyal to him only as long as he can offer them protection from their compatriots' wrath. In Syria, doubts about President Bashar al-Assad surely grew slowly, after his Russian backers began to transfer men and equipment to Ukraine, starting in 2022. The more recent Israeli attack on Hezbollah's leadership hampered Iran, Assad's other ally, from helping him as well.

Then, after a well-organized, highly motivated set of armed opponents took the city of Aleppo on November 29, many of the regime's defenders abruptly stopped fighting. Assad vanished. The scenes that followed today in Damascus--the toppling of statues, the people taking selfies at the dictator's palace--are the same ones that will unfold in Caracas, Tehran, or Moscow on the day the soldiers of those regimes lose their faith in the leadership, and the public loses their fear of those soldiers too.

The similarities among these places are real, because Russia, Iran, Venezuela, North Korea, and, until now, Syria all belong to an informal network of autocracies. Russian troops and mercenaries have spent the past decade fighting in Ukraine, the Middle East, and Africa. Russian political and information operations actively seek to undermine, dominate, or overthrow democratic governments in Moldova, Georgia, and, most recently, Romania. Starting in 2015, Russian troops propped up Assad in partnership with Iran and Iran's proxy Hezbollah. In Ukraine, Russia's war is made possible by drones from Iran, soldiers and ammunition from North Korea, and covert help from China. Russia, Iran, Cuba, and China collaborate to keep in power a regime in Venezuela that has catastrophically failed its people too.

Read: The folly of ignoring Syria this long

Many of these are military conflicts, but Russian President Vladimir Putin also believes that he is fighting a war of ideas, and he has persuaded others to follow him. In both Syria and occupied Ukraine, Russia has deliberately backed or created regimes that have not merely sought to repress opponents but have also gone out of their way to demonstrate flagrant disregard for human rights and the rule of law, ideas that Putin claims belong to the past. When Putin talks about a new world order or a "multipolar world," as he did again last month, this is what he means: He wants to build a world in which his cruelty cannot be limited, in which he and his fellow dictators enjoy impunity, and in which no universal values exist, not even as aspirations.

The results are stark. Since 2011, the Syrian Network for Human Rights has documented more than 112,000 disappearances--men, women, and children arbitrarily arrested and imprisoned with no formal or legal justification. The regime has tortured tens of thousands of people in brutal prisons, keeping them in the dark, forbidding them any contact with the outside world. Infamously, Assad used poison gas against his own people and then lied about it. Joint Russian and Syrian-government air strikes deliberately targeted hospitals and practiced "double tap" strikes, bombing a civilian target and then hitting the same location soon afterward to kill rescue workers.

The Russian war against Ukraine has been equally cruel and equally lawless, in many instances copying tactics used in Syria. In occupied Ukraine, thousands of mayors, local leaders, teachers, and cultural figures have also disappeared into invisible custody. The former mayor of Kherson, abducted in June 2022, is reportedly being held in an illegal prison in Crimea; the mayor of Dniprorudne recently died in custody. In the rest of Ukraine, Russia deliberately targets hospitals and other civilian infrastructure, just as Russian and Syrian government planes did in Syria. Double-tap strikes are common in Ukraine too.

Read: Syria's new Assad statues send a sinister message: 'We are back'

This kind of cold, deliberate, well-planned cruelty has a logic to it: Brutality is meant to inspire hopelessness. Ludicrous lies and cynical propaganda campaigns are meant to create apathy and nihilism. Random arrests have driven millions of Syrians, Ukrainians, and Venezuelans abroad, creating large, destabilizing waves of refugees and leaving those who remain in despair. The despair, again, is part of the plan. These regimes want to rob people of any ability to plan for a different future, to convince people that their dictatorships are eternal. "Our leader forever" was the Assad dynasty's slogan.

But all such "eternal" regimes have one fatal flaw: Soldiers and police officers are members of the public too. They have relatives who suffer, cousins and friends who experience political repression and the effects of economic collapse. They, too, have doubts, and they, too, can become insecure. In Syria, we have just seen the result.

Read: When justice is out of reach

I don't know whether today's events will bring peace and stability to Syria, let alone freedom and democracy. A group calling itself the National Transitional Government has reportedly issued a statement asking Syrians to "unite and stand together," to "rebuild the state and its institutions," and to begin a "comprehensive national reconciliation," including the return of all refugees. The leaders of the rebel armies include Islamic extremists; in an interview with CNN, Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, the leader of the largest group, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, described his past affiliation with al-Qaeda as a kind of youthful mistake. This might be tactical language, or propaganda, or unimportant. As I am writing, Syrians in Damascus are looting the presidential palace.

Nevertheless, the end of the Assad regime creates something new, and not only in Syria. There is nothing worse than hopelessness, nothing more soul-destroying than pessimism, grief, and despair. The fall of a Russian- and Iranian-backed regime offers, suddenly, the possibility of change. The future might be different. And that possibility will inspire hope all around the world.
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        Photos of the Week: Santa Wink, Krampus Run, Panda Pose

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 6, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Christmas decorations across Germany, lake-effect snowfall in Ohio, a festival of lights in France, a brief clash between soldiers and civilians in South Korea, devastating floods in Malaysia, sumo wrestlers in London, anti-government protests in Georgia, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four soldiers dangle from cables beneath flying helicopters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Navy sailors take part in a simulated rescue operation during Navy Day celebrations at the Gateway of India in Mumbai on December 4, 2024.
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                [image: Two people exercise in a park on a foggy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People exercise at the Maidan, an urban park, amid foggy conditions in Kolkata, India, on December 5, 2024.
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                [image: A toppled statue of a person with a rope around its neck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rope remains around the neck of a toppled statue of Bassel al-Assad, the brother of Syrian President Bashar Assad, in Al Basel Square in Aleppo, Syria, after rebel fighters captured the city on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: A giant installation depicting a resting cat sits in a public square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant installation depicting a resting cat is on display at the Bund in Shanghai, China, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a panda costume stands and poses among dozens of small panda sculptures arranged on an airport tarmac beside an airplane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A panda mascot poses for photographs in front of panda sculptures displayed at the Hong Kong International Airport during the welcome ceremony of the panda-themed exhibition "Panda Go!" on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: A long line of soldiers stand at attention while wearing dress uniforms that include tall, furry blue hats.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thai Royal Guards take part in a rehearsal for the "Trooping the Colour" and oath-giving ceremony to mark the 72nd birthday celebrations of Thailand's King Maha Vajiralongkorn at Dusit Palace in Bangkok on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures and interact with a multicolored artwork inside a domed exhibition space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors interact with an immersive light-and-AI display at the "Modern Guru and the Path to Artificial Happiness" exhibition by Australian art studio Eness at the Icon Siam shopping mall in Bangkok on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large crowd in a square, surrounded by illuminated buildings and holiday lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Christmas tree is illuminated during a light show at the Grand-Place in Brussels on November 29, 2024, to mark the start of the winter and Christmas season.
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                [image: Demonstrators point green lasers toward police in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators point lasers toward police during a rally outside Parliament to protest the government's decision to suspend negotiations on joining the European Union in Tbilisi, Georgia, on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks fired by protestors explode in front of a line of riot police with shields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks fired by protestors explode along police lines during a demonstration against the government's decision to delay European Union membership talks amid a postelection crisis, outside Georgia's Parliament, in Tbilisi, early on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A lone protester, wrapped in a Georgian flag, sits in a street in front of many police officers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Tbilisi, on December 2, 2024, a demonstrator draped in a Georgian national flag sits in front of police at a protest against the government's decision to suspend negotiations on joining the European Union.
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                [image: Two sumo wrestlers, wearing their traditional wrestling gear, stand outside a black taxi in a London street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sumo Wrestlers Kitanowaka Daisuke and Fukutsuumi Akira of Japan pose with a London Black Cab following The Grand Sumo Tournament press conference at Royal Albert Hall on December 4, 2024, in London, England. This will be only the second time in the sport's 1,500-year history that an official Basho tournament will take place outside Japan, following the 1991 event at the Royal Albert Hall, which attracted audiences from across Europe to witness the spectacle.
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                [image: A top-down aerial view of a large Spider-Man balloon being pulled along a parade route.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Spider-Man balloon passes through a street during a Christmas festival in Santiago, Chile, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: Part of the skyline of Tokyo, Japan, with Mount Fuji in the distance]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Part of the skyline of Tokyo, Japan, seen in front of Mount Fuji on December 1, 2024
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                [image: Three monkeys soak in an open-air hot spring, as one grooms another.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Japanese monkeys soak in an open-air hot spring at the Hakodate Tropical Botanical Garden in Hakodate in Hokkaido, Japan, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a snow-covered highway, filled with stopped trucks in both directions]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unforgiving lake-effect snow band unleashed heavy snow across the Great Lakes, burying parts of New York and Pennsylvania under feet of snow and stranding motorists on frozen highways in Ohio, photographed on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: A Palestinian woman holds her cat as she and others carry belongings in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman carries her cat as displaced people from Beit Lahia arrive in Jabalia in the northern Gaza Strip on December 4, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and the Palestinian Hamas movement.
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                [image: A reclining Buddha statue is surrounded by floodwaters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reclining Buddha statue is seen surrounded by floodwaters at Wat Phothivihan (the Sleeping Buddha Temple) after heavy rain in Tumpat, in Malaysia's Kelantan state, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A stilt performer poses while standing against a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stilt performer poses ahead of the start of the Orange Farm Carnival in Orange Farm, South Africa, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A man stands against the side of a pole, with one foot tied near the top, stretching out sideways and breathing fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Indian soldier spits fire as he performs acrobatic maneuvers during an event in Jaipur on December 5, 2024.
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                [image: Five women take part in a yoga class in a dark room lit only by a single red light.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women attend a yoga master class at the Shogun sports center during a blackout in Kyiv, Ukraine, on November 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people wearing frightening furry Krampus costumes run during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants wearing traditional Krampus costumes perform during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Helmeted soldiers are blocked and pushed by a crowd of civilians outside a government building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South Korean soldiers try get into the national assembly on December 4, 2024, in Seoul. South Korean lawmakers voted to lift a declaration of emergency martial law announced earlier by President Yoon Suk Yeol in a televised speech. Since taking office two years ago, Yoon has struggled to push his agendas against an opposition-controlled Parliament.
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                [image: A group portrait of hundreds of rabbis, seated in rows]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hasidic Jewish rabbis gather for their annual group portrait outside Chabad-Lubavitch Worldwide Headquarters in the Brooklyn borough of New York, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A high-contrast image of a person on an escalator, passing along rows of ball-shaped lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man is silhouetted among lights as he descends an escalator to a metro station in Moscow, Russia, on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: An illuminated art installation, representing a cartoonish small figure wearing thick winter clothes, set among trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The art installation "Les Snooki, retour a Lyon," by Moetu Batlle and David Passegand, is presented during the Fetes des Lumieres ("Festival of Lights") in Lyon, France, on December 4, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of an older abandoned car in a forest, overgrown by brush and trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An abandoned, overgrown car sits in a section of the Great Bog near Diepholz, Germany, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A newborn seal pup looks around on a grassy area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A newborn seal pup reacts on the dunes of the Lincolnshire Wildlife Trust's Donna Nook nature reserve near Grimsby, England, on November 29, 2024. Every November and December, thousands of gray seals give birth to their pups near the reserve's sand dunes.
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                [image: A medium-size hydrofoil vessel cruises toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nova, the world's first electric hydrofoil ferry, cruises in the waters of central Stockholm as it begins operating its service for public transportation in Sweden. Nova uses computer-controlled hydrofoil wings to lift its hull and fly one meter above the water, cutting water friction and reducing energy consumption by 80 percent compared with traditional vessels.
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                [image: Three boys carry snow shovels in a street on a snowy day, their backs to the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boys walk down a snow-covered side street in Erie, Pennsylvania, on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: Costumed performers stand on a high outdoor balcony during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nelli Lunkenheimer, dressed as the gold-foiled Christ Child, recites the traditional prologue for the opening ceremony of the famous Nuernberger Christkindlesmarkt (Christ Child Market) one of the world's oldest Christmas markets, in Nuremberg, Germany, on November 29, 2024.
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                [image: A woman lies on a huge pile of colorful cushions.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman lies on colorful art-display cushions at a luxury shopping mall in Beijing, on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: A player makes a big leap and shouts while making a throw during a handball match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Croatia's Katarina Jezic jumps to shoot during the women's EHF 2024 European championship handball game between Croatia and Faroe Islands at the St. Jakobshalle arena, in Basel, Switzerland, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds a child up as they both look at a house covered in many bright Christmas decorations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People admire Josef Glogger's Christmas-decorated house and garden in Balzhausen, near Guenzburg, Germany, on December 2, 2024. Glogger began his Christmas illumination 20 years ago, creating every figure himself.
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                [image: A man dressed as Santa Claus winks at the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed as Santa Claus takes part in a Christmas-themed parade in Santiago, Chile, on December 2, 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 Folly of Ignoring Syria This Long

Leaving frozen conflicts unattended is not only shortsighted but potentially catastrophic.

by Arash Azizi




Until last week, Syria's civil war was a classic example of a "frozen conflict": A cease-fire in 2020 had stanched the fighting, but the sides had reached no permanent political settlement. Little happened that rose to the level of active warfare--and yet the country could not really have been said to be at peace.

The conflict's reignition probably shouldn't have come as a surprise under these circumstances, especially because conditions around Syria have changed in recent years. Since the war began in 2011, President Bashar al-Assad had relied on support from Russia and Iran-backed Shia militias to hold on to power against rebel forces. Now Moscow is busy in Ukraine, and Tehran's so-called Axis of Resistance has been battered by Israel. Anti-Assad rebels seized the opening and, within days, captured territory across Syria's northwest, including Aleppo, the country's commercial hub.

The sudden thaw in Syria reveals the folly of ignoring frozen conflicts. The post-2020 calm had lulled many countries into thinking that Syria shouldn't be a priority so long as combatants weren't exchanging fire. But disregarding a conflict when it's frozen tends to mean being forced to address it at an unexpected time, when the stakes are higher. Now Syria's war risks bringing in many foreign powers: Turkey, a NATO country supporting the opposition; Iran and Russia, Assad's main backers; the United States, which maintains hundreds of boots on the ground; Israel, Lebanon, and Iraq, Syria's neighbors; and the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, which have historically championed Assad and the opposition, respectively. As Syria shows, frozen conflicts can heat up at any moment. Leaving them unattended is not only shortsighted but potentially catastrophic.

Read: The fall of Aleppo was oddly familiar

The term frozen conflict was popularized in the years after the fall of the Soviet Union to describe sovereignty disputes in republics such as Georgia and Moldova, where Russian-backed separatists fought with newly independent governments. It applies to more than a dozen areas around the world today. These include situations where the sides haven't exchanged fire in decades, such as in China's quarrel with Taiwan, but also conflicts like the one in Syria, where the fighting never stopped but the front lines hardly ever budged.

Conflicts usually freeze when the balance of power around them offers neither side any decisive advantage in pressing forward militarily. And they tend to thaw under two scenarios: One is when the balance of power changes, as it did in Syria, such that the rebels find themselves with the upper hand; alternatively, one side can become so motivated to achieve its goals that it's willing to assume the risks and costs associated with all-out war. This was Vladimir Putin's calculation in 2022, when he staged a full-scale invasion of Ukraine after nearly a decade of frozen conflict in the Donbas.

These types of conflicts generally resist diplomatic solutions--that's why they freeze in the first place--but that doesn't mean that regional or global powers shouldn't try to seek resolutions to the world's dormant battles. Suddenly defrosted disputes can impose a range of costs on neighboring or even far-flung countries: waves of refugees, trade disruptions, economic shocks, civilian casualties. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict offers the most dramatic recent example, having pulled in states across the Middle East and beyond.

The United States has the might and reach to be particularly persuasive in resolving frozen conflicts, but in recent years it has largely chosen to ignore them. For more than a decade, the U.S. has devoted scant strategic focus to Syria, even though hundreds of American soldiers continue to serve there. Last week, the White House took more than two days to come up with a pro forma statement that did little more than "urge de-escalation."

And Syria's is not the only frozen conflict to have slipped off the American priority list. During his first term, President Donald Trump never filled crucial vacancies in the State Department, making even some routine diplomatic work impossible, let alone the sustained care and attention necessary to resolve stubborn disputes. Still, Trump did bring about two historic deals in 2020. The first was an economic agreement between Serbia and Kosovo, which had been in what could be considered a frozen conflict since the 1990s. The second was the Abraham Accords, which normalized long-chilled relations between Israel and four Arab countries.

But the Trump administration showed no patience for follow-through. The Abraham Accords failed to address the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, arguably the world's most dangerous frozen conflict; for this reason, the agreements didn't meet the conditions that would have allowed most Arab countries, such as the regional powerhouse Saudi Arabia, to recognize Israel. Similarly, Trump's bromance diplomacy with Kim Jong Un was long on photo ops but short on easing the North Korean nuclear crisis.

Read: Why Syria matters to the Kremlin

The frozen conflicts in the Middle East and on the Korean peninsula are both high-profile and particularly intractable. Others, though, could be more susceptible to diplomatic intervention--for instance, Somalia's civil war, which has stalled on multiple fronts. The breakaway region of Somaliland has developed a relatively successful economy and a political regime that scores significantly better on Freedom House's index than its neighbors. But neither Somalia nor any other state recognizes the territory's independence. And Somaliland's ongoing skirmishes with nearby autonomous regions, such as Puntland and Khaatumo, might intensify at any moment. Securing internationally recognized sovereignty could allow the territory to enter international treaties and take part in global trade, ultimately advancing it and Somalia toward a permanent peace--a diplomatic push involving great powers such as the U.S. and regional behemoths such as Ethiopia, which supports Somaliland, and Turkey, which stands with Somalia.

The next conflict to unfreeze could be one that the outside world has all but forgotten--but that has the potential, like Syria, to draw outside powers into confrontations none of them want. Take Cyprus, which has been disputed by Turkey and Greece for decades. One side could choose to take the plunge toward battle, raising stakes for countries all around the Mediterranean, including France, Egypt, Israel, and Libya.

When a hot war freezes, the world is tempted to consider it one less conflict in need of settlement, but in fact, the opposite is true. A frozen conflict is an opportunity for outside powers and even private individuals and NGOs to engage the parties and try to move them toward resolution. In 2007, Nelson Mandela founded the Elders, an NGO that sought to find solutions to the world's most intractable clashes. Its current chair is Colombia's former president Juan Manuel Santos, who won a Nobel Peace Prize in 2016 for his role in mitigating Colombia's long-running, and often stuck, domestic conflict.

History suggests that the most effective approach to resolving frozen conflicts is multilateral, with governments and officials across countries working in concert to mediate disputes. Deteriorating relations among the world's superpowers will no doubt make such coordinated action harder--and more necessary.
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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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        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.
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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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                [image: A telescopic view of two colliding spiral galaxies, with one tilted and slightly warped.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Galactic Collision. This Hubble image features Arp 122, a galaxy that is actually made up of two vast galaxies colliding with each other--NGC 6040, the tilted, warped spiral galaxy at left, and LEDA 59642, the round, face-on spiral galaxy at right. This cosmic merger is taking place roughly 570 million light-years away from Earth, and has been unfolding over billions of years.
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                [image: A view of many galaxies in deep space, with several of them smeared, distorted, and magnified in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Supernova Seen Thrice. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope's NIRCam viewed the galaxy cluster PLCK G165.7+67.0, also known as G165. In this image, a foreground cluster located 3.6 billion light-years away from Earth is magnifying and bending the light of the distant universe beyond through gravitational lensing. In this view, astronomers discovered the light of a supernova imaged three times, seen as points of light within the prominent red arc below the center of the image. To achieve three images, the light traveled along three different paths. Since each path had a different length, and light traveled at the same speed, the supernova was observed in this Webb observation at three different times during its explosion.
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                [image: Colorful swirls and cloud-like structures, seen through a telescope]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Mysterious Nebula. Details of a complex structure within the Carina Nebula (NGC 3372) are revealed by this image of the Keyhole Nebula, obtained by the Hubble Space Telescope. The picture is dominated by a large, approximately circular feature, which is part of the Keyhole Nebula. This region, about 8,000 light-years from Earth, is located adjacent to the famous explosive variable star Eta Carinae, which lies just outside the field of view toward the upper right.
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                [image: A telescopic view of a distant spiral galaxy dominated by thick lanes of dark dust]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Dark and Dusty Galaxy. This Hubble view of NGC 1546, a galaxy about 50 million light-years away, provides good view of dust lanes from slightly above and backlit by the galaxy's core. This dust absorbs light from the core, reddening it and making the dust appear rusty-brown. The core itself glows brightly in a yellowish light indicating an older population of stars. Brilliant-blue regions of active star formation sparkle through the dust.
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                [image: Many small galaxies are scattered on a black background. The image is dominated by an irregular galaxy with a bright central region of white and blue stars appear as two distinct lobes, surrounded by brown dusty filaments.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Glow of Hot, Young Stars. The James Webb Space Telescope captured a spectacular view of the galaxy I Zwicky 18 (I Zw 18). This galaxy, roughly 59 million light-years away, is typical of the kinds of galaxies that inhabited the early Universe and it is classified as a dwarf irregular galaxy. Two major starburst regions are embedded in the heart of the galaxy. The wispy brown filaments surrounding the central starburst region are bubbles of gas that have been heated by stellar winds and intense ultraviolet radiation unleashed by hot, young stars.
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                [image: A field of galaxies on the black background of space. In the middle is a collection of dozens of yellowish galaxies that form a foreground galaxy cluster.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gazing Deeply Through Time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly-lensed galaxy emitting light from when the Universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97% of cosmic time.
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                [image: Two spiral galaxies take up almost the entire view and appear to be overlapping. The background of space is black, dotted with tiny foreground stars and extremely distant galaxies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Clash of Titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink dots along the spiral arms. Many of these areas are home to actively forming stars that are still encased in the gas and dust that feeds their growth.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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This Is How Political Violence Goes Mainstream

The UnitedHealthcare shooting marks a new moment of normie extremism.

by Ali Breland




It is tempting to think of political extremists as those who have had their brain flambeed by a steady media diet of oddball podcasters, fringe YouTubers, and "do your own research" conspiracists. Dylann Roof, who killed nine people at a Black church in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015, was known to hang out in white-supremacist forums. Robert Bowers frequently posted racist content on the right-wing site Gab, where he wrote "Screw your optics, I'm going in" just before murdering 11 people at a synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018. Brenton Tarrant's manifesto explaining why he murdered 51 people in two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 2019 was filled with 4chan jokes and memes, suggesting that he had spent ample time on the platform.



Yet at first glance, Luigi Mangione, the suspected killer of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, doesn't seem to fit this mold. Mangione was active on social media--but in the most average of ways. He seemingly posted on Goodreads and X, had public photos of himself on Facebook, and reportedly spent time on Reddit discussing his back pain. Perhaps more details will emerge that complicate the picture, but however extreme his political views were--he is, after all, charged with murdering a man in Midtown Manhattan, and reportedly wrote a manifesto in which he called health insurers "parasites"--this does not appear to be a man who was radicalized in the fever swamps of some obscure corner of the dark web. On the surface, Mangione may have just been a fundamentally normal guy who snapped. Or maybe the killing demonstrates how mainstream political violence is becoming.

Read: Decivilization may already be under way



A Goodreads profile that appears to have been Mangione's showed that he had read books written by the popular science writer Michael Pollan and by Dr. Seuss (he gave The Lorax a five-star review). On what is believed to be his X account, he followed a melange of very popular (and ideologically mixed) people, including Joe Rogan, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ezra Klein, and Edward Snowden. In at least one instance, he praised Tucker Carlson's perspectives on postmodern architecture. His most extreme signal was a sympathetic review he gave to the manifesto written by Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber. But as the writer Max Read points out, that's not uncommon for a lot of younger politically active people who identify with Kaczynski's environmentalist and anti-tech views, though it's unlikely many of them are in lockstep with the Unabomber's tactics.



Again, there are many unknowns about Mangione. Yet that has not stopped people from celebrating his purported cause; in fact, his bland social-media presence may only have made him easier to identify with. Jokes about Thompson's death have gone viral on virtually every social-media platform, and they have not stopped in the week since the shooting. People filled comment sections for videos and posts about the shooting with unsympathetic replies, pointing out UnitedHealthcare's reputation for denying claims, and ruminating on how much suffering Thompson was responsible for at the helm of the company. The Network Contagion Research Institute, a nonprofit that monitors and analyzes online extremism, found that six of the top 10 most engaged-with posts on X about Thompson or UnitedHealthcare in the shooting's aftermath "expressed explicit or implicit support for the killing or denigrated the victim." These responses weren't politically divided either. When the conservatives Matt Walsh and Ben Shapiro made videos complaining about people dancing on Thompson's grave, people pushed back in the comments and called the commentators out of touch.



In this way, Mangione's act and the response demarcate a new moment, one in which acts of political violence are no longer confined to extremists with fringe views, but widely accepted. This has been bubbling up for years: Jokes about "eat the rich," guillotines, and class war have been memes for the young, online left since the late 2010s. Milder versions of this sentiment occasionally seeped out to wider audiences, such as last year, when people online applauded orca whales for attacking yachts in the Iberian Peninsula. Many young people are furious about the economic lot they have drawn by being born into an era of significant wealth inequality, and have made winking jokes about addressing it through violence. After Thompson's murder, this sentiment broke out of its containment walls, flooding comment sections and social-media feeds.



This response probably isn't an aberration, but instead is ascendant. America isn't yet experiencing its own Years of Lead--a period in Italy from the 1960s to the 1980s in which political violence and general upheaval became the norm in response to economic instability and rising extremism--but political violence in the U.S. is slowly yet steadily becoming more common. In the past several years, it has surged to the highest levels since the 1970s, and the majority of ideologically motivated homicides since 1990 have been committed by far-right extremists.

Read: The new anarchy

Experts have different theories as to what's driving this, but many agree that we're due for more acts of political violence before the trend dissipates. The response to Thompson's death isn't just people reveling in what they believe is vigilante justice--it may also be a sign of what's coming. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has written, "Americans tend to underestimate political violence, as Italians at first did during the Years of Lead." Mangione's alleged act and the public response suggest that there's appetite for political, cause-oriented violence; that these acts may not be committed or applauded just by terminally online weirdos. There are millions of guys who view the world the way Mangione does, and millions more willing to cheer them on.
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Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear

An anti-establishment technology for an anti-establishment age

by Charlie Warzel




For years, crypto skeptics have asked, What is this for? And for years, boosters have struggled to offer up a satisfactory answer. They argue that the blockchain--the technology upon which cryptocurrencies and other such applications are built--is itself a genius technological invention, an elegant mechanism for documenting ownership online and fostering digital community. Or they say that it is a foundation on which to build and fund a third, hyperfinancialized iteration of the internet where you don't need human intermediaries to buy a cartoon image of an ape for $3.4 million.



Then there are the currencies themselves: bitcoin and ether and the endless series of memecoins and start-up tokens. These are largely volatile, speculative assets that some people trade, shitpost about, use to store value, and, sometimes, get incredibly rich or go bankrupt from. They are also infamously used to launder money, fund start-ups, and concoct elaborate financial fraud. Crypto has its use cases. But the knock has long been that the technology is overly complicated and offers nothing that the modern financial system can't already do--that crypto is a technological solution in search of a problem (at least for people who don't want to use it to commit crimes).



I tend to agree. I've spent time reporting on NFTs and crypto-token-based decentralized autonomous organizations, or DAOs (like the one that tried to buy an original printing of the Constitution in 2021). I've read opaque white papers for Web3 start-ups and decentralized finance protocols that use smart contracts to enable financial-service transactions without major banks, but I've never found a killer app.



The aftermath of the presidential election, however, has left me thinking about crypto's influence differently.

Christopher Beam: The worst of crypto is yet to come

Crypto is a technology whose transformative product is not a particular service but a culture--one that is, by nature, distrustful of institutions and sympathetic to people who want to dismantle or troll them. The election results were at least in part a repudiation of institutional authorities (the federal government, our public-health apparatus, the media), and crypto helped deliver them: The industry formed a super PAC that raised more than $200 million to support crypto-friendly politicians. This group, Fairshake, was nonpartisan and supported both Democrats and Republicans. But it was Donald Trump who went all in on the technology: During his campaign, he promoted World Liberty Financial, a new crypto start-up platform for decentralized finance, and offered assurances that he would fire SEC Chair Gary Gensler, who was known for cracking down on the crypto industry. (Gensler will resign in January, as is typical when new administrations take over.) Trump also pledged deregulation to help "ensure that the United States will be the crypto capital of the planet and the bitcoin superpower of the world." During his campaign, he said, "If you're in favor of crypto, you'd better vote for Trump." At least in the short term, crypto's legacy seems to be that it has built a durable culture of true believers, techno-utopians, grifters, criminals, dupes, investors, and pandering politicians. Investments in this technology have enriched many of these people, who have then used that money to try to create a world in their image.



Though the white paper that introduced bitcoin's origins and philosophy--something of an urtext for crypto overall--does not discuss politics per se, cryptocurrency was quickly adopted and championed by cyberlibertarians. Their core belief, dating back to the 1996 "A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace," is simply that governments should not regulate the internet. Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies are built on blockchains, which are fundamentally anti-establishment insofar as they are decentralized: They do not require a central authority or middleman to function. As the late David Golumbia, a professor who studied digital culture, wrote in his 2016 book, The Politics of Bitcoin: Software as Right-Wing Extremism, "Many of [bitcoin's] most vociferous advocates rely on characterizations of the Federal Reserve as a corrupt idea in and of itself, a device run by conspiratorial bankers who want 'the state to control everyone's lives.'" For true believers at the time, cryptocurrencies were a techno-utopian response to a broken, exclusionary, and extractive financial system--a response that may either remake the system or burn it down.

Yet today, crypto's culture is far more diffuse. Exchanges such as Coinbase and Robinhood have effectively opened trading markets to anyone with a bank account and a smartphone. There are certainly true believers in the technology, but they are accompanied by celebrities and memelords drumming up new coins based on viral memes, and scores of day traders hoping to catch one of these speculation tokens at the right moment. Because crypto profits are driven by generating hype and marketing, the technology has spawned a durable digital culture of people longing for community or chasing after the allure of 1,000x returns, as well as those who relish just how much crypto pisses off the right people. Even as crypto becomes more mainstream, many of the industry's boosters see their investments and community as a countercultural force. And so it makes sense that right-leaning culture warriors such as Jordan Peterson and Joe Rogan (who are now very much the establishment but position themselves as outsiders) have expressed fondness for crypto, and that venture capitalists such as Marc Andreessen, whose firm is deeply invested in crypto, have adopted more and more reactionary politics.



It is easy to make fun of the crypto hype cycles--the Beanie Babies-esque rise and fall of NFTs such as Bored Apes--and to roll your eyes at the shamelessness of memecoin culture. As of this writing, Haliey Welch, a viral sensation turned podcaster (better known as the "Hawk Tuah girl"), is in the middle of a backlash for launching her own memecoin, which immediately spiked and then crashed, infuriating her fans. If that sentence makes perfect sense to you, I'd like to apologize, but also: You get my drift. Crypto culture, with its terminally online slang and imagery, is alienating and off-putting. The industry's penchant for Ponzi schemes and defrauding retail investors--the implosion of insolvent companies such as FTX and platforms such as Celsius--is more than worthy of scorn. And yet, through all of this--perhaps because of all of this--cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests. And now they're using their money to influence politics.



Which brings us back to Trump. Whether he understands crypto beyond the basic notion that it's a good way to win votes and get rich off the backs of his most fanatical supporters is not clear. But the alliance between Trump and the crypto constituency makes sense philosophically. Trump is corrupt, and he loves money. For supporters, the appeal of his administration revolves in part around his promises to gut the federal government, seek retribution against his political enemies, and remake American institutions. You can see how the MAGA plan might overlap with an edgelordian culture that has contempt for a system it sees as decrepit and untrustworthy. The same overlap applies to technology executives like David Sacks, the anti-woke venture capitalist Trump has named as his AI and crypto czar.



I put all of this to Molly White, a researcher who covers the cryptocurrency industry. She suggested that there was yet another parallel between crypto advocates and the MAGA coalition--namely a desire to become the powerful institutions they claim to despise. "Bitcoin, and to some degree the other crypto assets, have this anti-government, anti-censorship ethos," she told me. The original crypto ideology, White said, was built around the notion that large financial institutions and the government shouldn't be part of this new paradigm. "But many crypto advocates have established a great deal of power through the wealth they've managed to accumulate using these assets. And over time there's been a shift from We don't want those institutions to have the power to We want the power."



White argues that the crypto industry has become a re-creation of much of what its original ideology claimed to despise. "If you look at Coinbase and other crypto companies, they do similar things to the financial institutions that Satoshi [Nakamoto, Bitcoin's pseudonymous creator] was disappointed in. A lot of these companies work closely with the government, too, and they do things like the same type of ID verification that banks do," she said. "They've re-created the financial system, but with fewer protections for consumers."



It seems clear that in a second Trump administration, the crypto industry and its barons might get their wishes. It's possible that the industry could see regulations declaring tokens as commodities, instead of securities, which would ease restrictions on trading and perhaps lead to more comingling between big banks and crypto assets. Last week, Trump nominated Paul Atkins, a former SEC commissioner, and a pro-crypto voice, to run the SEC. The announcement caused the price of bitcoin to surge to more than $100,000 (at the same time last year, the price was less than half that).



You don't have to be a cynic to see a flywheel effect: Crypto has become a meaningful political constituency not because its technology has broad, undeniable utility, but because it has made certain people extremely wealthy, which has attracted a great deal of attention and interest. The industry courts politicians with its wealth, and politicians pander for donations by making promises. Ultimately, the pro-crypto candidate wins, and the price of bitcoin surges, making many of these same people richer and thus able to exert more influence.



Trump hasn't taken office yet, but you can already see how this might play out. Justin Sun, a Chinese national and cryptocurrency entrepreneur charged with fraud by the SEC, recently bought $30 million worth of tokens of Trump's World Liberty Financial coin--an arrangement that may have been quite lucrative for Trump, raising concerns that the incoming president's crypto investment will be an easy vehicle for bribery. There is speculation that Trump could make good on a proposal to create a strategic reserve of bitcoins in the U.S., which could involve the federal government buying 200,000 bitcoins a year over the next five years--perhaps by using the country's gold reserves. For large crypto holders, this would be an incredible scheme, a wealth transfer from the government to crypto whales. In practice, this would allow crypto holders to sell off their assets to the government while pumping the price of the asset. Using the government to prop up bitcoin is an interesting maneuver for a technology whose origins lie in decentralization.



Crypto could also end up being the currency of choice for greasing the skids of the second Trump administration, but the broader concern is about what happens if crypto executives get everything they want. As my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote recently, "Industry-friendly rules would lead to a flood of cash entering the crypto markets, enriching anyone with assets already in their wallets, but also increasing volatility and exposing millions more Americans to scams, frauds, and swindles."

Annie Lowrey: The three pillars of the bro-economy 

White offered a similar concern, should crypto end up further entangled in the global economy. The collapse of FTX wiped out some of the exchange's users, but there was no real contagion for the broader financial system. "Back then, crypto companies weren't too big to fail and there was no need for a bailout," she told me. "If banks are allowed to get more involved and if crypto and traditional finance are enmeshed, my fear is the industry will grow bigger and the crashes will be greater."



Crypto's future is uncertain, but its legacy, at least in the short term, seems clearer than it did before November 5. It turns out that cryptocurrencies do have a very concrete use case. They are a technology that has latched on to, and then helped build, a culture that celebrates greed and speculation as virtues just as it embraces volatility. The only predictable thing about crypto seems to be its penchant for attracting and enriching a patchwork of individuals with qualities including, but not limited to, an appetite for risk, an overwhelming optimism about the benefits of technology, or a healthy distrust of institutions. In these ways, crypto is a perfect fit for the turbulence and distrust of the 2020s, as well as the nihilism and corruption of the Trump era.
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The Most Hyped Bot Since ChatGPT

Remember Sora?

by Matteo Wong




For more than two years, every new AI announcement has lived in the shadow of ChatGPT. No model from any company has eclipsed or matched that initial fever. But perhaps the closest any firm has come to replicating the buzz was this past February, when OpenAI first teased its video-generating AI model, Sora. Tantalizing clips--woolly mammoths kicking up clouds of snow, Pixar-esque animations of adorable fluffy critters--promised a stunning future, one in which anyone can whip up high-quality clips by typing simple text prompts into a computer program.

But Sora, which was not immediately available to the public, remained just that: a teaser. Pressure on OpenAI has mounted. In the intervening months, several other major tech companies, including Meta, Google, and Amazon, have showcased video-generating models of their own. Today, OpenAI finally responded. "This is a launch we've been excited for for a long time," the start-up's CEO, Sam Altman, said in an announcement video. "We're going to launch Sora, our video product."



In the announcement, the company said that paid subscribers to ChatGPT in the United States and several other countries will be able to use Sora to generate videos of their own. Unlike other tech companies' video-generating models, which remain previews or are available solely through enterprise cloud platforms, Sora is the first video-generating product that a major tech company is placing directly in users' hands. Chatbots and image generators such as OpenAI's DALL-E have already made it effortless for anybody to create and share detailed content in just a few seconds--threatening entire industries and precipitating deep changes in communication online. Now the era of video-generating AI models will make those shifts only more profound, rapid, and bizarre.



OpenAI's key word this afternoon was product. The company is billing Sora not as a research breakthrough but as a consumer experience--part of the company's ongoing commercial lurch. At its founding, in 2015, OpenAI was a nonprofit with a mission to build digital intelligence "to benefit humanity as a whole, unconstrained by a need to generate financial return." Today, it pumps out products and business deals like any other tech company chasing revenue. OpenAI added a for-profit arm in 2019, and as of September, it is reportedly considering revoking the control of its nonprofit board entirely. Sora's marketing is even a change from February, when OpenAI presented the video-generating model as a step toward the company's lofty mission of creating technology more intelligent than humans. Bill Peebles, one of Sora's lead researchers, told me in May that video would enable "a couple of avenues to AGI," or artificial general intelligence, by allowing the company's programs to simulate physics and even human thoughts. To generate a video of a football game, Sora might need to model both aerodynamics and players' psychology.



Today's announcement, meanwhile, was preceded by a review by Marques Brownlee, a YouTuber famous for his reviews of gadgets such as iPhones and virtual-reality headsets. Altman wore a hoodie emblazoned with the word Sora. Altman and the Sora product team spoke for more than 17 minutes; Peebles and another researcher spoke for one minute and 45 seconds, mostly lauding how the company is launching a "turbo" version of Sora that is "way faster and cheaper" in order to launch a "new product experience."



The Sora release comes on the third of "12 Days of OpenAI," a stretch of releasing or demoing a new product to users every day. What the company has announced certainly resembles a product more than a computer-science breakthrough: a sleek interface for creating and editing videos, with features such as "Remix," "Loop," and "Blend." So far, many of Sora's outputs have been impressive, even wonder-inducing. The company hasn't built a new, more intelligent bot so much as an interface in the style of iMovie and Premiere Pro.



Already, videos that OpenAI staff and early-access users generated with Sora are trickling onto social media, and a deluge from users the world over will follow. For more than two years, cheap and easy-to-use generative-AI models have turned everybody into a potential illustrator; soon, anybody might become an animator as well. That poses an obvious threat for human illustrators and animators, many of whom have long been sounding the alarm against generative AI taking their livelihood. Sora and similar programs also raise the specter of disinformation campaigns. (Sora videos come with a visual watermark, but with OpenAI's highest tier of subscription, which costs $200 a month, customers can create clips without one.)



But job displacement and disinformation may not be the most immediate or significant consequences of the Third Day of OpenAI. Both were happening without Sora, even if the program accelerates each problem: Production studios were already experimenting with enterprise AI products to generate videos, such as a recent Coca-Cola holiday commercial. And cheap, lower-tech methods of creating and disseminating false information have been extremely successful on their own.



What the mass adoption of video-generating AI products could meaningfully change is how people express themselves online. Over the past year, AI-generated memes, cartoons, caricatures, and other images, sometimes called "slop," have saturated the internet. This content, much of it clearly generated by AI rather than intended to deceive--a medium of crude self-expression, not sophisticated subterfuge--may have been the technology's biggest impact on the 2024 presidential election. That anybody can generate such images provides a way to immediately express inchoate feelings about an inchoate world through an immediately digestible image. As my colleague Charlie Warzel has written, such content is meant to be consumed "fleetingly, and with little or no thought beyond the initial limbic-system response."



A flood of AI-generated videos might provide still more powerful ways to visually communicate confusion, charged feelings, or persuasive propaganda--perhaps a much more lifelike version of the recent, low-quality AI-generated video of Donald Trump and Jill Biden in a fistfight, for instance. Sora might take over TikTok and similar short-form-video platforms just as AI image-generating models have warped Facebook and altered how people show support on X for political candidates.



Sora's takeover of the web is not guaranteed. Back in May, Tim Brooks, another Sora researcher who has since joined Google, likened the program's current state to GPT-1, the earliest version of the programs underlying ChatGPT, which are currently in their fourth generation. OpenAI repeated the analogy today. That comparison has broken down as the company has become more and more profit-driven: GPT-1 was highly preliminary research, a concept before a proof of concept, and four years removed from the release of ChatGPT. Sora might be just as undeveloped as an avenue for AGI, but it has become a full-fledged product nearly 10 months after OpenAI teased the model. Such early-stage technology might not mark significant progress toward curing cancer, solving the climate crisis, or other ways the start-up has claimed AI might benefit humanity as a whole. But it might be all that OpenAI needs to boost its bottom line.
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Even the Koch Brothers Weren't This Brazen

Tech billionaires such as Jeff Bezos and Marc Andreessen aren't even trying to mask their politics anymore.

by Ali Breland




Marc Andreessen has been feeling pretty good since Election Day, and at the end of November, he went on The Joe Rogan Experience to say as much. Sitting in the podcast studio, grinning, Andreessen told Rogan that he was "very happy" about the election and that it is now "Morning in America"--directly invoking the famous Ronald Reagan campaign ad.



Andreessen, a billionaire co-founder of the storied venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz (also known as a16z), had put all his chips on Donald Trump. In July, on a podcast with his business partner, Ben Horowitz, Andreessen announced that he would be supporting the president-elect, and in total, he donated at least $4.5 million to a MAGA super PAC. Now, after publicly lobbying for deregulation in finance and tech, he's poised to get his way. The Washington Post reported that he is helping Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy plan the Department of Government Efficiency, Trump's proposed advisory body with a mandate to downsize the government. The vision is already starting to materialize: On Rogan, Andreessen harshly criticized the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, a consumer-protection agency created in response to the 2008 financial crisis. Musk later concurred in a post on X that it was time to "Delete CFPB."



Andreessen has long been interested in politics, and he's never been shy about sharing his opinions. (Though he does seem to try to avoid encountering ideas he may not like: He's a prolific blocker of journalists on X.) Even so, his full embrace of Trump and right-wing talking points--including the false claim that the government funded an "internet-censorship unit" at Stanford University--represents a definite shift that has become common among America's plutocrat class. In addition to Musk, Ramaswamy, and Andreessen, other elites are boldly clawing their way into more political power. Last week, Trump announced that he had tapped the former PayPal executive and venture capitalist David Sacks--another prolific X user--to be his "White House A.I. & Crypto Czar."

From the March 2024 issue: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

Consider also the billionaire hedge-fund manager Bill Ackman, who gained notoriety outside financial circles for driving an entire news cycle last winter with his aggressive social-media campaign against university presidents whom he saw as insufficiently cracking down on pro-Palestine campus protesters. (He went particularly hard on then-Harvard President Claudine Gay, elevating right-wing activists' allegations of academic dishonesty against her. Gay admitted that she had duplicated "other scholars' language, without proper attribution."). Ackman has since used his public platform to exert pressure on politicians and administrators to scrap diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. In July, he formally endorsed Trump, and then spent the following months doubling down on MAGA talking points, including in an 1,800-word post on X that criticized alleged Democratic stances on fracking, protests, vaccines, and dozens of other issues, which received more than 9 million views ("Very well said!" Musk responded). In a CNBC interview, he talked about Trump's commitment to economic growth and favorably cited Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s purported desire to tackle what Ackman described as "the 73-shot regime that we give our kids."



Others in this orbit have demonstrated a willingness to take actions that would have previously crossed red lines. In October, the Los Angeles Times owner Patrick Soon-Shiong and the Washington Post owner Jeff Bezos killed their newspapers' planned endorsements of Kamala Harris. (Soon-Shiong said that Harris's stance on the war in Gaza, along with a general sense that his paper's opinion writers leaned too far to the left, motivated his decision, while Bezos wrote in an op-ed that his decision was an attempt to restore trust in the media that the public often perceives as biased.) Meanwhile, Musk has loudly lobbied for his policy preferences and has also worked not just as an occasional adviser but as a de facto staff member of the Trump campaign. On X, which Musk purchased for $44 billion in 2022, he repeatedly advocated for a Trump presidency to his more than 200 million followers and allowed far-right personalities and content to flourish--as my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote, effectively turning the platform into a white-supremacist site.



Of course, the hyperwealthy have always found ways to bend the political system. In a 2014 study, the political scientists Martin Gilens and Benjamin I. Page reviewed thousands of polls and surveys spanning more than 20 years and found that the preferences of the wealthiest Americans were much more likely than those of average citizens to affect policy changes. But influence machines were once subterranean: Few people would have known about the political influence machine that the Koch brothers built in the past several decades if not for the work of investigative journalists. The hedge-fund billionaire George Soros has long bankrolled liberal nonprofits. In 2016, Rupert Murdoch made it a point to say that he had "never asked any prime minister for anything," after The Evening Standard reported that he had boasted about being able to tell the British government what to do: The media magnate wanted to at least partially conceal his influence. Until recently, elites and politicians who worked together feared the scandal of the sausage-making process being revealed, and the public backlash that could come with it.



The energy is different now. "There's a real shift in ruling-class vibes," Rob Larson, an economics professor who has written about the new ultrarich and Silicon Valley's influence on politics, told me. Many of America's plutocrats seem not to care if people know that they're trying to manipulate the political system and the Fourth Estate in service of their own interests. Billionaires such as Andreessen and Ackman are openly broadcasting their political desires and "definitely feeling their animal spirits," Larson said. Or, as the Northwestern University political-science professor Jeffrey Winters put it in a postelection interview with Slate, this feels like a moment of "in-your-face oligarchy."



Part of the shift can be chalked up to the fact that many billionaires now come from tech, and Silicon Valley has a history of championing a unique kind of personality: "Brazenness has been a big piece of Silicon Valley entrepreneurship that's been celebrated for a long time," Becca Lewis, a researcher at Stanford who focuses on the politics of the technology industry, told me. "You're supposed to be a disruptor or heterodox thinker." For years, tech leaders may have thought of themselves as apolitical (even as the industry employed plenty of lobbyists), but now the winds have shifted: Technology such as crypto has been politicized, and they have brought the braggadocio of the Valley to fight for it.

Read: What's with all the Trumpy VCs?

That the ultrarich are richer than they have ever been may also be part of the explanation, Larson said. Having more money means exposure to fewer consequences. The last time elites were this vocal in their influence, Larson said, was during the Gilded Age, when multimillionaires such as William Randolph Hearst and Jay Gould worked to shape American politics.



Regardless of its provenance, the practical impact of this behavior is a less equal system. Many people are worried about President-Elect Donald Trump's forthcoming administration's corrosive effects on democracy. The corrosion is already happening, though. A particularly vocal subset of the ultrarich is steering the ship, and doesn't care who knows.
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How to Marry Into Academia

When you get a job as a professor, your partner may get one too.

by Ian Bogost




Linda Troost and Sayre Greenfield met during the first week of graduate school at the University of Pennsylvania in 1978. Both were pursuing Ph.D.s in English. The two married four years later. After graduation in 1985, Troost landed a tenure-track job at Washington & Jefferson College, a small liberal-arts college near Pittsburgh. That was great, but what about her spouse?

Washington & Jefferson is pretty close to Pittsburgh, and Pittsburgh is a big city. "Surely something will turn up for my husband," Troost remembers thinking. But Greenfield's specialty was the 16th-century English poet Edmund Spenser, who wrote The Faerie Queene. It turned out that several well-regarded Spenserists were housed at Pittsburgh universities, and many of their former students had remained nearby. "The Pittsburgh area was saturated with Spenser scholars," Troost told me. Greenfield couldn't find a job.

After years of short-term teaching gigs, including one a thousand miles away, in Tulsa, Oklahoma, Greenfield finally landed a permanent faculty job within an hour's drive of where he lives with Troost. He's been commuting back and forth for 30 years.

That counts as a good outcome for an academic couple. Becoming a professor requires years and years of intense study, often carried out in isolation and poverty. This stretch will likely span the prime years of an academic's young adulthood, exactly the time when they might expect to find a lifelong partner. Many find themselves in the same position as Troost and Greenfield, struggling to balance opportunities for work with the basic needs of their relationship.

This quandary is common on campus: According to a Stanford study, about 36 percent of academics at research universities are married or partnered with another academic. It's so common, in fact, that professors have a name for it: the "two-body problem." And the problem has only become more apparent in the decades since Troost and Greenfield got their doctorates.

Colleges and universities even have a formalized response. When the two-body problem arises, departments may engage in a practice known as partner hiring: They ask their deans or the heads of other departments to find or create a job for the partner of a person they'd like to hire. Sometimes those extra jobs are tenure-track (the kind that scholars want most), but other times they are something less: lectureships, research positions, or even staff positions such as project managers. Some schools allocate part of their budget for partner hires every year, considering it a recruitment expense. Others turn to regional contacts, hoping to place scholars at nearby institutions for mutual benefit.

From August 1935: Twilight of the professors

The practice of accommodating academic spouses is now second nature in higher education. It's part of the furniture of academic life, casting its shadow across every school and each department. Partner hiring is widely understood to be beneficial and even necessary when it comes to faculty recruitment. But its effects on the academic labor market, and on the research and educational practice of colleges and universities, is still poorly understood. Hiring--or refusing to hire--academic partners can have a dramatic impact on morale; and faculty are hardly of one mind about its virtue.

The American public, whose trust in higher ed is at historic lows, may wonder why an employment practice that would seem shocking in most other industries is so commonplace on campuses. (Imagine if jobs were handed out to spouses at investment banks, aerospace contractors, or magazines.) This may be seen as evidence that higher ed is out of touch with reality. Or else it might be taken to suggest that colleges and universities are far ahead of that reality--that they can even be a model, if imperfect, for businesses that understand their workers as members of families too.

If partner hiring sounds like nepotism, that's because it is, by definition. During the first half of the 20th century, most universities maintained strict policies that prohibited the recruitment of wives and husbands into faculty positions at the same school or department. This rule may have kept some unqualified spouses out of academia, but it also prevented many qualified spouses--in particular, many qualified women--from securing jobs. One famous instance of the latter was Maria Mayer, a theoretical physicist who won a 1963 Nobel Prize; she'd been blocked from a full-fledged faculty job at Johns Hopkins University in the 1930s because her husband worked there too.

Over time, schools dropped the anti-nepotism rules and looked for new ways to manage a tricky situation. Clearly, recruiting and retaining the best professors required making accommodations for their spouses. The schools that did so performed better than the ones that didn't. I spoke about the practice with two labor economists, Matthew Kahn of the University of Southern California and Harvard's Larry Katz. Both are married to other, very successful labor economists; Katz's wife is the Nobel Prize winner Claudia Goldin. And both told me that excellent colleges and universities in small cities are ranked lower than their big-city peers in part because of colocation issues that make it harder for these schools to bring in power couples. Given that circumstance, Katz said, an ambitious institution such as Williams College, located in a tiny town in Massachusetts three hours from Boston and New York City, has no choice but to hire partners to compete for the best faculty.

Beyond recruitment, schools may gain other advantages by competing for partners, says Lisa Wolf-Wendel, a professor at the University of Kansas and a co-author of The Two-Body Problem: Dual-Career-Couple Hiring Practices in Higher Education. "Institutions went bonkers" for partner hires over the past few decades, she told me, when they started cutting lifetime tenure-track positions in favor of shorter-term jobs. That meant they could offer lower-commitment, lower-pay, non-tenure-track posts to one half of a faculty couple, who might be thrilled to take such a deal instead of nothing. These days, she said, making people happy through the use of partner hires may be less important than saving money.

Read: Universities have a computer-science problem

The same policies and practices may also help schools address an ongoing challenge: faculty diversity. Partner hires help increase gender equity in fields that need it. They may also help to even out the proportions of faculty by race. This is often celebrated as another salutary effect of creating jobs for people's spouses. Daniel J. Blake, a professor in the department of educational-policy studies at Georgia State University, is married to a neuroscientist, Ivette Planell-Mendez, who is finishing a doctorate at Princeton. He told me that her experience in academia inspired him to formally study partner hires, and that his research has convinced him that this system is "essential" to advancing equity.

Whatever a college or university's initial motivations for making partner hires, doing so provides long-term benefits for faculty and students alike, Wolf-Wendel said. "The best way for college students to be successful--that is, to graduate--is to have high levels of faculty interaction." Solving professors' two-body problems makes this feasible, by keeping faculty more engaged with campus life. And once an academic couple has solved their two-body problem, they may be less likely to stray. Nathan Singh and Abby Green are both physicians and cancer biologists with appointments at the Washington University School of Medicine. "We've really gotten our feet down," Singh says of his situation; the kids are in school and soccer, he and Green are content in their jobs, and it would be a big pain to seek and then negotiate two new ones, let alone move to another city for them.

As a university professor whose spouse is not an academic, I'll admit that I have struggled to accept the doctrine of partner hires. Why should someone be handed a second job and income for the happenstance of their family life, when my household would never get the same consideration? That prejudice only worsened when I saw friends, acquaintances, and job candidates turn down really good partner deals that didn't meet their expectations--a high-paid staff job created expressly for a partner, for example, or a long-term faculty position that wasn't also on the tenure track. And surely office life is complicated by partner hires. I once interviewed for a job in a small academic department where, by my count, 40 percent of the faculty were married to each other. It seemed incestuous.

In The Two-Body Problem, Wolf-Wendel and her co-authors spend a chapter running through these and other "common concerns" about the practice. Among the issues that they raise, fairness is foremost. Faculty without academic partners may feel like they're getting screwed, or that being single has become a source of discrimination. Even faculty couples who have had the benefit of partner hires may themselves feel poorly treated, if, for instance, they see other couples get better deals than they did.

Some academics have the further worry that spouses fill up jobs that could have gone to other, more qualified candidates. In truth, some open roles would not exist but for the partner hires that facilitated them. And research suggests that scholars in academic marriages are no less (but also no more) productive, in terms of publications, than those who are not.

The use of nepotism as a means of adding to diversity may also come off as cynical. I have sometimes heard academic deans confess that partner hires offered the easiest route to better equity in their departments. And understandably, academics are aware that diversity can offer some advantage in their cutthroat profession. John Dean Davis, an architectural historian at the Ohio State University, told me that he and his then-wife, who is both Latina and "a rock star" in her field, presented "an easy case to the deans and provosts at the very white, midwestern schools" where they received job offers.

Even when administrators' aims are pure, creating jobs for people's spouses may still produce unwanted outcomes. Women tend to accept worse partner-hire offers than men, Blake told me. Hiring committees have been shown to assume that women academics are more "movable" than men, in general. Blake's research also found that Black and Latino faculty reported facing significant scrutiny and skepticism while being considered for partner-hire roles.

The same policies may also serve to narrow the variety of scholarship that is present on campus. "One of the mantras of people who are anti-higher-ed right now is that there is a lack of diversity of thought, that the academy is too liberal," Wolf-Wendel told me. "My guess is that if you hire spouses, you're just going to reinforce that." She added that spousal hires may reinforce the public's sense that tenure is elitist and that assisting a spouse or partner to find work just extends that elitism.

Partner-hire-seeking professors might themselves be guilty of restricted thinking. Troost suggested that the narrow scope of scholarly training, especially at elite institutions, tends to give early-career academics the sense that they are owed a job within their own, small areas of scholarship; and I suspect that couples who have just received their Ph.D.s may now expect to find two perfect jobs instead of one. A policy of finding work for people's spouses may only stiffen these beliefs. Instead of encouraging job candidates to broaden their skills--and thus increase their value for potential employers and future students alike--it tells them that work in higher ed can be tailored to their needs.

The two-body problem, and the tensions around its partner-hire solution, may only worsen in the years to come. A partner needing a job used to be a small, idiosyncratic thing, Katz, one of the labor economists, told me. "Now there's almost no case of senior- or mid-career recruitment where this isn't an issue."

But as two-income families continue to proliferate, this challenge shouldn't necessarily be limited to academia. The particular conditions of academic hiring--limited job market with localized opportunities--may exacerbate two-body problems. But surely doctors, lawyers, and financiers have some version of them too. What if the oddity of partner hiring isn't that it's particular to higher education, but that other industries haven't followed suit? Maybe it's less perverse to treat workers as members of families with collective needs than it is to assume that every individual ought to fend for themselves.

Research from Kahn, one of the labor economists, and his labor-economist wife, Dora L. Costa, suggests that college-educated couples in any industry tend to be drawn to major metropolitan areas with more opportunities for them to seek out dual careers. As industry and population has consolidated into fewer, larger cities, the small or midsize ones have suffered. Perhaps nonacademic employers in those places would be smart to lure workers with family deals, just like the deans in higher ed. Or maybe colleges and universities, with their endowments and tax exemptions, should take a greater interest in their local communities, and invest the same money they'd devote to hiring a second tenure-track professor into jobs at area companies.

A "family business," when it doesn't refer to the Mafia, has always been seen as a moral and economic good in America. We celebrate the mom-and-pop establishment--not just for its service to a community, but for its embrace of the idea that affection and commitment can be a catalyst for labor. Professors (and other professionals) might portray themselves as superior to such common ideas, but of course they are not. "Academics have always fallen in love with other academics," Kahn told me by phone from his house in Los Angeles. I could hear Costa in the background and then Kahn's muffled voice as he tried to lure her to the phone, too, to put down whatever task she was undertaking in favor of discussing economics instead.
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The GPT Era Is Already Ending

Something has shifted at OpenAI.

by Matteo Wong




This week, OpenAI launched what its chief executive, Sam Altman, called "the smartest model in the world"--a generative-AI program whose capabilities are supposedly far greater, and more closely approximate how humans think, than those of any such software preceding it. The start-up has been building toward this moment since September 12, a day that, in OpenAI's telling, set the world on a new path toward superintelligence.



That was when the company previewed early versions of a series of AI models, known as o1, constructed with novel methods that the start-up believes will propel its programs to unseen heights. Mark Chen, then OpenAI's vice president of research, told me a few days later that o1 is fundamentally different from the standard ChatGPT because it can "reason," a hallmark of human intelligence. Shortly thereafter, Altman pronounced "the dawn of the Intelligence Age," in which AI helps humankind fix the climate and colonize space. As of yesterday afternoon, the start-up has released the first complete version of o1, with fully fledged reasoning powers, to the public. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



On the surface, the start-up's latest rhetoric sounds just like hype the company has built its $157 billion valuation on. Nobody on the outside knows exactly how OpenAI makes its chatbot technology, and o1 is its most secretive release yet. The mystique draws interest and investment. "It's a magic trick," Emily M. Bender, a computational linguist at the University of Washington and prominent critic of the AI industry, recently told me. An average user of o1 might not notice much of a difference between it and the default models powering ChatGPT, such as GPT-4o, another supposedly major update released in May. Although OpenAI marketed that product by invoking its lofty mission--"advancing AI technology and ensuring it is accessible and beneficial to everyone," as though chatbots were medicine or food--GPT-4o hardly transformed the world.

Read: The AI boom has an expiration date

But with o1, something has shifted. Several independent researchers, while less ecstatic, told me that the program is a notable departure from older models, representing "a completely different ballgame" and "genuine improvement." Even if these models' capacities prove not much greater than their predecessors', the stakes for OpenAI are. The company has recently dealt with a wave of controversies and high-profile departures, and model improvement in the AI industry overall has slowed. Products from different companies have become indistinguishable--ChatGPT has much in common with Anthropic's Claude, Google's Gemini, xAI's Grok--and firms are under mounting pressure to justify the technology's tremendous costs. Every competitor is scrambling to figure out new ways to advance their products.



Over the past several months, I've been trying to discern how OpenAI perceives the future of generative AI. Stretching back to this spring, when OpenAI was eager to promote its efforts around so-called multimodal AI, which works across text, images, and other types of media, I've had multiple conversations with OpenAI employees, conducted interviews with external computer and cognitive scientists, and pored over the start-up's research and announcements. The release of o1, in particular, has provided the clearest glimpse yet at what sort of synthetic "intelligence" the start-up and companies following its lead believe they are building.



The company has been unusually direct that the o1 series is the future: Chen, who has since been promoted to senior vice president of research, told me that OpenAI is now focused on this "new paradigm," and Altman later wrote that the company is "prioritizing" o1 and its successors. The company believes, or wants its users and investors to believe, that it has found some fresh magic. The GPT era is giving way to the reasoning era.

Last spring, I met Mark Chen in the renovated mayonnaise factory that now houses OpenAI's San Francisco headquarters. We had first spoken a few weeks earlier, over Zoom. At the time, he led a team tasked with tearing down "the big roadblocks" standing between OpenAI and artificial general intelligence--a technology smart enough to match or exceed humanity's brainpower. I wanted to ask him about an idea that had been a driving force behind the entire generative-AI revolution up to that point: the power of prediction.



The large language models powering ChatGPT and other such chatbots "learn" by ingesting unfathomable volumes of text, determining statistical relationships between words and phrases, and using those patterns to predict what word is most likely to come next in a sentence. These programs have improved as they've grown--taking on more training data, more computer processors, more electricity--and the most advanced, such as GPT-4o, are now able to draft work memos and write short stories, solve puzzles and summarize spreadsheets. Researchers have extended the premise beyond text: Today's AI models also predict the grid of adjacent colors that cohere into an image, or the series of frames that blur into a film.



The claim is not just that prediction yields useful products. Chen claims that "prediction leads to understanding"--that to complete a story or paint a portrait, an AI model actually has to discern something fundamental about plot and personality, facial expressions and color theory. Chen noted that a program he designed a few years ago to predict the next pixel in a grid was able to distinguish dogs, cats, planes, and other sorts of objects. Even earlier, a program that OpenAI trained to predict text in Amazon reviews was able to determine whether a review was positive or negative.



Today's state-of-the-art models seem to have networks of code that consistently correspond to certain topics, ideas, or entities. In one now-famous example, Anthropic shared research showing that an advanced version of its large language model, Claude, had formed such a network related to the Golden Gate Bridge. That research further suggested that AI models can develop an internal representation of such concepts, and organize their internal "neurons" accordingly--a step that seems to go beyond mere pattern recognition. Claude had a combination of "neurons" that would light up similarly in response to descriptions, mentions, and images of the San Francisco landmark. "This is why everyone's so bullish on prediction," Chen told me: In mapping the relationships between words and images, and then forecasting what should logically follow in a sequence of text or pixels, generative AI seems to have demonstrated the ability to understand content.



The pinnacle of the prediction hypothesis might be Sora, a video-generating model that OpenAI announced in February and which conjures clips, more or less, by predicting and outputting a sequence of frames. Bill Peebles and Tim Brooks, Sora's lead researchers, told me that they hope Sora will create realistic videos by simulating environments and the people moving through them. (Brooks has since left to work on video-generating models at Google DeepMind.) For instance, producing a video of a soccer match might require not just rendering a ball bouncing off cleats, but developing models of physics, tactics, and players' thought processes. "As long as you can get every piece of information in the world into these models, that should be sufficient for them to build models of physics, for them to learn how to reason like humans," Peebles told me. Prediction would thus give rise to intelligence. More pragmatically, multimodality may also be simply about the pursuit of data--expanding from all the text on the web to all the photos and videos, as well.

Read: OpenAI's big reset

Just because OpenAI's researchers say their programs understand the world doesn't mean they do. Generating a cat video doesn't mean an AI knows anything about cats--it just means it can make a cat video. (And even that can be a struggle: In a demo earlier this year, Sora rendered a cat that had sprouted a third front leg.) Likewise, "predicting a text doesn't necessarily mean that [a model] is understanding the text," Melanie Mitchell, a computer scientist who studies AI and cognition at the Santa Fe Institute, told me. Another example: GPT-4 is far better at generating acronyms using the first letter of each word in a phrase than the second, suggesting that rather than understanding the rule behind generating acronyms, the model has simply seen far more examples of standard, first-letter acronyms to shallowly mimic that rule. When GPT-4 miscounts the number of r's in strawberry, or Sora generates a video of a glass of juice melting into a table, it's hard to believe that either program grasps the phenomena and ideas underlying their outputs.



These shortcomings have led to sharp, even caustic criticism that AI cannot rival the human mind--the models are merely "stochastic parrots," in Bender's famous words, or supercharged versions of "autocomplete," to quote the AI critic Gary Marcus. Altman responded by posting on social media, "I am a stochastic parrot, and so r u," implying that the human brain is ultimately a sophisticated word predictor, too.



Altman's is a plainly asinine claim; a bunch of code running in a data center is not the same as a brain. Yet it's also ridiculous to write off generative AI--a technology that is redefining education and art, at least, for better or worse--as "mere" statistics. Regardless, the disagreement obscures the more important point. It doesn't matter to OpenAI or its investors whether AI advances to resemble the human mind, or perhaps even whether and how their models "understand" their outputs--only that the products continue to advance.

OpenAI's new reasoning models show a dramatic improvement over other programs at all sorts of coding, math, and science problems, earning praise from geneticists, physicists, economists, and other experts. But notably, o1 does not appear to have been designed to be better at word prediction.



According to investigations from The Information, Bloomberg, TechCrunch, and Reuters, major AI companies including OpenAI, Google, and Anthropic are finding that the technical approach that has driven the entire AI revolution is hitting a limit. Word-predicting models such as GPT-4o are reportedly no longer becoming reliably more capable, even more "intelligent," with size. These firms may be running out of high-quality data to train their models on, and even with enough, the programs are so massive that making them bigger is no longer making them much smarter. o1 is the industry's first major attempt to clear this hurdle.



When I spoke with Mark Chen after o1's September debut, he told me that GPT-based programs had a "core gap that we were trying to address." Whereas previous models were trained "to be very good at predicting what humans have written down in the past," o1 is different. "The way we train the 'thinking' is not through imitation learning," he said. A reasoning model is "not trained to predict human thoughts" but to produce, or at least simulate, "thoughts on its own." It follows that because humans are not word-predicting machines, then AI programs cannot remain so, either, if they hope to improve.



More details about these models' inner workings, Chen said, are "a competitive research secret." But my interviews with independent researchers, a growing body of third-party tests, and hints in public statements from OpenAI and its employees have allowed me to get a sense of what's under the hood. The o1 series appears "categorically different" from the older GPT series, Delip Rao, an AI researcher at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. Discussions of o1 point to a growing body of research on AI reasoning, including a widely cited paper co-authored last year by OpenAI's former chief scientist, Ilya Sutskever. To train o1, OpenAI likely put a language model in the style of GPT-4 through a huge amount of trial and error, asking it to solve many, many problems and then providing feedback on its approaches, for instance. The process might be akin to a chess-playing AI playing a million games to learn optimal strategies, Subbarao Kambhampati, a computer scientist at Arizona State University, told me. Or perhaps a rat that, having run 10,000 mazes, develops a good strategy for choosing among forking paths and doubling back at dead ends.

Read: Silicon Valley's trillion-dollar leap of faith

Prediction-based bots, such as Claude and earlier versions of ChatGPT, generate words at a roughly constant rate, without pause--they don't, in other words, evince much thinking. Although you can prompt such large language models to construct a different answer, those programs do not (and cannot) on their own look backward and evaluate what they've written for errors. But o1 works differently, exploring different routes until it finds the best one, Chen told me. Reasoning models can answer harder questions when given more "thinking" time, akin to taking more time to consider possible moves at a crucial moment in a chess game. o1 appears to be "searching through lots of potential, emulated 'reasoning' chains on the fly," Mike Knoop, a software engineer who co-founded a prominent contest designed to test AI models' reasoning abilities, told me. This is another way to scale: more time and resources, not just during training, but also when in use.



Here is another way to think about the distinction between language models and reasoning models: OpenAI's attempted path to superintelligence is defined by parrots and rats. ChatGPT and other such products--the stochastic parrots--are designed to find patterns among massive amounts of data, to relate words, objects, and ideas. o1 is the maze-running rodent, designed to navigate those statistical models of the world to solve problems. Or, to use a chess analogy: You could play a game based on a bunch of moves that you've memorized, but that's different from genuinely understanding strategy and reacting to your opponent. Language models learn a grammar, perhaps even something about the world, while reasoning models aim to use that grammar. When I posed this dual framework, Chen called it "a good first approximation" and "at a high level, the best way to think about it."



Reasoning may really be a way to break through the wall that the prediction models seem to have hit; much of the tech industry is certainly rushing to follow OpenAI's lead. Yet taking a big bet on this approach might be premature.

For all the grandeur, o1 has some familiar limitations. As with primarily prediction-based models, it has an easier time with tasks for which more training examples exist, Tom McCoy, a computational linguist at Yale who has extensively tested the preview version of o1 released in September, told me. For instance, the program is better at decrypting codes when the answer is a grammatically complete sentence instead of a random jumble of words--the former is likely better reflected in its training data. A statistical substrate remains.



Francois Chollet, a former computer scientist at Google who studies general intelligence and is also a co-founder of the AI reasoning contest, put it a different way: "A model like o1 ... is able to self-query in order to refine how it uses what it knows. But it is still limited to reapplying what it knows." A wealth of independent analyses bear this out: In the AI reasoning contest, the o1 preview improved over the GPT-4o but still struggled overall to effectively solve a set of pattern-based problems designed to test abstract reasoning. Researchers at Apple recently found that adding irrelevant clauses to math problems makes o1 more likely to answer incorrectly. For example, when asking the o1 preview to calculate the price of bread and muffins, telling the bot that you plan to donate some of the baked goods--even though that wouldn't affect their cost--led the model astray. o1 might not deeply understand chess strategy so much as it memorizes and applies broad principles and tactics.



Even if you accept the claim that o1 understands, instead of mimicking, the logic that underlies its responses, the program might actually be further from general intelligence than ChatGPT. o1's improvements are constrained to specific subjects where you can confirm whether a solution is true--like checking a proof against mathematical laws or testing computer code for bugs. There's no objective rubric for beautiful poetry, persuasive rhetoric, or emotional empathy with which to train the model. That likely makes o1 more narrowly applicable than GPT-4o, the University of Pennsylvania's Rao said, which even OpenAI's blog post announcing the model hinted at, stating: "For many common cases GPT-4o will be more capable in the near term."

Read: The lifeblood of the AI boom

But OpenAI is taking a long view. The reasoning models "explore different hypotheses like a human would," Chen told me. By reasoning, o1 is proving better at understanding and answering questions about images, too, he said, and the full version of o1 now accepts multimodal inputs. The new reasoning models solve problems "much like a person would," OpenAI wrote in September. And if scaling up large language models really is hitting a wall, this kind of reasoning seems to be where many of OpenAI's rivals are turning next, too. Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic, recently noted o1 as a possible way forward for AI. Google has recently released several experimental versions of Gemini, its flagship model, all of which exhibit some signs of being maze rats--taking longer to answer questions, providing detailed reasoning chains, improvements on math and coding. Both it and Microsoft are reportedly exploring this "reasoning" approach. And multiple Chinese tech companies, including Alibaba, have released models built in the style of o1.



If this is the way to superintelligence, it remains a bizarre one. "This is back to a million monkeys typing for a million years generating the works of Shakespeare," Emily Bender told me. But OpenAI's technology effectively crunches those years down to seconds. A company blog boasts that an o1 model scored better than most humans on a recent coding test that allowed participants to submit 50 possible solutions to each problem--but only when o1 was allowed 10,000 submissions instead. No human could come up with that many possibilities in a reasonable length of time, which is exactly the point. To OpenAI, unlimited time and resources are an advantage that its hardware-grounded models have over biology. Not even two weeks after the launch of the o1 preview, the start-up presented plans to build data centers that would each require the power generated by approximately five large nuclear reactors, enough for almost 3 million homes. Yesterday, alongside the release of the full o1, OpenAI announced a new premium tier of subscription to ChatGPT that enables users, for $200 a month (10 times the price of the current paid tier), to access a version of o1 that consumes even more computing power--money buys intelligence. "There are now two axes on which we can scale," Chen said: training time and run time, monkeys and years, parrots and rats. So long as the funding continues, perhaps efficiency is beside the point.



The maze rats may hit a wall, eventually, too. In OpenAI's early tests, scaling o1 showed diminishing returns: Linear improvements on a challenging math exam required exponentially growing computing power. That superintelligence could use so much electricity as to require remaking grids worldwide--and that such extravagant energy demands are, at the moment, causing staggering financial losses--are clearly no deterrent to the start-up or a good chunk of its investors. It's not just that OpenAI's ambition and technology fuel each other; ambition, and in turn accumulation, supersedes the technology itself. Growth and debt are prerequisites for and proof of more powerful machines. Maybe there's substance, even intelligence, underneath. But there doesn't need to be for this speculative flywheel to spin.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/12/openai-o1-reasoning-models/680906/?utm_source=feed
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No One Has to Settle for Bad Pizza Anymore

With a bit of practice, you can make restaurant-quality pies in your own yard. And you should.

by Saahil Desai




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


In pizza heaven, it is always 950 degrees. The temperature required to make an authentic Neapolitan pizza is stupidly, unbelievably hot--more blast furnace than broiler. My backyard pizza oven can get all the way there in just 15 minutes. Crank it to the max, and the Ooni Koda will gurgle up blue flames that bounce off the top of the dome. In 60 seconds, raw dough inflates into pillowy crust, cheese dissolves into the sauce, and a few simple ingredients become a full-fledged pizza.

Violinists have the Stradivarius. Sneakerheads have the Air Jordan 1. Pizza degenerates like me have the Ooni. I got my first one three years ago and have since been on a singular, pointless quest to make the best pie possible. Unfortunately, I am now someone who knows that dough should pass the windowpane test. Do not get me started on the pros and cons of Caputo 00 flour.

An at-home pizza oven is a patently absurd thing to buy. Much to my wife's consternation, I now own two. It's all the more ridiculous considering that I live in New York City, where amazing pizzerias are about as easy to spot as rats, and space is a precious commodity; this is not a town that favors single-use kitchen tools. These devices do one thing well (pizza) and only that one thing (pizza). My 12-inch Ooni is among the cheapest and smallest high-heat pizza ovens out there, and it still clocks in at $400 and 20 pounds. You can get an 11-in-1 combination Instant Pot and air fryer for a fraction of the cost.

You want the pie to be medium rare: The crust should be crispy but still pliable, the cheese melted but not burned.

But somehow, the portable-pizza-oven market is booming. Ooni makes nine different models--including a $900 indoor version that's like a souped-up toaster oven--and similar products are available from companies including Cuisinart, Ninja, Gozney, and Breville. Oprah included a pizza oven in her 2023 gift guide. Florence Pugh has Instagrammed her portable-oven odysseys.

Read: America before pizza

The paradox of pizza has long been this: America's favorite food--one that an eighth of the country eats on any given day--is difficult, if not impossible, to make well at home. Not anymore. We are in the middle of a pizza revolution; there has simply never been a better time to make pizza at home.

The traditional home oven is great for lots of things: chocolate-chip cookies, Thanksgiving turkeys, roasted brussels sprouts, whatever. Pizza is not one of them. Let's consider a classic New York pie, which doesn't require the same extreme heat as its Neapolitan brethren. It sounds weird, but you want the pie to be medium rare. The crust should be crispy but still pliable, the cheese melted but not burned. The only way to achieve that is to blast pizza dough with heat from both top and bottom--about 600 degrees at the very least, preferably 650. But nearly every kitchen range tops out at 550 degrees. "By whatever accident of fate, the level of heat that's necessary is just out of the reach of a typical home oven," Adam Ragusea, a food YouTuber who is helping open up a pizzeria in suburban Knoxville, Tennessee, told me. That temperature discrepancy matters a lot. Try making pizza on a simple aluminum sheet tray in your home oven, and by the time the crust is golden brown, it'll be brittle like a cracker and the cheese will have puddled into grease.

Overcoming the limitations of the reviled kitchen range has long stumped homemade pizza enthusiasts. Julia Child laid out tiles in her oven to soak up the oven's heat and transfer it to the crust for extra crispiness. That inspired the pizza stone, an oversize ceramic tile that you insert into your oven. At times, the human will to make a decent pizza at home borders on farce. Before making pizza, some recipes suggest that you should leave your oven at full heat for 45 minutes, or an hour, or even two. In the 2000s, one software engineer in Atlanta realized that in self-cleaning mode, ovens can hit 800 degrees--but the door locks. So he snipped off the safety latch with a pair of garden shears. Others have done the same, voiding the warranty on their oven in the name of better pizza.

Still, nothing you can do in a standard kitchen competes with the tools that a pizzeria has at its disposal. Traditional commercial pizza ovens are gigantic and expensive, sometimes costing upwards of $20,000. Some of the oldest pizzerias in the United States still use their original ovens, manufactured nearly a century ago. Even if your oven reaches 750 degrees, its walls "are not going to be as thick as the walls of a commercial pizza oven," J. Kenji Lopez-Alt, a chef and the author of The Food Lab: Better Home Cooking Through Science, told me. "So there's just less heat energy trapped in there."

Portable ovens are like the iPhones of home pizza making: They have changed everything. The prototype for the first Ooni, launched on Kickstarter in 2012, looks more like a medieval torture device than anything you could feasibly use to cook. It was soon joined by the Roccbox, a stainless-steel dome that can run on either wood or gas. Newer models have gotten progressively better. The ovens aren't that complicated, but they are genius. They are fairly inexpensive, and small enough to take on camping trips and beach vacations. For the home cook who isn't making a hundred pizzas in one go, "it'll do a great job at mimicking a restaurant oven," Lopez-Alt said.

Caroline Mimbs Nyce: J. Kenji Lopez-Alt thinks you'll be fine with an induction stove

For a while, these ovens could be found in relatively few backyards. Then America went pizza-oven wild during the pandemic. What's better than nurturing a sourdough starter? Nurturing a sourdough starter, topping it with sauce, and launching it into the flames. In 2020, Ooni sales increased by 300 percent. The ovens have stayed in high demand, Joe Derochowski, an analyst at the market-research firm Circana, told me. At housewares shows these days, he said, "you see pizza ovens all over." Scott Wiener, a pizza expert who leads tours in New York City, always asks his groups if they make pizza at home and how they cook it. "One person will say 'Ooni,' every time," he told me.

Perhaps part of the appeal of these home ovens is that they satisfy the same urge that using a grill does: Let's face it; fire is fun. Traditionally, though, pizza has been thought of as an extension of baking ; in Italy, pizza originated with bread bakers looking to sell cheap food to workers. Many of the earliest pizzerias in the U.S. were founded by bakers who had arrived from Italy. But making pizza is really a lot more like grilling a burger than baking bread. Let your pizza sit for a few seconds too long, and the flames will take the dough from lightly singed to fully incinerated. (All pizza is better than no pizza--except when that pizza is so burnt, it tastes like ash.)

Home pizza ovens represent the next generation of grilling; they take those familiar, irresistible propane flames and apply them to another arena of cooking entirely. And as with grilling, to make good pizza, you need accoutrements. I slide my homemade pizza into the Ooni using one tool, spin it around with another, and then monitor the heat with yet another. Pizza ovens "echo the barbecue world and the home-grilling world," Wiener said. For $1,000, you can buy an Ooni that lets you cook three pizzas at once and remotely track the temperature from your phone. As Ragusea put it: "Men love their fucking toys."

Tools and gadgets can only take you so far. Even with the fanciest oven on the market, you still have to learn how to stretch the dough and get it into the oven without creating an oblong mess. "There's all these special techniques involved in pizza that don't apply to any other kind of cooking," Lopez-Alt said. If you want to learn, there are pizza forums, pizza Facebook groups, and so, so many pizza YouTube videos.

My pizzas are not better or even that much cheaper than what you'd find in a great pizzeria, but they are mine.

My first pizza, made in my kitchen oven, was so oversauced that it was more like tomato soup in a bread bowl. A ridiculous number of videos later, my pizza game has gone from JV to the big leagues. Pizza ovens beget videos on how to use them, begetting more interest in ovens, begetting more videos. It is a spin wheel of great pizza.

Even in the Ooni, my pizzas are not better or even that much cheaper than what you'd find in a great pizzeria, but they are mine. I get why my fellow pizza diehards gather online not only to hone their technique, but also to share their creations (even when they might give any Italian nonna a heart attack). Candied lemon and ricotta pizza! Mexican street corn pizza! Detroit-style Chongqing-chicken pizza topped with green onion and sesame seeds!

The irony of the pizza revolution is that this should be a moment for a pizza recession. Remember when the only thing you could get delivered was pizza, and maybe Chinese food? When you least wanted to cook, it was pizza time: In 2011, one of the biggest days for pizza eating was the day before Thanksgiving. Now you can DoorDash penne alla vodka or a pork banh mi. Yet Americans have fallen even deeper in love with pizza.

From the October 1949 issue: Pizza, an introduction

You can now find amazing pizza just about everywhere. Pizza pop-ups are opening using newer, larger versions of the cheap portable ovens. "Five years ago, if you wanted to open a mobile pizza company, then you would have to spend easily $5,000 on an oven and a trailer," Wiener said. "Now you can spend half of that, and get two of these ovens."

Still, the pizza sicko doesn't always win. Recently, the pizza cravings got me late one evening. I fired up the Ooni, fiddled with the dough, and was ready to launch a pie when my hunger sapped my concentration. The dough had a hole in it, and disintegrated into sloppy goo in the oven. So much for that.

Part of getting a pizza oven is learning how to use it. The other part is learning when you should just leave it to the professionals.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "I'm a Pizza Sicko." 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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A 'Radical' Approach to Reclaiming Your Attention

It's not just about putting your phone away.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Updated at 4:35 p.m. ET on December 5, 2024

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 series focused on teaching parents and other caretakers how to "rediscover the joy of undivided attention" and help their family do the same. (The series was technically split into two three-week parts, and participants were encouraged to enroll in both.) 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 me $560 in total, though SORA offers a sliding scale and scholarships depending on one's needs). 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 has been updated to clarify the structure of the "How to Build an Attention Sanctuary" series, as well as its cost.
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Pete Hegseth's Nomination

Will Donald Trump's choice for defense secretary convince key Republican senators that he's a changed man?

by The Editors




Will Pete Hegseth convince key Republican senators that he's a changed man? Donald Trump is standing by his choice for defense secretary, but is there an expiration date on this nomination?


Join moderator Jeffrey Goldberg, McKay Coppins of The Atlantic, Jane Mayer of The New Yorker, and Tarini Parti of The Wall Street Journal to discuss this and more.


Watch the full episode here.
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The Ozempic Flip-Flop

West Virginia gave obesity drugs to teachers and state employees--then took them away.

by Sarah Zhang


"My insurance set me up for failure," says Hilaria Ireland Swisher. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





A few years ago, West Virginia, which has the highest obesity rate in the nation, quietly began a small and unusual pilot program that would touch hundreds of lives: It started covering obesity drugs for state employees--even as many other insurers balked at what they considered expensive "vanity" drugs.



The program was, by health measures, a success. Patients shed as much as 120 pounds, their cholesterol dropped, their prediabetes faded, and they cut down on blood-pressure meds. As word began to spread, more patients wanted to join. A school nurse told me her weight loss inspired at least six other teachers and staff to get into the pilot program too.



Then it all came to an abrupt end. In March, the state's Public Employee Insurance Agency (PEIA) decided it could no longer bear the crushing costs of Wegovy and Zepbound. (These obesity drugs are sometimes better known by the brand names Ozempic and Mounjaro, respectively, which is how they are sold for diabetes.) In the months after, PEIA patients began running out of medication. They rationed their remaining supplies, stretching the weekly injections to 10 days, two weeks, even three weeks. They considered copycat compounded versions. One woman began sharing her diabetic mother's Ozempic. Those who could no longer get the drugs felt their "food noise," the constant thoughts about eating that the obesity drugs suppress, return with a vengeance. And they have regained weight.



West Virginia's pilot program is a microcosm of the dilemma posed by new obesity drugs that are at once effective and shockingly expensive. Patients, doctors, and insurers alike are stuck in an intractable situation. Since the program ended, Laura Davisson, the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University, told me, "there's a lot of desperation that we're seeing in our practice." Her center was one of a handful in the state's pilot program, which was always small; it enrolled about 1,000 patients at its peak, a tiny fraction of the more than 200,000 West Virginians who rely on PEIA. (About two in five people in West Virginia have obesity.) And these 1,000 patients have since become unwitting subjects in an experiment about what happens when patients are given a life-changing drug--only to have it taken away.


West Virginia University was one of the few health centers that could prescribe obesity drugs in the state's pilot program. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)









Megan Pigott is what one might call a Wegovy super-responder; she lost 120 pounds, more than a third of her body weight, after starting the drug in 2022. Before that, she had been counting calories since elementary school; she had tried SlimFast shakes, a cabbage-and-green-pepper-soup diet that left her miserable, and an older obesity drug called liraglutide. Nothing worked as well as Wegovy, which WVU prescribed for her as part of a weight-management plan that also included dieting and exercise. The drug is meant to be taken indefinitely, first to help patients lose weight and then to keep it off. Wegovy, Pigott told me, finally gave her hope.



After PEIA cut off coverage, she ran out of Wegovy in July. Half of the weight she lost has already come back. She is now considering a generic version of liraglutide, despite the drug causing vomiting and diarrhea when she previously took it. (Wegovy can cause these side effects, too, but Pigott personally found them milder.) To afford even this cheaper and less effective medication, she plans to drive an hour and half to the nearest Rite Aid, which takes a coupon that reduces the cost to $245 a month. Wegovy's out-of-pocket price, which is more than double that even with a manufacturer's coupon, is out of the question. "I felt like a drug seeker," Pigott told me, going to such lengths for medication to lose weight. She is willing to try because, like other PEIA patients I interviewed, she found that managing her obesity had reversed so much of what ailed her body.



When Cassie Hornbeck Maxwell started Wegovy, she had already been diagnosed with prediabetes, sleep apnea, and polycystic ovarian syndrome, a hormonal disorder that can cause irregular periods--all of which are associated with obesity. "I had given up on myself," she told me. "I had given up on my health." With Wegovy, her health problems faded away one by one: Her blood sugar went down, she stopped needing a CPAP machine to sleep, and her periods became regular. Her experience matches growing anecdotal and clinical evidence that obesity drugs can mitigate these associated conditions.



Hilaria Ireland Swisher has cut her use of blood-pressure medication in half. She told me she had cried when she first started on Zepbound, so overwhelmed was she to have--after a lifetime of dieting, dieting, dieting, and regaining the weight anyway--a drug that might finally end her health struggles. Obesity made her everyday life difficult: She used to lose her breath climbing a flight of stairs, and her feet would ache for days after outlet shopping with friends. But the drug-induced weight loss kicked off a virtuous cycle. She can move without pain, so she can be more active and keep healthier habits. Now she goes to the gym twice a week.



This is why patients on PEIA don't want to lose access to the drugs. Whatever the downsides of the drugs--the long-term side effects are still unknown--patients don't want to go back. The pilot program has been a bit of a roller coaster for patients, says Bisher Mustafa, a weight-management specialist at Marshall Health, one of the centers in the PEIA pilot program. Davisson at WVU has been advocating for PEIA to keep at least the patients in the pilot program on the drugs. Kicking them off Wegovy and Zepbound now, she argues, would reverse the progress already made: "All that money you just put in, you're going to throw away."


Laura Davisson is the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University and sees a lot of desperation in her practice. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





Around the country, however, other insurers faced with the same costs as PEIA have been largely unswayed by the argument that covering obesity drugs will ultimately save money, by preventing obesity-related conditions such as diabetes and heart attacks down the line. North Carolina also dropped coverage for state employees earlier this year, and private insurance has been cutting patients off too. Wegovy and Zepbound are still new enough that firm evidence of cost savings is hard to come by. A handful of studies and simulations, though, suggest that any future health savings will still be dwarfed by the cost of the drugs, at least at current prices. A simulation from Wegovy's manufacturer, Novo Nordisk, for example, found a savings of $85 million over five years for 100,000 patients--but the current list price of Wegovy over that same period would run $8 billion, a huge discrepancy even if insurers do not pay full price



In West Virginia, PEIA says it was struggling with costs: The pilot program for 1,000 patients ran at roughly $15 million a year at its peak. Expanding it to 10,000 patients would require $150 million a year, or 40 percent of the agency's total prescription-drug budget. "I've laid awake at night pretty much since I made the decision," the agency's director, Brian Cunningham, said in June. "But I have a fiduciary responsibility, and that's my No. 1 responsibility." (PEIA did not respond to The Atlantic's questions about ending the pilot program.) Shutting down the pilot program puts West Virginia in line with other states: Most never covered the obesity drugs for state employees in the first place. Only about a quarter of Americans, with any sort of insurance, have coverage for these medications, according to Obesity Coverage Nexus.



For the West Virginians who briefly gained and then lost coverage, this talk of numbers can feel rather abstract compared with the change they feel so viscerally in their bodies every day. To insurers, a heart attack averted might be a number in a spreadsheet, but to patients, this is their life. Some have written letters to PEIA and state legislators pleading their case. Angela Young, a retired state employee (who wasn't part of the pilot but lost coverage when she got on PEIA after a divorce), put it to me most bluntly. She feels the extra weight in the knee she had replaced. She struggles with shortness of breath and heart problems. "I'm assuming," she said, "this is eventually going to kill me."


A billboard just outside of Fairmont, West Virginia, advertises for inexpensive semaglutide, a type of GLP-1 drug. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)









Even a short stint on the obesity drugs, PEIA patients told me, changed their lives in ways beyond the physical. "When you're an overweight person, it's like you're invisible," Lory Osborn said. "Like you're less than a person," Randi Bourne, the school nurse with six co-workers in the pilot program, told me. They had always been aware of the fat-shaming, the willful ignoring, the subtle and not-so-subtle disrespect, but losing weight opened their eyes to just how differently society treated people with obesity. Maxwell felt she had lost part of her identity when she was seen first as "the fat person." Losing weight finally let her be seen as herself--as Cassie--but would regaining it erase a part of her identity again?



The drugs also made Maxwell rethink how she thought about herself and about obesity. Like many, she had long considered obesity a problem of self-discipline and motivation. Being on Wegovy and then Zepbound--feeling the food noise disappear with a tweak in brain chemistry--made her see it as a medical condition. Obesity is more complicated than a simple imbalance of the hormone mimicked by these drugs, but doctors do now generally consider it a chronic disease. Maxwell now sees it that way too.


Lory Osborn felt panic, like the rug was being ripped out from underneath her, when she found out about the pilot program ending. (Kristian Thacker for The Atlantic)





To her, and other patients, that makes PEIA's decision all the more unjustifiable. "It's the same thing as giving someone with cancer a cancer drug, or someone with diabetes their insulin," Swisher said of the obesity drugs. Putting them in a different category, many said, felt like yet another instance of discrimination. Historically, the reluctance of insurance companies to cover obesity medications is born out of a belief that obesity is a personal failing. Medicare is still prohibited by law from covering medications for weight loss; the Biden administration recently proposed a rule to sidestep that law, but the Trump administration would need to approve it.



In the fall, PEIA proposed raising premiums for next year. It even cited the high cost of GLP-1 drugs, the class that includes Wegovy and Zepbound, as a key reason. But PEIA had already canceled the obesity-drugs pilot program. The cost, going forward, would be from funding the drugs prescribed for diabetes. (The pilot program was so small that some 86 percent of the money PEIA had been spending on GLP-1 drugs was still for diabetes treatment. However, about two or three times more people in West Virginia have obesity than diabetes, so expanding the pilot program would make obesity costs much higher.) The agency did not propose eliminating coverage for diabetes.



When Pigott started Wegovy, she was prediabetic. "One of the reasons I took the medicine was to prevent myself from getting diabetes," she said. And it worked: Her blood-sugar levels went down. Now her premiums are going up, and she still can't get the drug--not unless, of course, she eventually does develop diabetes. "It doesn't make sense," she said. To get help, she would first have to get sicker.



What have you experienced while taking GLP-1 drugs? Share your story with us.
 
 (By writing to us, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use your response, which we may edit for length or clarity. You are also agreeing that The Atlantic's reporters may contact you at the address provided to discuss whether you would be willing to be interviewed.)
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America Can't Break Its Wellness Habit

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. fits into a long history of Americans who have waged battle against conventional medicine.

by Shayla Love




In 1829, the Presbyterian minister Sylvester Graham invented a cracker made from coarse wheat that he believed would help restore American health. He lamented the "miserable trash" that made up the average diet, especially white bread, and thought his eponymous crackers would curtail masturbation, which he deemed deleterious to both moral and physical well-being. (As someone who condemned sweet treats, he would have seen the s'more as an abomination.)

Graham was, in many ways, what we might today call a wellness influencer. Nineteenth-century Americans opened Grahamite boarding houses so that travelers could eat his chaste and bland foods, and catch up on that week's copy of The Graham Journal of Health and Longevity. And like many of today's wellness influencers, he advocated for an ideology that mixed truth and nonsense. Yes, it's healthy to eat fiber; no, pleasurable foods are not linked to deviant sexual behaviors. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a wellness influencer who is also President-Elect Donald Trump's pick for secretary of Health and Human Services, is similarly inconsistent. Kennedy has correctly identified an association between the ultra-processed American diet and high rates of chronic disease, but he's also an anti-vaccine advocate who has suggested that AIDS deaths are caused by poppers and that seed oils are poison.

Over the past weeks, journalists, doctors, and scientists have rushed to correct Kennedy's false statements. More than 75 Nobel Prize winners signed a letter this week asking senators to oppose Kennedy's confirmation, given his "lack of credentials" in medicine, science, and public health. But a better way to understand his appeal is to situate him, with Graham, in a long lineage of American wellness figures waging a battle against conventional medicine. For more than a century, alternative health practices--what we now call wellness--have seduced Americans not because of the accuracy of their claims, but because of what else they offer: a sense of certainty, an outlet for mistrust, a pseudo-religious belief in the "natural," and an affirmation of modernity's limits. Because it satisfies those needs, wellness has a pattern of success in presenting itself as a replacement for the failures of medicine, even though the goals of wellness radically diverge from those of public health. The history of wellness suggests that the best way to defuse Kennedy's power is not by litigating each one of his beliefs, some of which are irrefutable health truisms, but by understanding why the promise of being well has such lasting appeal.

Our Goop-ified world may seem fundamentally modern, but there is a direct line between today's wellness industry and the 1800s, when what was then called "irregular" medicine exploded in popularity. Through the early 20th century, people sought out homeopathy, osteopathy, naturopathy, water cures, and chiropractors. Religious and spiritual movements such as New Thought and Christian Science promoted the idea that bodily health came from the right state of mind, not medicine.

Read: I Gooped myself

These health interventions were largely a response to disillusionment with 19th-century medicine, which was, by today's standards, painful and ineffective. Doctors depended heavily on bloodletting, vomitive drugs, and other "heroic" treatments that shocked the body into purging its contents. A commonly used drug, calomel, was made of a mercury compound and caused the gums to bleed, the mouth to swell, and teeth to fall out. Irregular medicine offered another option, with conspiratorial undertones: There was a gentler cure that conventional doctors weren't telling you about. (And unlike calomel, irregular treatments wouldn't cause your teeth to fall out.) A 1903 osteopathic text decreed, "The world is becoming too intelligent to be drugged and hacked in a search for health when more agreeable methods can be obtained at the same price."

In response to the unregulated health products being distributed by irregular practitioners and conventional physicians alike, as well as uproar over the unsafe food-handling practices revealed in Upton Sinclair's The Jungle, the contemporary American public-health apparatus was born. The FDA was created to enforce the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, which, among other things, required safe practices for manufacturing food, drugs, medications, and liquors as well as labels that included a product's dangerous ingredients. Laws limiting the practice of medicine to those with proper licenses became more widespread and more consistently enforced; Benedict Lust, the father of American naturopathy, had to pay hundreds of dollars in fines and legal fees after giving one of America's newly minted medical detectives an electric-light bath, a treatment that involved sitting in a cabinet with incandescent lights pointed at the body.

As part of their advocacy for the natural, Lust and other irregular doctors also vehemently opposed vaccines. Lust called compulsory vaccination the "most heinous of all crimes." He even helped nominate a chiropractor for president in 1920 and joined him to promote what they called the American Drugless Platform. Lust was remarkably similar to Kennedy, who decries pesticides, opposes fluoride in tap water, and has long stoked baseless fears about vaccines. Kennedy has said doctors should recommend gym memberships and "good" food to diabetic patients. He has proposed that people who are dependent on antidepressants or opioids could recover on "wellness farms," an idea remarkably similar to Lust's well-known naturopathy retreat in New Jersey, which opened in 1896. "His arguments are variations on the same theme that's been present in public discourse about health in the Western world for a long time," Colleen Derkatch, a rhetoric professor at Toronto Metropolitan University and the author of Why Wellness Sells, told me.

Many of Kennedy's most popular crusades are easy to debunk--just as irregular medicine was at the turn of the 20th century. Horace Fletcher, a trendy nutritionist in the early 1900s, told Americans to chew their food until it was liquid before swallowing, and proposed that this would be the solution to starvation and poverty. He inspired the celebrity doctor John Harvey Kellogg, whose name still graces our cereal boxes and who promoted electric-light baths and 15-quart water enemas. Bernarr MacFadden, another immensely popular health figure, and a bodybuilder, thought that the 1918 Spanish-flu pandemic was caused by poor diet. Even at the time, these ideas were fringe among experts. But they caught on because they spoke to people's real concerns: about rapid urbanization's effects on health and lifestyle, and about medicine's inability to prevent widespread death.

The concerns of modern wellness adherents are no less valid than their 20th-century counterparts. Medical treatment in general has become more effective, but still has sins to atone for: The pharmaceutical industry fueled an opioid epidemic that has killed 800,000 Americans and counting, all while drug prices in the U.S. are nearly triple what they are in other well-off countries. Most of the food available at the average American grocery store is ultra-processed. Some aspects of the public-health response to the coronavirus pandemic, such as shutdowns and school closures, led to distrust of public-health officials--just as happened after the flu pandemic of 1918.

"Low institutional trust is central to RFK Jr.'s popular appeal," Stephanie Alice Baker, an associate professor at City St George's, University of London, and the author of Wellness Culture, told me. Kennedy provides what irregular medicine did: an outlet for feelings of betrayal at medicine's failures, plus the promise of reclaiming control through "natural" means, such as the right diet and supplements. "It's an empowering message," Alan Levinovitz, a religion professor at James Madison University and the author of Natural: How Faith in Nature's Goodness Leads to Harmful Fads, Unjust Laws, and Flawed Science, told me. "It means you don't have to be scared of getting sick if you eat the right foods."

Irregular medicine began to fade out only once the U.S. entered the "golden age of medicine," when conventional treatments became more effective and less terrifying. The first antibiotic was discovered in 1928 and was widely available after World War II. The polio vaccine was released in 1955, and two years later, annual cases had dropped almost 90 percent, making older arguments against "germ theory" far less compelling. Practices like homeopathy and osteopathy took a back seat to "wonder drugs" that could address infectious diseases such as smallpox and tuberculosis. But after these successes, medical and public attention shifted to chronic, noncommunicable ailments: cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and the like. The golden age of medicine was ill-equipped to counter these maladies, and once again, as the luster of conventional health expertise waned, wellness surged.

Halbert L. Dunn, the chief of the National Office of Vital Statistics, coined the term wellness in 1959 when writing about health-care providers' dissatisfaction with the ability of medicine to care for the "spirit." He helped to reignite interest in alternative medicine, and its emphasis on vegetarianism, exercise, and natural living. Alternative medicine became a national trend in the 1970s, entwined with the antiauthoritarian countercultural movement. Crucially Dunn considered wellness not a replacement for or foe of medicine, but its complement. Medicine was a reaction to illness; wellness was a practice you engaged in when healthy. But doctors rushed to defend the ways of conventional medicine. In the late 1970s, the prominent physician Lewis Thomas wrote a commentary in The New England Journal of Medicine warning that the new field of lifestyle medicine was "wide open for magic." Today, an evidence-based cohort of conventional doctors are still set on debunking wellness practices, while wellness figures decry the failures of medicine and the corruption of Big Pharma.

The pull toward the "natural" can be especially enticing when the world seems designed to make people sick. There's concern about "forever" chemicals while food comes wrapped in plastic, and wildfires send smoke pouring across continents. Levinovitz has argued that, in the wellness world, the term natural assumes a pseudo-religious status. It provides comfort, ritual, and community. If wellness is a church that views "clean" or "natural" food as sacred, and additives or vaccines as profane, then Kennedy fits neatly within it. Religious beliefs famously cannot be dispelled through arguments over evidence, which does not bode well for anyone who wishes to wrest the American public out of Kennedy's grasp.

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

Like religion, wellness doesn't captivate by empirically proving its truth to adherents. But it does meet certain psychological needs. By contrast, the crucial project of the U.S. public-health apparatus is not to soothe its citizens' existential woes, but to make policies that address the health of the masses. An administration that prioritizes the sacraments of wellness above all--especially if it undermines the efficacy of vaccines, cuts funding for infectious-disease research, and reduces regulation around raw milk--won't make Americans healthier. This country reckoned with the limitations of wellness's promises in the last century; perhaps, in this one, Americans can resist substituting wellness for what public health has to offer.
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Ozempic Killed Diet and Exercise

Doctors might be slow to admit it, but Ozempic and other GLP-1 drugs are making dieting and exercise obsolete.

by Daniel Engber




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has some thoughts about Ozempic. According to the nominee to run the Department of Health and Human Services, the government should not provide the drug for millions of Americans, but instead address obesity and diabetes by handing out organic food and gym memberships. Like many of RFK's statements, these ideas have elicited some outrage. Their basic premise, though--that Americans should control their weight by eating better and getting exercise--could not be more mainstream.



But this commonsense philosophy of losing weight, as espoused by RFK, the FDA, and really almost any doctor whom you might have asked at any time in recent memory, has lately fallen out of step with the scientific evidence.



Lifestyle interventions have been central to the nation's decades-long attempt to curb its rates of chronic illness. Eat less, move more: This advice applies to almost everyone, but for those who have obesity or are overweight--about three-quarters of the adult population in the U.S.--dieting and exercise are understood to be among the most important methods to improve their health. Even now, when doctors have access to Ozempic and related GLP-1 medications, which deliver lasting weight loss and a host of life-extending benefits without the need for surgery, changes to behavior still take precedence. Formal treatment guidelines for obesity have affirmed RFK's approach, more or less, and argued that "lifestyle therapy remains the cornerstone of treatment." And according to the government, the drugs themselves are fit for use only "as an adjunct" to a reduced-calorie diet and increased physical activity.



This insistence on the status quo has begun to seem a little strange. It's long been known that prescribing dieting and exercise simply isn't that effective as a treatment for obesity. People may slim down enough, at least initially, to prevent or help control type 2 diabetes, said Tom Wadden, an obesity researcher at the University of Pennsylvania who has been involved in clinical trials of both lifestyle modifications and GLP-1 drugs as treatments for obesity. But he told me that amount of weight loss will not reverse sleep apnea or prevent heart attacks or strokes.



For people with severe obesity today, even the modest benefits of dieting and exercise seem moot. Over the past few years, clinical trials of Ozempic and related drugs have shown that the "cornerstone" of treatment adds almost nothing to these medicines' effects on people's body weight.



The mere possibility that dieting and exercise no longer matter like they used to has produced its share of awkwardness within the field. "I'm going to answer carefully," David Saxon, an obesity specialist at the University of Colorado's Anschutz Medical Campus, said when I brought this up with him last spring. "I don't want you to quote me saying, 'He doesn't think lifestyle is important.'" For older anti-obesity drugs, he said, the evidence in favor of prescribing dieting and exercise first (and in addition) is very clear: In clinical trials, patients who received a lifestyle intervention in addition to the drugs lost twice as much weight as those who didn't.

From the June 2024 issue: Ozempic or Bust

But the data tell a different story for the newer drugs, Saxon and other doctors told me. In most of the clinical research on GLP-1s, patients get the medicine in combination with a modest lifestyle intervention: monthly, 15-minute check-ins with a counselor, for example, and advice to cut back on calories and do a couple hours' worth of exercise, like walking, every week. In one of the large trials of Wegovy, called STEP 1, this approach produced a weight loss among participants of about 15 percent of their body weight. Another trial of Wegovy, called STEP 3, tried something more: Participants were offered biweekly check-ins with a registered dietitian, and they spent their first two months on the drug consuming very-low-calorie meal replacements. Evidence suggests that, in the absence of Wegovy, all of this extra coaching would make a major difference to people's health. But for people on Wegovy, the benefits were negligible: Those enrolled in the STEP 3 trial lost an average of 16 percent of their body weight, just a hair more than the people in STEP 1 lost. "That speaks to the point that maybe the intensive lifestyle program is not necessary with these new medications," Saxon said.



He's seen this play out within the Veterans Affairs system, where he also works. Patients on the older, less potent anti-obesity drugs were expected to participate in an ongoing lifestyle-modification program with monthly check-ins, Saxon told me. Now that he and his colleagues are prescribing GLP-1s, "we don't really mandate that anymore," he said, "because we see that even without it, people are maintaining their weight loss with these newer meds." Eduardo Grunvald, the medical director of the weight-management program at UC San Diego Health, told me that he had the same impression. "The bottom line is that you don't necessarily need intense lifestyle intervention for these drugs," he said when we spoke in March.



Even so, obesity specialists, including Saxon, haven't given up on dieting and exercise. But the field has begun to reevaluate the nature of such guidance. "We need to figure out what it's going to look like," Sue Yanovski, who co-directs the Office of Obesity Research for the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases, told me. Since last year, a series of reviews, editorials, and perspective papers, mostly published in obesity journals, have explored this very question. One paper, for instance, argued that instead of aiming to produce a "quantity" of weight loss, obesity specialists should now emphasize its "quality." A co-author on that paper, the Wake Forest University obesity doctor and epidemiologist Kristina Lewis, told me that GLP-1 drugs don't make dieting and exercise irrelevant at all; in fact, they free up patients "to focus on lifestyle intervention in a more refined way," by clearing out cravings and tabling the need for counting calories. People on Ozempic, she said, and their doctors, too, can start to think about switching to a wholesome diet, being more active, getting more sleep. All of these interventions will be beneficial regardless of your weight.



This all sounds very reasonable, but in a broader context, it also feels like a concession. For decades now, the most ardent critics of the weight-loss industry and of its associated doctors have been saying something similar: Healthy behaviors can and should be decoupled from the single-minded goal of making people smaller. Now, ironically, the tenets of this movement, which came to be known as "Health at Every Size," are being adapted for the treatment of obesity.



But if lifestyle interventions are meant to have the same benefits for people diagnosed with obesity as they would for anyone, how special is their role in treatment? Lewis and other doctors told me that people on Ozempic might still need some tailored dieting and exercise advice, because rapid weight loss can create specific health needs. For instance, clinical trials found that people on GLP-1 drugs were losing lots of muscle and bone as their bodies shrank in size; in fact, these and other fat-free tissues accounted for 25 to 40 percent of their total weight loss. To mitigate any added risk of weakness or fractures that might result, some experts now suggest that people on these medications should eat more protein and engage in more resistance training than they might in a traditional lifestyle intervention.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

Advice on muscle-building diets and workouts could end up as part of standard care for people on Ozempic. "On a rational basis, I would say that we should be doing this," Wadden, who was a member of the research team for the STEP 1 and STEP 3 trials, told me. Still, he acknowledged that the evidence for this approach isn't yet complete. Wadden has been studying lifestyle interventions for people with obesity for decades. Some of that work found that adding resistance training and aerobic exercise to very strict diets did nothing to prevent the disappearance of lean body mass. The people who did these workouts were "really swimming against the current" of the effects of rapid weight loss, he told me. Other obesity researchers have contested the very idea that muscle loss is a problem to begin with. A recent paper from the Journal of the American Medical Association argues that the link between physical frailty and GLP-1 drugs is not supported by the data, and observes that if more than half the weight someone on Ozempic sheds is fat, then they're sure to end up with a higher muscle-to-fat ratio than they had before.

Read: The 'peak obesity' illusion

Doctors still don't fully understand why people on GLP-1s lose so much weight to begin with. Ozempic may be working, on its own, to foster different ways of eating, Wadden told me. "The drug changes your diet dramatically without a lot of conscious effort," he said. "How does it change? We don't know." People on the drug may end up eating less across the board, while sticking to whatever diet they had before: One Pop-Tart for dinner, let's say, instead of five. (In that case, meetings with a dietitian would be very helpful.) But the drugs might also work to shift people's tastes. "So all of a sudden you like more fruits and vegetables," Wadden said, "and you like lean proteins." Similar questions may apply to exercise: The mere fact of losing lots of weight could lead someone to engage in more physical activity, regardless of their access to a gym or time spent with a trainer. The studies that might sort this out haven't yet been run.



Wadden, like many other doctors, remains convinced that dieting and exercise should continue to be the standard therapy for people who are overweight or who have moderate obesity. But for people with more weight to lose--the tens of millions of Americans whose BMIs are higher than 35, let's say--he now believes the rules are changing. For this group, he said, "I don't think lifestyle modification is any longer the cornerstone of obesity treatment."
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Murder Is an Awful Answer for Health-Care Anger

Online endorsement of the killing of a slain insurance CEO is evidence of a terrible coarsening in society.

by Nicholas Florko




Updated at 10:58 p.m. ET on Thursday, December 5, 2024 

Two very ugly, uniquely American things happened yesterday: A health-care executive was shot dead, and because he was a health-care executive, people cheered.

UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson was murdered yesterday outside his hotel in Midtown Manhattan by an unknown assailant. The identity of the killer is unknown. His motive is not yet clear. Yet despite the cold-blooded nature of the attack, and despite the many unknowns, people all over the country have leaped to speculation--and in some cases even celebration--about a horrific act of violence.

One post on X wishing that the murderer would never be caught racked up 95,000 likes. Social media was littered with jokes about Thompson's pending hospital bills, and the tragedy of him not returning to his "mcmansion." The mood was summed up by the journalist Ken Klippenstein, who posted a chart on X showing that UnitedHealthcare refuses to pay a larger percentage of users' health-care bills than any other major insurer. "Today we remember the legacy of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson," he wrote.

There's no excuse for cheering on murder. Americans' zeal for the death of an insurance executive demonstrates both the coarsening of public discourse and the degree of rage many Americans feel over the deficiencies of the U.S. health-care system. Gallup polling shows that just 31 percent of Americans have a positive view of the health-care industry. Of the 25 industries that Gallup includes in its poll, only oil and gas, the federal government, and drug companies are more maligned.

Although the governments of most wealthy industrialized countries provide all of their citizens some level of insurance, the majority of Americans rely entirely on the whims of private health insurers. The system is designed to keep costs down enough to turn a profit. In this way, the insurance industry's eagerness to save money by denying people care is a feature, not a bug, of this country's system. This aspect of the American system does cause real and preventable harm. But those cheering Thompson's death are arguing that taking away sick Americans' pills or denying them needed surgeries is immoral and should be punished by death. That logic is indefensible. People do have reason to be angry--but even justified anger does not justify murder.

A single denied insurance claim can force a patient into financial ruin, and health insurers have gotten more clever at finding ways to deny claims. Until Congress intervened in 2020, patients were frequently being saddled with unexpected medical bills for hospital visits all because the specific doctor on rotation, unbeknownst to them, was out of their insurance network. And even less egregious maneuvers, such as step therapy, which requires patients to try cheaper medications before insurers will pay for more expensive therapies, can delay treatment needed to stave off suffering. UnitedHealthcare is particularly infamous for its aggressive use of these tactics. Reporters at the health publication Stat (where I worked until September) spent the past year documenting the myriad ways UnitedHealthcare has extracted profits at the cost of patients' lives. They found, for example, that the company has used AI algorithms to justify kicking elderly patients out of nursing homes, despite evidence that some of those patients still needed round-the-clock care. Doctors who worked for United (which has also been buying doctors' offices) told Stat that the company applied pressure to see more patients and diagnose them with additional conditions, presumably to increase the company's profits. United has also faced lawsuits from patients and from the federal government regarding its aggressive business tactics. (United has refuted the claim that it relied solely on AI to deny care, and has said in response to Stat's reporting that it trusts its doctors to "make independent clinical decisions.")

But the issue is the health-insurance system, not the CEOs. As long as the majority of health insurance in America is run as a private enterprise, it will work according to this logic. UnitedHealthcare's aggressiveness is exactly the reason its parent company is now the largest health insurer in America. It has undeniably been successful in its primary business goal to deliver profits for its shareholders. Insuring people with high-cost conditions wouldn't comport with thinking merely in terms of profit, which is why it took the Affordable Care Act to require companies such as UnitedHealthcare to insure people with preexisting conditions.

The recourse that unsatisfied Americans are supposed to have is to either switch insurers or elect politicians who will reform the current system. The ugly reaction to Thompson's death shows how many people clearly feel that neither of those options is serving the country's true needs.

The identity and motivation of Thompson's killer are still unknown. His death could have nothing to do with the U.S. health-care system. (Shell casings reportedly found at the scene were inscribed with the words deny, defend, and depose.) Even if the killer targeted Thompson for a reason unrelated to his job, the act has provoked a wave of Americans to erupt in anger about their health care. That they would publicly celebrate a man's death suggests something much greater is broken in American society. Cheering on a vigilante may feel cathartic for those who are fed up with America's current health-care system, but it won't fix a thing.
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The Real Appeal of Raw Milk

Not even bird flu can stop some Americans' thirst for unpasteurized dairy.

by Yasmin Tayag




Across the country, the thirst for an illicit beverage is growing. Raw milk can't be sold legally for human consumption in many states, but some 11 million Americans drink it anyway as wellness influencers, including Robert F. Kennedy Jr., extol its benefits. They do so despite a well-established risk of disease and death: E. coli, salmonella, and listeria have all been found in unpasteurized milk.

This year, a new pathogen has been added to the list. Bird flu was first detected in American dairy cows in March, and in June, an FDA study found infectious viral particles in dozens of raw-milk samples. Previous bird-flu outbreaks have collectively killed more than half of people who get infected. This week, California health officials temporarily shut down production at Raw Farm, a raw-milk dairy, because they detected bird-flu virus in its products. Mark McAfee, who runs Raw Farm, told me that "our consumers are freaking out"--not because they fear being exposed to a potentially deadly virus, but because their supply is at stake. According to McAfee, concerns about further shutdowns have led raw-milk drinkers nationwide to "try to get what they can."

Stocking up on bird-flu juice may seem senseless to most Americans, and yet it's a logical extension of the ideology that drives raw-milk enthusiasts. The fundamental appeal of raw milk is that its rawness--which includes all of the biologically active molecules passed down from udder to glass, be they strengthening or sickening--makes it both healthy and safe. To the people who drink it, the perceived health benefits of raw milk outweigh, or even negate, the risks.

Health agencies maintain that pasteurized milk is the healthiest and safest choice. From 1998 to 2018, 202 foodborne-illness outbreaks were linked to raw milk; only nine were linked to pasteurized milk. When bird flu first showed up in dairy cows, the CDC and FDA assured the public that the virus was inactivated by pasteurization, rendering conventional milk safe (albeit full of harmless virus particles). The milk industry echoes these points. "There are no demonstrated benefits to consuming raw milk compared to pasteurized milk," a National Dairy Council spokesperson told me. "Some people have a strong emotional investment in believing so, but scientific research does not validate this."

Even though enthusiasm for raw milk isn't backed up by research, the arguments in favor of the beverage are couched in scientific terms. The main health argument in favor of the drink is that it contains biologically active compounds, or bioactives--chemicals whose actions in the body may provide a health benefit--that are present in foods such as fruits, whole grains, and red wine and can be inactivated by pasteurization. McAfee cited a 2021 study, led by Tiantian Lin at Cornell University, that showed raw milk can contain bioactives that are known to work against hypertension, cancer, inflammation, and viruses. When I called Lin this week, she told me that these bioactives are indeed present at low concentrations in raw milk, but to reach the daily recommended intake of any particular bioactive, you'd have to drink a lot of raw milk--up to four liters a day for the protein lactoferrin, for example. Pasteurized milk is sometimes fortified with additional bioactives, such as calcium and vitamin D, to add health benefits. No matter what benefits may be reaped from the bioactives in raw milk, Lin said, drinking it is simply too unsafe to recommend.

Read: Milk has lost its magic

Raw-milk drinkers also assert that unpasteurized milk boosts immunity, so drinking it is not harmful but protective. The basic idea, according to the trade and advocacy organization Raw Milk Institute, is that exposure to the "active immune factors, biodiversity, prebiotics, intact protective proteins and other elements" in raw milk builds up the immune system, helping to defend against infectious disease and lower rates of asthma, eczema, and allergies. Raw milk is also thought to support the health of the gut microbiome, much like yogurt. These arguments date back more than a century; in 1910, at New York's Conference on Milk Problems, "raw milk supporters argued that heating destroyed many of the nutritious properties of milk, as well as the beneficial bacteria," the Pace University sociologist E. Melanie Dupuis wrote in her book Milk: Nature's Perfect Food. McAfee told me that bird flu doesn't worry him because the virus is "inactivated by the bioactives and the antibodies in raw milk." Some bioactives have antiviral activity, but raw milk has not been shown to neutralize bird flu. Earlier this year, wellness devotees largely hailing from California sought out raw milk contaminated with bird flu in the hopes that drinking it would give them antibodies. Drinking raw milk, in this view, is like bringing kids to a measles party: Immunity may result, as long as everyone survives.

The other key piece of the raw-milk claim is that it is held to higher safety standards than pasteurized milk. This, too, is an old argument. Dupuis told me that when pasteurization was first introduced to major American dairies in the 1890s, raw-milk supporters argued that America's dairies could simply be kept so clean that the milk they produced would be as safe as pasteurized milk. Certifying raw-milk dairies was a nice idea, but maintaining those high standards was so costly that the resulting milk was wildly unaffordable, Dupuis wrote in Milk. This week, McAfee told me that his farm maintains the production standards of the Raw Milk Institute, which he founded. These include testing regularly for pathogens in milk and screening for diseases in cattle, and maintaining the same maximum level of bacteria as pasteurized milk. Of course, this point doesn't fit into the argument that raw milk isn't risky in the first place.

So far, no other raw-milk farms in the United States have been shut down because of bird flu. But nationwide, 695 dairy herds in 15 states have tested positive for bird flu; the idea that Raw Farm is the only raw-dairy provider with bird flu in its product seems far-fetched. The exact risk that poses to people who drink it remains unclear. There are no reports of people becoming infected with bird flu after drinking tainted raw milk, but cats that did so have died.

Read: Bird flu is quietly getting scarier

Amid this uncertain risk and rising bird-flu rates in cattle, raw milk is becoming ever more politicized. In Arkansas, a "Raw Milk Revolution" rally in October preceded the proposal of a bill to deregulate sales. The Texas agricultural commissioner, arguing to legalize raw milk in a recent editorial, wrote, "There's nothing more American than the freedom to choose what kind of food you eat." Several weeks ago, Kennedy, who could soon lead the Department of Health and Human Services, promised to end the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of raw milk.

The foundation of Kennedy's crusade is defying establishment views, not just on raw milk but also on beef tallow, fluoride, and vaccines. Among his followers, the action against Raw Farm by California public-health officials can only add to raw milk's edgy appeal. All of this is happening just as the danger raw milk poses could skyrocket thanks to bird flu, the very reason Raw Farm was put on ice. Even if bird flu is found in more raw-dairy products--and more farms are shut down by the government--the thirst for raw milk will only grow.
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Bedbugs Could Be More Horrifying Than You Think

They might be 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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        A Clash of Titans
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScIDay 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a clash of titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large, luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink...

      

      
        Gazing Deeply Through Time
        Alan Taylor

        ESA/Webb, NASA & CSA, L. Bradley, A. Adamo, and the Cosmic Spring collaborationDay 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: gazing deeply through time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly lensed galaxy emitting light from when the universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97 percent of cosmic time.See the full advent calendar here, where a n...

      

      
        The Glow of Hot, Young Stars
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA, CSA, A. Hirschauer, M. MeixnerDay 10 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: the glow of hot, young stars. The James Webb Space Telescope captured a spectacular view of the galaxy I Zwicky 18 (I Zw 18). This galaxy, roughly 59 million light-years away, is typical of the kinds of galaxies that inhabited the early universe and is classified as a dwarf irregular galaxy. Two major starburst regions are embedded in the galaxy's heart. The wispy brown filaments surrounding the ce...

      

      
        A Dark and Dusty Galaxy
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, STScI, David ThilkerDay 9 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a dark and dusty galaxy. This Hubble view of NGC 1546, a spiral galaxy about 50 million light-years away, provides good view of dust lanes from slightly above and backlit by the galaxy's core. This dust absorbs light from the core, reddening it and making the dust appear rusty brown. The core itself glows brightly in a yellowish light, indicating an older population of stars. Brilliant-blue regions of active star fo...

      

      
        A Mysterious Nebula
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, The Hubble Heritage TeamDay 8 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a mysterious nebula. Details of a complex structure within the Carina Nebula (NGC 3372) are revealed by this image of the Keyhole Nebula, obtained by the Hubble Space Telescope. The picture is dominated by a large, approximately circular feature, which is part of the Keyhole Nebula. This region, about 8,000 light-years from Earth, is located adjacent to the famous explosive variable star Eta Carinae, which lies ...

      

      
        A Supernova Seen Thrice
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScIDay 7 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a supernova seen thrice. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope's NIRCam viewed the galaxy cluster PLCK G165.7+67.0, also known as G165. In this image, a foreground cluster located 3.6 billion light-years away from Earth is magnifying and bending the light of the distant universe beyond through gravitational lensing. In this view, astronomers discovered the light of a supernova imaged three times, seen as points of light within th...

      

      
        A Galactic Collision
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Hubble & NASA, J. Dalcanton / DOE / FNAL / DECam / CTIO / NOIRLab / NSF / AURADay 6 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a galactic collision. This Hubble image features Arp 122, a galaxy that actually comprises two vast galaxies colliding with each other--NGC 6040, the tilted, warped spiral galaxy at left, and LEDA 59642, the round, face-on spiral galaxy at right. This cosmic merger is taking place roughly 570 million light-years away from Earth, and has been unfolding over billions...

      

      
        Elon Musk Gets His Mini-Me at NASA
        Ross Andersen

        Yesterday, President-Elect Donald Trump announced his nomination of Jared Isaacman, a 41-year-old entrepreneur, private astronaut, and pilot, as the head of NASA. The statement that went out was pretty bland. It included stock phrases--"delighted to"; "paving the way"; "demonstrated exceptional leadership"--of the type that corporations use when elevating middle managers. Reading it, I wondered whether Trump's heart is really in this selection of a billionaire with a history of supporting Democrati...

      

      
        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...
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A Clash of Titans

Day 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 12 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a clash of titans. This mid-infrared image of colliding galaxies IC 2163 and NGC 2207 from the James Webb Space Telescope shows two large, luminous "eyes" at the galaxies' cores, some 80 million light-years away. Webb's mid-infrared image excels at showing where the cold dust glows throughout these galaxies--and helps pinpoint where stars and star clusters are buried within the dust. Find these regions by looking for the pink dots along the spiral arms. Many of these areas are home to actively forming stars that are still encased in the gas and dust that feeds their growth.

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

Day 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 11 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: gazing deeply through time. Using the James Webb Space Telescope, an international team of astronomers detected five young massive star clusters in the Cosmic Gems arc (SPT0615-JD1), a strongly lensed galaxy emitting light from when the universe was roughly 460 million years old--looking back across 97 percent of cosmic time.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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The Glow of Hot, Young Stars

Day 10 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 10 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: the glow of hot, young stars. The James Webb Space Telescope captured a spectacular view of the galaxy I Zwicky 18 (I Zw 18). This galaxy, roughly 59 million light-years away, is typical of the kinds of galaxies that inhabited the early universe and is classified as a dwarf irregular galaxy. Two major starburst regions are embedded in the galaxy's heart. The wispy brown filaments surrounding the central starburst region are bubbles of gas that have been heated by stellar winds and intense ultraviolet radiation unleashed by hot, young stars.

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

Day 9 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar:

by Alan Taylor




Day 9 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a dark and dusty galaxy. This Hubble view of NGC 1546, a spiral galaxy about 50 million light-years away, provides good view of dust lanes from slightly above and backlit by the galaxy's core. This dust absorbs light from the core, reddening it and making the dust appear rusty brown. The core itself glows brightly in a yellowish light, indicating an older population of stars. Brilliant-blue regions of active star formation sparkle through the dust.

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

Day 8 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 8 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a mysterious nebula. Details of a complex structure within the Carina Nebula (NGC 3372) are revealed by this image of the Keyhole Nebula, obtained by the Hubble Space Telescope. The picture is dominated by a large, approximately circular feature, which is part of the Keyhole Nebula. This region, about 8,000 light-years from Earth, is located adjacent to the famous explosive variable star Eta Carinae, which lies just outside the field of view toward the upper right.

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

Day 7 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 7 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a supernova seen thrice. NASA's James Webb Space Telescope's NIRCam viewed the galaxy cluster PLCK G165.7+67.0, also known as G165. In this image, a foreground cluster located 3.6 billion light-years away from Earth is magnifying and bending the light of the distant universe beyond through gravitational lensing. In this view, astronomers discovered the light of a supernova imaged three times, seen as points of light within the prominent red arc below the center of the image. To achieve three images, the light traveled along three different paths. Since each path had a different length, and light traveled at the same speed, the supernova was observed in this Webb image at three different times during its explosion.

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

Day 6 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 6 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a galactic collision. This Hubble image features Arp 122, a galaxy that actually comprises two vast galaxies colliding with each other--NGC 6040, the tilted, warped spiral galaxy at left, and LEDA 59642, the round, face-on spiral galaxy at right. This cosmic merger is taking place roughly 570 million light-years away from Earth, and has been unfolding over billions of years.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Elon Musk Gets His Mini-Me at NASA

Another billionaire space enthusiast could make his way into the Trump administration.

by Ross Andersen




Yesterday, President-Elect Donald Trump announced his nomination of Jared Isaacman, a 41-year-old entrepreneur, private astronaut, and pilot, as the head of NASA. The statement that went out was pretty bland. It included stock phrases--"delighted to"; "paving the way"; "demonstrated exceptional leadership"--of the type that corporations use when elevating middle managers. Reading it, I wondered whether Trump's heart is really in this selection of a billionaire with a history of supporting Democratic candidates and committees.

Maybe this was Elon Musk's decision. Isaacman is a pal and an extreme admirer of Musk's. "I generally try not to bother the guy," Isaacman has said, when asked about their relationship. "He's literally thinking all the time about solving the world's problems." In some ways, Isaacman is Musk's Mini-Me. Both men made their fortune, in part, from payment-processing companies. Both used their wealth to pursue their boyhood dreams of spaceflight: Musk created SpaceX; Isaacman began in the lower atmosphere, by buying up the world's largest commercial fleet of ex-military aircraft. In 2021, Isaacman treated himself to an entire SpaceX mission, which allowed him to see the Earth from space. Earlier this year, he again hired SpaceX to fire him into orbit to conduct the first private spacewalk.

If Isaacman is confirmed by the Senate and takes the reins at NASA, he will have leveled up from being a small, albeit highly visible, purchaser of SpaceX's services to the company's largest customer. For more than a decade, NASA has been developing a costly one-and-done rocket system that can launch humans to distant destinations beyond lower Earth orbit. SpaceX recently leapfrogged the agency with the Starship system, which is meant to be not only fully reusable, but also more functional once in space. With Isaacman in charge at NASA, the agency's inferior homegrown rocket may be more likely to get killed off, once and for all--which means that more federal dollars may soon be flowing into SpaceX's coffers.

Read: The scariest spacewalk in 50 years

Yesterday, after the nomination was announced, I reached out to John Grunsfeld, who served as NASA's chief scientist during the George W. Bush administration, and later led the agency's science directorate under Barack Obama. Grunsfeld has been critical of Isaacman in the past. In 2022, Isaacman began to lobby for a private mission--presumably with himself in command--to service the Hubble Space Telescope, thereby extending its life. Grunsfeld, a former astronaut who was the principal repairman on three of NASA's previous Hubble-servicing missions, was part of the group who reviewed Isaacman's proposal. Like others at the agency, he found it too risky, and perhaps premature.

Despite those concerns, Grunsfeld told me he was optimistic about the nomination. "For the last 10 years, NASA's science missions keep getting raided to pay for overruns in the human-spaceflight program," he said. The fact that Isaacman was so interested in extending Hubble's lifespan struck Grunsfeld as a good sign for future science missions at the agency. He did note that Isaacman seems to have no experience managing an organization with a $25 billion budget and 18,000 employees, but when I pointed out that politicians with even less management experience had successfully run NASA in very recent memory, Grunsfeld agreed. "The pick could have been a lot worse," he said.

If Isaacman does end up in government, he will need to drive NASA hard if he wants to keep his new boss happy. Trump has a fetish for nationalist spectacle. During his first term, he vowed to return Americans to the moon. The expected date of this triumph has been pushed back several times, but Trump will no doubt want to see it happen while he's still in office, especially now that China is gearing up for its own lunar missions.

If confirmed, Isaacman would have to balance this new space race against NASA's other priorities, including its climate-science program. Trump previously tried to deprioritize the sort of missions that would monitor glacial melt and sea-level rise, but he was largely foiled by Congress. Isaacman's views on climate change remain somewhat mysterious, and so we will have to wait to learn his inclinations, and whether those inclinations even matter much if he's working in service of a denialist president.

The most delicate task before Isaacman might be to figure out exactly whom he answers to, especially if Trump and Musk have a falling out at some future date. Isaacman clearly wants to be part of the larger enterprise of space exploration for a long time to come, but Trump is scheduled to be in office only until 2029. Musk doesn't have term limits; he will likely be the largest provider of launch services long after that. If anything, this pick only confirms that Musk, rather than any government official, is now the big boss in space. Isaacman will know that going in.
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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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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s January Cover Story: Caitlin Flanagan on What the Poet Seamus Heaney Gave Her






For The Atlantic's January cover story, "Walk on Air Against Your Better Judgment," staff writer Caitlin Flanagan writes for the first time about growing up with the Nobel Prize-winning Irish poet Seamus Heaney, and what her family's close friendship with the Heaney family offered her. She writes: "Seamus gave me the one thing I desperately needed growing up in that crazy family: my certificate of belonging."
 
 In 1970, Heaney arrived in California with his family to spend the academic year in the UC Berkeley English department, where Caitlin's father, Tom, was a professor. Caitlin's parents were almost 20 years older than the Heaneys, and took the visiting family under their wing. "Berkeley swings like a swing-boat, has all the colour of the fairground and as much incense burning as a high altar in the Vatican," Heaney wrote to his editor shortly after arriving. The following year the Heaneys were back in Ireland, and so were the Flanagans, for Tom's sabbatical.
 
 Long before his Nobel Prize in Literature and international acclaim, Heaney was a family friend to the Flanagans and a second father to Caitlin. Heaney often compared his bond with Tom as one between father and son: "I supposed you're destined to be a father-figure of sorts to me," he wrote to Tom in 1974. "Blooming awful." Caitlin babysat the Heaney children; once, Heaney built the Flanagans a bookcase. Decades later, Heaney would write Tom's obituary for The New York Review of Books.
 
 The families were so close that on the occasion of Caitlin and her sister's baptisms into the Catholic Church in 1971, Heaney wrote the girls a poem. Caitlin writes, "When Seamus stood up and read the poem, 'Baptism: for Ellen and Kate Flanagan,' I accepted everything--all of it, all at once: poetry, God, and myself. For half a century, I've kept the piece of onionskin he typed that poem on, so thin that it's almost translucent. It's a blessing on the long, strange project of being Kate Flanagan." (The poem is being published for the first time, alongside the cover story.)
 
 In the cover story, Caitlin explores Heaney as a person and poet, and the extraordinary impact that he and his wife, Marie, had on her. Caitlin writes: "He had a sense of obligation to others that in anyone else would be incapacitating. Once, when my own children were small, I took them to visit Seamus and Marie. After tea and hugs, we climbed into the taxi, and the driver said, 'So you've been to see the great man.' Almost around the corner was a billboard with his picture on it, promoting a new documentary. By his later years, there was no escaping himself, and the endless duties the role entailed. He may have fantasized about ditching those duties, but he never shirked them."
 
 In writing about Heaney, Caitlin is also writing about relationships, kindness, and the indelible impression the people we love leave on our lives. A few months ago, Caitlin made her first visit to Heaney's grave in Ireland, a full decade after he died. She writes of the visit: "We can't escape it: losing the people we love and need the most. Each death has to be countenanced as a fact, squared away in the record books. But there are people so well known to us, so loved, that death is one more thing that can be turned to air."
 
 Caitlin Flanagan's "Walk on Air Against Your Better Judgment" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Caitlin on her writing.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Crisis Neither Party Is Equipped to Handle

America's education system is in trouble, but neither Republicans nor Democrats are up for the challenge of enforcing change.

by Charles Sykes




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


In 1957, the Soviet Union shocked the world with the launch of its Earth-orbiting Sputnik satellite. The United States, fearful of the security risk and hoping to make the nation more competitive with foreign powers, reacted with dramatic investments in science-and-technology education. In 1983, "A Nation at Risk," the report published by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, warned of a "rising tide of mediocrity" in American education that "threatens our very future as a Nation and a people." The warnings helped spark a bipartisan national effort to improve the schools, and the following decades saw major federal initiatives such as George W. Bush's No Child Left Behind Act and Barack Obama's Race to the Top program, accompanied by major state-level reforms to boost achievement.

America is again facing an educational crisis. Last week, The New York Times reported that American students "turned in grim results on the latest international test of math skills." That test, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), found that fourth graders have dropped 18 points in math since 2019, while eighth graders have dropped 27 points. The math scores of both high-performing and low-performing eighth graders fell. As the education reporter Dana Goldstein notes, the coronavirus pandemic is a major contributor to the decline, but not the only one: "In the United States, academic declines--and widening gaps between stronger and weaker students--were apparent before the pandemic," she writes. In 2019, the National Assessment of Educational Progress found that two-thirds of American children could not read at a proficient level.

In math, Americans now lag behind their counterparts in places such as Singapore, South Korea, Britain, and Poland. Only 7 percent of American students scored at the highest levels in math--far behind the 23 percent in South Korea and Japan, and 41 percent in Singapore, who scored at that level. The decline in math scores is part of a much larger decline in educational performance overall--and an exacerbation of the achievement gap between rich and poor students. But despite the appalling numbers, the educational crisis was barely mentioned during the presidential debates, and there is scant evidence of the political will necessary to address it.

Any bipartisan consensus on education has shattered; President-Elect Donald Trump and Republicans at the state level seem more intent on waging culture wars about gender and religion than tackling achievement gaps. The education initiative that Trump has been most vocal about is his threat to abolish the federal Department of Education (which he is unlikely to achieve, because dismantling the department requires an act of Congress). Meanwhile, many congressional and state-level Democrats are reluctant to push back against either the educational establishment or the teachers' unions. This dynamic appeared most notably in their failure to resist the unions' push to keep schools closed during the early pandemic.

Some state educational bureaucracies have responded to the decline in student achievement by simply lowering their standards. In New York, Oklahoma, Wisconsin, and Alaska, for instance, education officials adjusted their passing scores on standardized tests or changed their definition of proficiency. And American parents continue to think their kids are doing just fine--in large part because of schools' inflation of grades.

For decades, the consequences of underperformance have also been masked by the influx of international students into American higher education. A 2022 study found that foreign students made up a majority--sometimes as much as 80 percent--of students in U.S. graduate programs in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Meanwhile, immigrants make up about a quarter of all workers in STEM fields. It's not yet clear how Trump's massive crackdown on immigrants could affect opportunities for foreign students, or their willingness to come to the United States.

The federal government does not have total power to fix the issues in schools, but with the right amount of political motivation, it could increase efforts to enforce states' accountability for their students. Once upon a time in America, we would have risen to the challenge, mobilizing our national will and resources to confront the crisis.

Related:

	How the Ivy League broke America
 	The elite college students who can't read books






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	America's most watched bishop
 	The Hawaiians who want their nation back
 	Graeme Wood: Luigi Mangione's commonplace, deplorable politics




Today's News

	FBI Director Christopher Wray said that he will resign at the end of the Biden administration. Donald Trump announced last month that he will nominate Kash Patel to replace Wray.
 	A judge blocked The Onion's purchase of Infowars, the website created by the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones.
 	Tal and Oren Alexander, two real-estate tycoons, and their brother Alon have been arrested on federal sex-trafficking charges. They are accused of drugging, sexually assaulting, and raping dozens of women over the course of more than a decade, according to their indictment.




Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Crypto's Legacy Is Finally Clear

By Charlie Warzel

Crypto culture, with its terminally online slang and imagery, is alienating and off-putting. The industry's penchant for Ponzi schemes and defrauding retail investors--the implosion of insolvent companies such as FTX and platforms such as Celsius--is more than worthy of scorn. And yet, through all of this--perhaps because of all of this--cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests. And now they're using their money to influence politics.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Luigi Mangione and the era of normie extremism
 	2024 in photos: A look at the middle months
 	Poem: "Self-Portrait: Winter Landscape, 1997"




Culture Break


Illustration by Ard Su



Read. These six books offer many kinds of twists, richly rewarding readers who come in with little prior knowledge.

Remember. Nikki Giovanni, a poet whose work celebrated Black life and crackled with revolutionary fire, died on Monday at 81 years old. "She cultivated a sense of limitless possibility about language and social movements," Hannah Giorgis writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Trump Family's Many Entanglements

Donald Trump's first term was rife with conflicts of interest. This time, it seems, there will be fewer constraints.

by Lora Kelley




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


President-Elect Donald Trump is, in some respects, a family man. During his first term in the White House, his children regularly surrounded him, appearing in important meetings and at major public events. Ivanka Trump served in an unpaid advisory role to the president, along with her husband, Jared Kushner, and his two elder sons ran the family business while their father served in office.

Ivanka was notably absent during her father's 2024 campaign, having retreated to a semi-private island in the Miami area with her family. And in 2023, Trump told Fox News's Bret Baier that his family members would not serve in his administration should he return to the White House: "It's too painful" for them, he said. But as he prepares for Inauguration Day, a new set of more distant family members is stepping in. Trump has already bestowed official positions upon the fathers-in-law of his daughters: Massad Boulos, Tiffany's husband's father, has been named a senior adviser to the president on Arab and Middle Eastern affairs, and Charles Kushner, father-in-law of Ivanka, was nominated to serve as U.S. ambassador to France.

Having family members serve in key government positions presents such clear opportunities for conflicts of interest that most government officials avoid it altogether. And there are legal barriers too: After President John F. Kennedy selected his brother for attorney general, Congress passed an anti-nepotism law in 1967 restricting presidents from appointing relatives to agency jobs. White House roles are still permitted, but most presidents don't go near the line. Trump, however, happily did so in his first term.

Trump's family benefitted from this arrangement. As my colleague Franklin Foer wrote in 2020, "Both the Kushner and the Trump families have tried to turn the White House into a vehicle for self-enrichment." Jared Kushner, he argued, had become his father-in-law's "most dangerous enabler" as he led some of the country's pandemic-response strategies. What Kushner "lacked wasn't competence, but the courage to challenge his father-in-law's fantasies," Foer wrote. In this case, familial appointments weren't just unseemly; they hindered the government's capacity to function well in a moment of crisis.

Trump's potential entanglements extend beyond his family's role in the White House to his businesses. After winning the presidency in 2016, he promised to avoid conflicts of interest introduced by his involvement in the Trump Organization, though he ultimately just transferred control of the company to his two older sons. The Trump Organization's 2017 ethics plan said that it would restrict dealings in foreign countries. It is apparently not planning to do so to the same extent this time: The New York Times reported earlier this month that Eric Trump, who leads most of the Trump Organization's operations, was preparing to limit deals done directly with foreign governments, but not to restrict deals in foreign countries altogether.

Eric has openly justified a looser approach, telling the Times that "the first term, we did everything imaginable to avoid any appearance of impropriety, and frankly, we got crushed anyway ... We can't just sit out in perpetuity, and I won't." (Donald Trump racked up some 3,400 conflicts of interest during his first term, according to a nonpartisan ethics watchdog.) In recent months, per the Times, Eric has struck deals in Vietnam, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Jared Kushner, who has said he will not return to an official White House role, in recent years has gone into business with the governments of Saudi Arabia (which contributed roughly $2 billion to his private-equity firm) and Serbia (with whom his firm plans to share profits from a hotel on the site of the former Yugoslav Ministry of Defense).

Trump's business interests have only gotten more varied and complex since his first term: Trump and his sons--including the youngest, Barron--helped launch a cryptocurrency project in the fall. (None of the Trumps is an officer of the company.) Trump's social-media app, Truth Social, debuted on the public markets in March. Both welcome foreign investments. His team has waved away criticism, saying that Trump didn't get into politics to make money and that he would follow ethics guidelines in his next term in office, but Trump has not promised to divest from his business interests, and the ethics code that his team issued last month for the transition period notably appeared to exclude restrictions on the president-elect himself.

Trump's first term was rife with apparent and actual conflicts of interest. This time, it seems, there will be fewer constraints. And his loyal advisers and family members will remain disinclined to raise questions if he crosses ethical lines, given that many of them stand to profit--be it financially or politically--from his success. Writing shortly after Trump endorsed Lara Trump, the wife of his son Eric, for RNC co-chair earlier this year, my colleague David Graham noted that the president-elect ran both his companies and his White House by stocking them with questionably qualified "ultra-loyalists." This approach, he wrote, helps "ensure that the only thing that matters, and the only person who decides, is Trump."

Related:

	Republicans are no longer a political party.
 	The good son (From 2020)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	America needs to radically rethink what it means to be old.
 	Jon Favreau: The conversation Democrats need to have
 	Good on Paper: An American-style housing crisis in New Zealand




Today's News

	Luigi Mangione, who was charged with murder in the UnitedHealthcare-CEO shooting, is fighting extradition from Pennsylvania to New York.
 	Israel said that its air strikes have destroyed Syria's navy. After ousted Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's government crumbled over the weekend, Israel's forces entered Syrian territory for the first time in more than 50 years.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu testified in his corruption trial, which began four years ago. He is charged with bribery, fraud, and breach of trust, all of which he has denied.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: Democrats have spent more than a decade tacking left on immigration to win Latino votes, Roge Karma writes. It may have cost them the White House--twice.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Celebrity Machine Never Dies

By Michael Waters

Humphrey Bogart--best known as the swaggering nightclub owner from Casablanca and the scotch-slinging private detective from The Maltese Falcon--has been dead since the 1950s. But his legacy is big business. As the face of a fountain pen, a Gucci sweatshirt, and formerly a gin brand, he's also just one of many celebrities who have been resurrected to sell products.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": My friend outed me to her conservative parents.
 	How Trump can win the peace in Ukraine
 	The most hyped bot since ChatGPT
 	Conor Friedersdorf: The problem with the government's Pansexual Pride Day post




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Examine. America can't break its wellness habit, Shayla Love writes. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is the latest in a long lineage of Americans who have waged battle against conventional medicine.

Watch. A new adaptation of The Piano Lesson (streaming on Netflix) updates the playwright August Wilson's convictions about how legacies are passed down through generations.

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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Three Ways to Understand Syria's Future

<em>Atlantic</em> writers on what comes next for the country, its allies, and the U.S.

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.


This past weekend, Syrian rebels prompted the downfall of a more than 50-year fascist regime. Yesterday, rebels freed detained prisoners; people trampled on burning images of ousted President Bashar al-Assad; families strolled through a ransacked presidential palace, taking pictures. Assad and his family have fled to Moscow, where they have been granted asylum, according to Russian state media. Some Syrian refugees are waiting at border crossings to reenter the country they had fled during the Syrian civil war, which has been ongoing since 2011.

Until now, Syria had been part of "an informal network of autocracies," my colleague Anne Applebaum wrote yesterday. The downfall of its leader represents the possibility of change, not just in Syria but in the other members of this network. Below are five questions, answered by Atlantic writers, about what comes next for Syria, its allies, and the United States.



Why did the Assad regime fall now, after 54 years?

The Syrian people's loyalty to Assad eroded gradually, then all at once, Anne explains: Doubts grew after Assad's Russian backers began to transfer troops and equipment from Syria to Ukraine in 2022, and "the more recent Israeli attack on Hezbollah's leadership hampered Iran, Assad's other ally, from helping him as well," she writes.

Autocratic regimes use brutality to eliminate any hope their populace may have for a different future, Anne notes: "Our leader forever" was the slogan of the Assad dynasty. "But all such 'eternal' regimes have one fatal flaw," she writes. "Soldiers and police officers are members of the public too. They have relatives who suffer, cousins and friends who experience political repression and the effects of economic collapse. They, too, have doubts, and they, too, can become insecure. In Syria, we have just seen the result."

"The turning point was the surrender of Aleppo with almost no resistance," Anne told me when we spoke on the phone today. "It was almost like the regime melted away as people saw that no one's fighting for it, no one's going to support it. Why should we fight for it?"

What comes next for the Syrian people?

The case for optimism exists, my colleague Graeme Wood noted today: "The recent behavior of the rebels who have just conquered Syria looks reassuringly civilized," he acknowledges. "Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the group most immediately responsible for Assad's overthrow, has announced that victory is not a license to wreck the institutions of the state ... If the rebels sustain this merciful beginning, and enshrine in law and practice tolerance and equal rights for women, Alawites, Christians, Kurds, Druze, and other groups, then they will deserve apologies from all who delayed their victory, including Western politicians."

However, Graeme notes, "there are good reasons to doubt that the new Syria will resemble this gumdrops-and-ponies utopia." Hayat Tahrir al-Sham's leader is Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, who formerly led Jabhat al-Nusra--"the Syrian franchise of al-Qaeda that functioned as a slightly less-evil twin of ISIS," as Graeme puts it. Still, Graeme acknowledges, the images of Syrian citizens on social media "show hope and solidarity. So far Syria has had 50 years of fascism and one day of its opposite. If it can string together more such days--perhaps a month, and dare one hope for even a year--the previous decade of resistance will have been worth it."

In the coming days, observers may start to get a clearer picture of what Syria's future looks like. What should we watch out for?

"Look at the peacefulness of cities," Anne told me. "Will there be out-of-control panic, looting, and riots? Or will people be staying at home to watch what happens?" Observers should also "look at what the institutions and the government does," she said. "There are a lot of people in Syria who make different pieces of the state function. It's not a very effective or well-run state, but there's an electricity system and traffic laws. There are people who are enforcing those things. Whether those people stay and continue to do their jobs in some kind of organized fashion will give you an indication of whether there will be a peaceful transition."

The third thing to monitor, Anne told me, is how the various armed groups in Syria interact with one another. "Some of them have been using very open language, and trying to speak for the whole nation," she noted. "They have different backgrounds and different origins. Some of them come from the Islamist world. Some of them come from the Syrian opposition. Some of them are Kurds. If they create some kind of council or transitional government, something that brings them all together, that's a good sign. And if they don't do that, it's a bad sign." 

What does the fall of the Assad regime mean for Iran and Russia, two longtime backers of Syria?

Iran has lost another of its regional proxy forces, Eliot A. Cohen explains in a recent article: "Iran is a strong state, in the sense that its people are deeply rooted in a shared history and culture, but it has a relatively weak military. It has invested heavily in proxy warfare with notable success, including against the United States in Iraq. But with the defeats of Hamas and Hezbollah, and with the collapse of the Assad regime, Iran has suffered irrecoverable losses." Russia also "has been humiliated by its client's collapse," Eliot writes, "and it, too, now faces an enduring hostility from a Syrian population that it helped suppress."

What does the fall of the regime mean for the U.S.?

America has been thwarted once again in its desire to leave the Middle East, Eliot notes. And it faces an even more urgent problem: "If Iran does indeed choose to sprint for nuclear weapons, Trump's White House will have to decide whether to call in the heavy bombers and forestall that move, which would trigger a landslide of nuclear proliferation well beyond the Persian Gulf," he writes. "It might face that decision very early on."

Related:

	Assad's opponents are building a new order.
 	Khamenei loses everything.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	January cover story: 'Walk on air against your better judgment.'
 	The bizarre normalcy of Trump 2.0
 	The GPT era is already ending.
 	Even the Koch brothers weren't this brazen.




Today's News

	Police are interviewing a 26-year-old man as a "strong person of interest" in the UnitedHealthcare CEO shooting. He was arrested in a McDonald's in Altoona, Pennsylvania, and had a gun, a silencer, fake IDs, and a U.S. passport, according to New York City Police Department officials.
 	A New York jury voted today to acquit Daniel Penny of criminally negligent homicide in the chokehold death of Jordan Neely on a New York City subway last year.
 	In an interview that aired on NBC yesterday, President-Elect Donald Trump said that he could not guarantee that his proposed tariffs won't raise prices for Americans. He also suggested that he would seek to end birthright citizenship and that members of Congress who investigated the January 6 insurrection should be imprisoned, but added that he is not interested in political vengeance.




Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Dining out isn't what it used to be, Isabel Fattal writes. Especially in major cities, the idea of simply walking into a restaurant and sitting down can seem quaint.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Munro / Getty



Ozempic Killed Diet and Exercise

By Daniel Engber

For people with severe obesity today, even the modest benefits of dieting and exercise seem moot. Over the past few years, clinical trials of Ozempic and related drugs have shown that the "cornerstone" of treatment adds almost nothing to these medicines' effects on people's body weight.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How to marry into academia
 	Assad's opponents are building a new order.
 	Mark Leibovich: Biden's pardon proves Trump right.
 	A new Bracero Program is not the solution.
 	How Trump could end the war in Ukraine




Culture Break


Illustration by Joanne Joo



Watch. These are the 10 best movies of 2024, according to our film critic David Sims.

Read. "Zamboni," a short story by Honor Jones:

"The children don't look real. It's because of what they're wearing--it's the color of their clothes."

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Five Stories About the Changing Landscape of Love

Read about the demise of American romance, second-chance couples, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Finding love is rarely a straightforward journey--and a polarized world of social media and dating apps can make it even harder. In today's reading list, our editors have compiled stories on the demise of American romance, second-chance couples, being the "other woman," and more.



Your Reading List

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

The Type of Love That Makes People Happiest

When it comes to lasting romance, passion has nothing on friendship.


By Arthur C. Brooks

Dear Therapist: I Was the Other Woman

I know I sound naive, but this wasn't like a "normal" affair.


By Lori Gottlieb

The Woman Who Made Online Dating Into a 'Science'

Almost 20 years ago, Helen Fisher helped revolutionize dating. She has no regrets.


By Kaitlyn Tiffany

What Second-Chance Couples Know About Love

Getting back together with an ex is risky--but it might pay off.


By Faith Hill





The Week Ahead 

	Kraven the Hunter, a superhero film about the journey one man goes on to become the best hunter (in theaters Friday)
 	No Good Deed, a dark comedy show starring Lisa Kudrow about three families who fight to buy the same villa (premiering on Netflix on Friday)
 	Custodians of Wonder, a book by Eliot Stein based on his BBC Travel column about the people who help keep alive ancient customs and traditions (out Tuesday)




Essay


Mikel Jaso



A 'Radical' Approach to Reclaiming Your Attention

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	McNeal, a play
 	The 10 books that made us think the most this year
 	Misogyny comes roaring back.
 	The movie that mattered most in 2024
 	The celebrity machine never dies.
 	Victims of violence don't owe the public anything, Bekah Waalkes writes.






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Trump's fans are suffering from Tony Soprano syndrome.
 	No, Trump can't just "dismiss" the Senate.
 	David Frum: The sound of fear on air




Photo Album


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. (ESA / Webb, NASA, CSA, K. Misselt, and A. Abergel)



Welcome to the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar, featuring remarkable images daily from NASA's Hubble telescope and James Webb Space Telescope.



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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/12/five-stories-about-the-changing-landscape-of-love/680907/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Dining Out Isn't What It Used to Be

Especially in major cities, the idea of simply walking into a restaurant and sitting down can seem quaint.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


If you live in a big city, the idea of heading to an area filled with restaurants, finding one you like, and proceeding to sit down with friends or family might seem quaint. Dining out has changed: In recent years, restaurants in major cities are getting harder and harder to book tables at. Over the summer, my colleague Saahil Desai reported on how certain credit cards now give people a leg up in the reservation competition. Meanwhile, my colleague Lora Kelley wrote this week that some Americans are favoring fast-casual chains while others are going big on upscale dining, leaving mid-tier American classics such as TGI Fridays and Denny's struggling.

What we lose without those mid-tier spots, Lora noted, is another place to hang out and spend unstructured time with loved ones and strangers; the reservation wars at trendy restaurants contribute to that same problem. Whatever the restaurant calculus looks like where you live, it's always worth trying to find a local spot where you can sit down and simply be with other people.



On Dining Out

A Fancy Card Is Becoming the Only Way to Get a Restaurant Reservation

By Saahil Desai

The game is rigged.

Read the article.

Nothing Is Cooler Than Going Out to Dinner

By Amanda Mull

Why it's so hard to get a restaurant reservation right now (From 2022)

Read the article.

Who Wants to Sit at a Communal Table?

By Ellen Cushing

A lot more Americans than you might think.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How America lost its taste for the middle: TGI Fridays, Denny's, and other restaurants in the country's middle tier are struggling, Lora Kelley writes.
 	No one has to settle for bad pizza anymore: With a bit of practice, you can make restaurant-quality pies in your own yard. And you should, Saahil Desai argues.




Other Diversions

	The movie that mattered most in 2024
 	The celebrity machine never dies.
 	Do yourself a favor and go find a "third place." (From 2022)




P.S.


Courtesy of Karen B.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "After a dreary, rainy day in June" a few years ago, "the skies started to clear and I walked up into the field behind our home" in Cropseyville, New York, Karen B. writes. "There, in all of its glory, was a full rainbow."

-- Isabel
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What Can DOGE Do?

Its leaders have lots of lofty plans and little power to implement them.

by Lora Kelley




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


The meme-inspired name of the commission led by Elon Musk and the former Republican presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy is a bit of a misnomer: DOGE stands for the Department of Government Efficiency, but the commission will not actually be a federal department (those have to be formed by Congress). Instead, it will be an advisory body, one without the practical authority or enforcement ability to enact the lofty goals it has so far put forth.

DOGE's leaders have promised to slash $2 trillion in government spending through cutting budgets and axing government jobs. The details on how they would do so are hazy: The costliest buckets of government spending--Social Security, Medicare, and military spending--are all effectively off-limits. President-Elect Donald Trump has lately been promising that he won't cut the first two, and the third is politically tricky to cut, especially for a Republican. Still, even if the two achieve only a sliver of the ambitious cuts they've put forth, they could manage to alter government agencies and services that affect Americans' lives.

Musk and Ramaswamy appeared on Capitol Hill yesterday to speak with lawmakers. The visit did not illuminate much about their plans: Their talks, as The New York Times put it, were "remarkably efficient." Each delivered one-minute remarks that included lots of criticism of the government but few solutions. Two Republican allies observing that the government spends a lot of money and is in a lot of debt is not groundbreaking. Musk has promised that DOGE will bring about "shock waves," and Trump said it could be "The Manhattan Project" of our time. But for all of DOGE's flashy rollout and the bombast of its messengers, the message is not so different from the ones delivered in earlier administrations.

Past presidents have convened panels of business leaders to try to make the government run in a more streamlined fashion, but they have not managed to radically transform the bureaucracy, in part because they encountered the same block that DOGE eventually will hit: the need for congressional approval for cuts. Presidents can make requests to Congress about budgets, but generally, Congress makes decisions about allocating federal funds. So far, DOGE's concrete proposals involve calling federal employees back to in-person work (seemingly with the hope that many would quit) and planning to eliminate daylight saving time. In a Wall Street Journal op-ed, Musk and Ramaswamy identified targets, including public broadcasting and international aid, from which to slice relatively small amounts of funding. They also suggested that they are eager to adopt massive regulatory changes (which could well bring about conflicts of interest for Musk, whose businesses rely on federal contracts) using Trump's executive authority, although they haven't specified what these will be.

A sad reality of this situation, my colleague Annie Lowrey noted this week, is that a commission that actually helped the government better serve the needs of the American people would be a good thing, and would likely be supported by Americans on both sides of the aisle. Many sections of the government really do run inefficiently. But the current Republican plan confuses useful reform with dramatic slicing.

Because of DOGE's inability to implement policy on its own, the leaders' plan relies heavily on the president-elect who invited them to serve. Trump's team has floated a way to give him broader oversight of the federal budget: Russell Vought, Trump's pick to run the Office of Management and Budget, has argued that Trump has the power of impoundment, the authority to refuse to spend funds appropriated by Congress. In 1974, Congress's Impoundment Control Act forbade the practice. But Vought has claimed that the act was unconstitutional and should be repealed, and he is taking up this mantle again. Actually getting a court to rule in agreement with Vought could be a long process, but it would mean a significant expansion of authority away from Congress and toward the executive branch if it works, as Vox's Dylan Matthews has explained.

DOGE has begun hiring on X--and promises to keep its workforce small (it's not yet clear where the funding to hire employees will come from). It's hard to see how Musk and Ramaswamy could find a path to trillions, or even billions, in cuts without touching the Trump no-gos of Social Security and Medicare. If, somehow, Musk and Ramaswamy did get into the Social Security pot, the lives of millions of seniors would be profoundly changed. If they cut Medicare, ditto. But the likelier outcome is that they will piddle around on the margins, all while frequently posting and podcasting. Viral grandstanding is very likely to bump up against the sheer facts of how the government works.

Related:

	The American people deserve DOGE.
 	What to expect from Elon Musk's government makeover




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The UnitedHealthcare gunman understands the surveillance state.
 	No, Trump can't just "dismiss" the Senate.
 	No one has to settle for bad pizza anymore.




Today's News

	A U.S. appeals court upheld a ruling that would force TikTok's parent company, ByteDance, to sell the social-media platform or face a nationwide ban.
 	The judge in the trial of Daniel Penny, who killed Jordan Neely by putting him in a chokehold on a New York City subway train last year, granted prosecutors' request to dismiss the second-degree manslaughter charge after the jury remained deadlocked twice.
 	Syrian rebels, in a campaign to overthrow President Bashar al-Assad's regime, advanced toward the city of Homs on the path to the country's capital, according to the rebels and a war-monitoring group.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Our associate editor Emma Sarappo is a defender of the year-end, best-of list--when done right.
 	 Atlantic Intelligence: OpenAI recently released a new set of o1 "reasoning" models that could mark the end of the GPT era, Damon Beres writes.
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	The real appeal of raw milk
 	Fill the swamp?
 	The folly of ignoring Syria this long




Evening Read


MGM Studios



The Movie That Mattered Most in 2024

By Sophie Gilbert

This article contains spoilers for Blink Twice.
 Blink Twice nods at a tangle of different contemporary ailments: lifestyle fetishism, wellness hedonism, our obscene fealty to stolid tech bros and their untrammeled wealth. More than anything, though, the movie captures a cultural shift toward woman-hating that's become more and more discernible over the months since its premiere.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Janus; The Atlantic



Watch.   Drive My Car (streaming on Max) is a rare adaptation of Haruki Murakami's work that actually captures his writing.

Explore. Dead celebrities can now be digitally resurrected at will. Estates are cashing in--and, in the process, reshaping how we see the stars of the past, Michael Waters reports.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Glimpse at a Post-GPT Future

Here comes OpenAI's next magic trick.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


The GPT era may be coming to a close. OpenAI announced yesterday the full release of a new set of "reasoning" models called o1. As my colleague Matteo Wong explains in a new article--for which he talked with OpenAI staffers and independent AI experts, and pored over research papers--this moment represents a legitimate break with the prediction-based technology that has so far defined generative AI. The release of o1 "has provided the clearest glimpse yet at what sort of synthetic 'intelligence' the start-up and companies following its lead believe they are building," Matteo writes.

To a casual user, the o1 models may not appear so different from the GPT series that has powered OpenAI's famous chatbot. Type a prompt, get a response--sometimes with quirky or mystifying errors. Beneath the hood, however, o1 operates less like a "parrot" mimicking its training data and more like a maze rat, running through possible responses and automatically evaluating and revising its own output before it presents you with a final answer. This process makes o1 particularly well suited to tasks with verifiable solutions, such as testing computer code for bugs. It also requires a tremendous amount of computing power and energy.

OpenAI has said that the arrival of o1 puts humanity on a new path toward a supposed superintelligence. There's plenty of room for doubt about that claim. But, in any case, the release and its surrounding rhetoric seem likely to fulfill a core function for the company: attracting more interest and investment at a time when generative AI's growth appears to have otherwise stalled, and its future is still not altogether certain.




Ard Su



The GPT Era Is Already Ending

By Matteo Wong

This week, OpenAI launched what its chief executive, Sam Altman, called "the smartest model in the world"--a generative-AI program whose capabilities are supposedly far greater, and more closely approximate how humans think, than those of any such software preceding it. The start-up has been building toward this moment since September 12, a day that, in OpenAI's telling, set the world on a new path toward superintelligence.
 That was when the company previewed early versions of a series of AI models, known as o1, constructed with novel methods that the start-up believes will propel its programs to unseen heights. Mark Chen, then OpenAI's vice president of research, told me a few days later that o1 is fundamentally different from the standard ChatGPT because it can "reason," a hallmark of human intelligence. Shortly thereafter, Altman pronounced "the dawn of the Intelligence Age," in which AI helps humankind fix the climate and colonize space. As of yesterday afternoon, the start-up has released the first complete version of o1, with fully fledged reasoning powers, to the public. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)
 On the surface, the start-up's latest rhetoric sounds just like hype the company has built its $157 billion valuation on. Nobody on the outside knows exactly how OpenAI makes its chatbot technology, and o1 is its most secretive release yet.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

Earlier this week, The Atlantic published the full script for the Broadway play McNeal, by Ayad Akhtar, which deals extensively with questions of creativity and humanity in the generative-AI era. As the actor Jeremy Strong writes in his foreword:

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.




P.S.

Spotify--the most algorithmically enthralled of all the music-streaming services--released its annual "Wrapped" feature this week. In addition to informing users of their most-listened-to music throughout the year, as is standard, Spotify also presented them with bespoke, AI-generated podcasts. (In mine, for example, the synthetic hosts rambled about the "serious energy" I was channeling in January, when I listened to a lot of the death-metal band Bolt Thrower.) This year, the entire Wrapped endeavor struck me as remarkably lifeless--a reminder that human art (even the lowbrow) is personal in ways that a program could not possibly comprehend. Last year, my colleague Nancy Walecki wrote a lovely story on Spotify Wrapped explaining just that.

-- Damon
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In Defense of Lists

'Tis the season for best-of coverage.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.

'Tis the season for best-of lists, which will surely roll out through the end of the year. Virtually no publication is immune to their charms. At The Atlantic, we published our selection of the 10 best books of 2024 on Wednesday, and we'll be releasing our end-of-year lists for the best in film, television, music, and podcasts in the coming weeks.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	McNeal, a play by Ayad Akhtar
 	Victims of violence don't owe the public anything.
 	"Castle Rose," a poem by Kate Kuhlmann


I recognize the arguments against picking "the best" of anything. Detractors of year-end lists argue that they too frequently reward work that has already been heavily promoted and acclaimed, especially in a category like books, in which an individual can't evaluate everything released in a year; another common argument is that they privilege known voices and forms over bold experiments. I'm an editor focused largely on service journalism: I try hard to consider, and avoid, these pitfalls when I work to connect readers with the kinds of books they'll want to read--but might not yet know they'll want to read. As a result, I'm a defender of the form, when done right.

A good list is the product of thorough deliberation. Ideally, it's not curated alone, and its makers have thought extensively about what to include and why, examined their blind spots and their biases, and engaged in (friendly) argument, or even some hand-wringing, over what makes the cut and what gets thrown out. From there, I'd argue that the most interesting lists--and the most exciting elements of list-making--are driven by the freedom to look beyond the predictable. As my colleagues wrote this week, one major criterion for the selection of our Atlantic 10 was surprise: We looked for titles that took us to places or led to conclusions we didn't expect.

This doesn't apply only to year-end roundups (or canon-making attempts, such as our list of the Great American Novels). We also take this approach when curating groups of short books, or funny books, or cookbooks. These are most successful when they go to bat for the unexpected: a small, unknown collection of poetry; a frequently maligned work; a forgotten debut from a famous author. I like a list that aims to convince instead of one that asserts its authority from the jump.

And the format has its own elegance and utility, which distinguish it from longer criticism. It encourages comparison, ranking, free association, and debate. You can put our top-10 list head-to-head with any number of other publications', noting similarities or divergences. (This is another argument for picks being diverse, unfamiliar, and audacious.) Most important, a list is not a syllabus; there will be no final exam. In the case of the Atlantic 10, for example, we realize that not all of our books will click with everyone--but every title we've chosen is one that we believe could offer value to anyone.








The Atlantic 10

The books that made us think the most this year

Read the full article.



What to Read

Written Lives, by Javier Marias, translated by Margaret Jull Costa

Marias is one of my favorite novelists, but I only recently encountered this work, a collection of short, dubiously nonfictional biographies in a very specific style. In the prologue, Marias explains that he had edited an anthology of stories by writers so obscure, he was forced to compose their biographical notes using odd, scanty evidence that made it all sound "invented." It occurred to him that he could do the same thing for authors much more famous (Henry James, Thomas Mann, Djuna Barnes), treating "well-known literary figures as if they were fictional characters, which may well be how all writers, whether famous or obscure, would secretly like to be treated," he explains. The result is marvelously irreverent, packed with unforgettable details (Rilke, supposedly, loved the letter y and used any excuse to write it) and endearing patterns (Marias would have us believe that many writers loathe Dostoyevsky). Written Lives immediately earned a spot on my shelf of most treasured objects, and every friend I've recommended it to has been equally enchanted. -- Elisa Gabbert

From our list: Five books for people who really love books





Out Next Week

? The Rest Is Memory, by Lily Tuck

? Oathbreakers, by Matthew Gabriele and David M. Perry


? No Place to Bury the Dead, by Karina Sainz Borgo, translated by Elizabeth Bryer




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Celebrity Machine Never Dies

By Michael Waters

Record labels, publishers, and movie studios have long capitalized on the star power of dead performers--by betting, for instance, on biopics and reboots to entice old fans and draw new audiences to movie theaters. Estates started to claim a cut of that money a few decades ago, and recently the rise of new technology, especially AI, has opened up more profit opportunities than ever before. But the power AI conveys isn't just financial; it's also cultural. Estates are not simply selling a static image of a long-dead celebrity anymore. They're adding to their body of work and, in the process, fundamentally reshaping our perceptions of these stars.

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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How America Lost Its Taste for the Middle

TGI Fridays, Denny's, and other restaurants in the country's middle tier are struggling.

by Lora Kelley




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


It's been a rocky year for the type of restaurant that could have served as the setting for an awkward lunch scene in The Office: the places you might find at malls and suburban shopping developments, serving up burgers or giant bowls of pasta and sugary drinks.

The "casual dining" sector--the name the restaurant world gives the sit-down establishments in the middle cost tier of the dining market--has seen some of its heroes fall this year. The seafood chain Red Lobster filed for bankruptcy in May (though a new owner has since emerged to attempt to save it). Another family-friendly giant, TGI Fridays, filed for bankruptcy last month, and the casual Italian-food chain Buca di Beppo did so in August. Denny's announced in October that it would be closing 150 locations. Applebee's is in the midst of closing dozens of locations. Adjusted for inflation, spending this year at casual-dining chains is on track to be down about 9 percent relative to a decade ago, according to data that Technomic, an industry research firm, shared with me. And although overall restaurant spending has grown by about 4.5 percent in the past decade, that growth has mainly come from limited-service fast-food and fast-casual chains.

After a bruising few years of pandemic-era inflation, Americans looking to save money have been opting for cheaper, non-sit-down meals. But many consumers are also opting to use the disposable income they do have on upscale dining experiences that feel worth spending on, Alex Susskind, a professor of food and beverage management at Cornell, told me. These patterns leave the middle tier--which is neither the cheapest nor the highest-quality on the market--struggling to keep up.

Restaurants across the board have had a chaotic few years, as consumers stayed home during the early pandemic days and then food inflation exploded (it's eased a bit lately). The pandemic also solidified the shift toward takeout and delivery: Nearly three-quarters of restaurant meals are now consumed offsite, according to data shared with me by the National Restaurant Association, up from about 60 percent in 2019. About two-thirds of Americans have used a food-ordering app at least once, a Purdue survey earlier this year found--and about half of those who use such apps do so at least once a week.

And younger consumers are prioritizing fast-casual when they do eat out: Between the summers of 2021 and 2022, Gen Zers made more than 4 billion visits to quick-service restaurants, and less than 1 billion to full-service restaurants, according to data from NPD Circana, a market research firm. As their casual-dining brethren suffer, some fast-casual restaurants have been expanding. (The restaurant market isn't the only sector in which the middle is getting squeezed: At grocery stores, too, many consumers are opting either for upscale goods or discount brands.)

Casual-dining chains have tried to adapt to the times. Some are now promoting elaborate meal deals and deep discounts (see: the "Endless Shrimp" promo that Red Lobster made permanent in a doomed attempt to revive its struggling business last year). But an affordable combo platter only goes so far when people are looking for a different experience entirely: If you want to scarf down a Chipotle burrito in your car, spending an hour eating a chip-burger-soda special in the booth of a Chili's may not speak to you, even if both cost about $11. Some of these restaurants have started to accommodate takeout--Olive Garden, which had long eschewed such an arrangement, struck a deal with Uber Eats in September. But it's not an ideal fit: Casual restaurants are expansive, many with dining rooms big enough to accommodate 200 diners. The leases become burdens when no one is sitting in them--and spending on alcohol, which is a significant source of revenue for these places.

Will we soon be living in an America without the casual dining rooms where families gather for special occasions, without waiters in matching polo shirts and bars serving fluorescent cocktails? It's unlikely, experts told me. The casual-dining sector is likely to keep evolving to meet Americans' shifting desires, but it's not going anywhere. It has seen a few bright spots, too: Big chains such as Texas Roadhouse and Chili's have had solid sales this year. Still, the decline of many of these casual chains represents the diminishing of a third place for social connection in American life, Susskind said. Popping into a Panera to pick up a salad may well be more efficient than sharing big plates of appetizers at an Applebee's with friends. But an opportunity to spend time around other human beings--to break bread with loved ones, or to watch a game at the bar--is lost.

Related:

	Do yourself a favor and go find a "third place."
 	Why your airport burger costs that much




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	America's health-care fury isn't going away.
 	Trump's fans are suffering from Tony Soprano syndrome, Adam Serwer writes.
 	The "mainstream media" has already lost, Helen Lewis argues.




Today's News

	The police released photos of the suspected gunman who killed Brian Thompson, the CEO of UnitedHealthcare. Bullet casings at the scene had the words "deny," "defend," and "depose" on them.
 	Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy met with lawmakers to discuss their government-reform ideas for the proposed "Department of Government Efficiency" under Trump's incoming administration.
 	A gunman shot two kindergartners, who are in critical condition, at the Feather River Adventist School yesterday in Oroville, California. He may have targeted the school for its affiliation with the Seventh-Day Adventists, according to the Butte County sheriff.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Winter is cooked--it's getting not only warmer but wetter, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Victims of violence don't owe the public anything, Bekah Waalkes argues.
 	Elon Musk gets his Mini-Me at NASA.
 	How Biden made a mess of Ukraine
 	Elliot Ackerman: Bring back the War Department.
 	Putin decides that Stalin's victims were guilty after all.




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Unburden Yourself of Secret Shame and Feel Happier

By Arthur C. Brooks

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.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Why Not Productions / Pathe Films / Netflix



Watch. Emilia Perez (streaming on Netflix) is messy, excessive, and manipulative--and spectacular because of it, Shirley Li writes.

Debate. Who wants to sit at a communal table? At popular restaurants across America, it's become a central element of the dining experience, Ellen Cushing writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Allure of Smoking Rises Again

The cool factor of cigarettes has proved hard to shake.

by Nicholas Florko




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


The allure of smoking has proved hard to stamp out. Despite the fact that cigarette use is at an 80-year-low in America, smoking has, unfortunately, become cool again. At the New York Fashion Week show in February, some models accessorized their runway outfits with a cigarette. A clip of the TikTok influencer Addison Rae smoking two cigarettes is cut into her latest music video, which has more than 4 million views. The pop star Charli XCX, who was recently gifted a bouquet of cigarettes for her birthday, sparked one during her performance in Manchester last month, and has said that her brat starter pack would include "a pack of cigs, a Bic lighter, and a strappy white top with no bra."

All of this is despite the fact that anyone born after 1964, when the surgeon general pronounced that smoking causes cancer, should know the habit is just about the worst thing you can do if you want to live a long, healthy life. And many people grasped that much earlier: The Atlantic contributor James Parton wrote back in 1868 that "it does not pay to smoke." When he quit tobacco, he had fewer headaches, enjoyed exercise more, and held a "better opinion of myself" (though I admit that his prescribed method for kicking the habit--drinking a "good stiff glass of whiskey and water" instead of reaching for a pipe--hasn't held up very well).

Tobacco has been a staple of American industry and culture since its founding. "AMERICA is especially responsible to the whole world for tobacco, since the two are twin-sisters, born to the globe in a day," an unnamed Atlantic contributor wrote in 1861, just four years after the magazine's founding. Cigarettes later became not just ubiquitous but cool, thanks to decades of advertising. Atlantic writers have explored how cigarette companies devised campaigns in the 20th century targeting feminists, Black consumers, and folks who aspired to be something like the real-life Marlboro man. As the writer Judith Ohikuare documented in 2014, this magazine, like many publications, was littered with such ads half a century ago. But in the decades following the surgeon general's 1964 report, health advocates attempted to counterprogram Americans' perception of cigarettes. Health classes across the country ensured that smoking them was permanently associated with images of gum decay and blackened, deflated lungs. "Eradicating the glamor of smoking has been one of the successes of health advocates," Edward Tenner, a historian of technology and culture, wrote in 2011.

That's what makes the rise of cigarette chic baffling. I occasionally get Marlboro ads in the mail, and there isn't a hipster or pop star in sight. The brand doesn't even have an Instagram account. One explanation is that more people are entering the vape-to-cigarette pipeline, though whether vaping actually leads to smoking is hotly debated. Some of the appeal might also be nostalgic: In recent years Millennials experimented with "indie sleaze," Gen Z revived the Y2K aesthetic, and Tumblr even had a brief resurgence, as my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany wrote in 2022. Why not cigarettes?

The FDA's latest tactic to scare people away from smoking is a new rule that forces companies to print disturbing images on their packages showing some of the serious and lesser-known effects of smoking. (The photos include a cup of bloody urine and a woman with a neck tumor so large, she appears to have swallowed a baseball.) The Supreme Court gave regulators the green light to implement the labels last month, despite objections from cigarette companies, who called the photos "massive, provocative, and misleading." The FDA says the images "promote greater public understanding of the negative health consequences of cigarette smoking," but there's undoubtedly some effort to shock both potential and long-time users. "Smokers have, over time, become largely impervious to the neatly printed 'warning' on cigarette packages, reading right past them," the lawyer and journalist Raymond Bonner wrote in 2011, when he reported on Australia's effort to implement similar labels. "It is hard to imagine ignoring these pictures."

But the new labels don't necessarily kill the cool factor of smoking. Trying things that the authorities say you shouldn't was a cherished pastime of humanity long before cigarettes ever came on the scene. (Forbidden fruit, anyone?) In fact, there's research suggesting that graphic warning labels could backfire because they cause "psychological reactance," a boomerang effect that occurs when a perceived loss of freedom prompts users to pursue a behavior they're told to avoid.

To be clear: I'm not saying bloody urine and cancer are cool. But cool and dangerous are more alike than they are different. Until regulators figure out how to kill the allure of smoking, it'll be with us ad infinitum. Nothing that engrained in a society goes away without a fight.
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        2024 in Photos: Wrapping Up the Year (32 photos)
        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."
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        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months (32 photos)
        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."

To receive an email notification every tim...

      

      
        2024 in Photos: How the First Months Unfolded (32 photos)
        As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the first of a three-part photo summary of the year) include a deadly earthquake in central Japan, the relocation of the Space Shuttle Endeavour, ongoing Israeli airstrikes in Gaza, a rat hole in Chicago, and much more. Check back later this week for Parts 2 and 3, and be sure to see our earlier "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."
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        Top 25 News Photos of 2024 (25 photos)
        Near the end of every year, I look back through the many thousands of news photos taken in the previous months, reevaluating them to see which images stand out as iconic--which images take your breath away, bring you close, or make an emotional impact. In a year dominated by stories of warfare, divisive politics, and natural disasters, it feels even more important to showcase the incredible work of the photojournalists who bring the reality of these situations to millions of others. Here, I presen...

      

      
        Photos: Syrians Celebrate the Fall of Assad (24 photos)
        After a rapid advance by anti-government factions, led by the group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, rebels in Syria declared today that they had taken control of Damascus, and that President Bashar al-Assad had fled the country, ending decades of Baathist rule. After enduring years of civil war, Syrians took to the streets to celebrate the sudden fall of Assad, both in their own country and in huge refugee communities that have grown across the Middle East and Europe.
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        Photos of the Week: Santa Wink, Krampus Run, Panda Pose (35 photos)
        Christmas decorations across Germany, lake-effect snowfall in Ohio, a festival of lights in France, a brief clash between soldiers and civilians in South Korea, devastating floods in Malaysia, sumo wrestlers in London, anti-government protests in Georgia, and much more

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the last of a three-part photo summary of the year) include Hurricanes Helene and Milton striking southeastern United States, a famous pygmy hippo named Moo Deng, the fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and much more. Be sure to check out the first part, the second part, and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."
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                [image: An athlete playfully bites a gold medal during a ceremony. Their canine teeth have been modified to look like long fangs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses for a photo during the medal ceremony for the men's shot-put F34 final on day 10 of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games, on September 7, 2024. Valencia had his canine teeth modified to look like fangs in order to break down any stereotypes people may have about Paralympic athletes. He says, "I didn't want to have the same smile as the rest of the world. I've always said that Paralympic sport has to be a spectacle."
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                [image: A huge cloud of dust advances across a plain covered in palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gigantic dust storm known as a "haboob" advances over palm groves in Dongola, in Sudan's Northern State, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: The actor George Clooney playfully poses among dozens of photographers at a red-carpet event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                George Clooney (center) poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the 81st Venice International Film Festival, on September 1, 2024, in Venice, Italy.
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                [image: A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts dust and debris from a nearby building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts out dust and debris during an Israeli strike that reportedly targeted a school in the Zeitoun district, on the outskirts of Gaza City, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep up a long and winding path up a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter, a shepherd and an agricultural engineer, leads sheep up a steep climb during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive in high alpine meadows, near the Oberaletsch and Grosser Aletsch glaciers, in Switzerland, on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A young person leaps over an obstacle while holding a hobbyhorse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors practice their moves before taking part in the U.K. Hobby Horse Championship at Bury Farm Equestrian Center on September 8, 2024, in Slapton, England. Although hobbyhorsing as a form of play has been around for centuries, the modern-day interpretation of the sport originated in Finland. Hobbyhorse competitions feature young enthusiasts trotting, galloping, and cantering on toy horses in various disciplines, such as jumping and dressage. Its popularity has surged in recent years, especially during the early pandemic.
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                [image: Two family members hug a man close.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A former prisoner of war returns to meet his family on September 14, 2024, in the Chernihiv Region, Ukraine. This was the 57th exchange of prisoners since the beginning of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
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                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which was burning in the San Gabriel Mountains, behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A baby pygmy hippo playfully tries to bite a person's arm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moo Deng, a pygmy-hippo calf, plays with a zookeeper in the Khao Kheow Open Zoo, in Chonburi province, Thailand, on September 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans on the hood of a car that is surrounded by rushing floodwater on a road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident helps free a car that became stranded in a flooded stretch of road on the outskirts of Boone, North Carolina, during Tropical Storm Helene, on September 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two men stand on a road beside a large storage tank that has been toppled into the road by flooding.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men inspect damage from flooding in Biltmore Village in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene on September 28, 2024, in Asheville, North Carolina.
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                [image: Vertical streaks of light, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this photo taken with a long exposure, Israeli shelling hits an area in southern Lebanon, as seen from northern Israel, on September 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand on top of the remains of a large missile in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand on top of the remains of an Iranian missile in the Negev desert, near Arad, on October 2, 2024, in the aftermath of an Iranian missile attack on Israel.
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                [image: Several soldiers in riot gear ride horses at a gallop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mounted soldiers take part in a military parade during celebrations marking the 79th anniversary of the Indonesian Armed Forces, at Merdeka Square, in Jakarta, on October 5, 2024.
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                [image: The northern lights illuminate the sky over an old grain elevator.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The aurora borealis, also known as the northern lights, lights up the sky over an old grain elevator in Brant, Alberta, Canada, on October 7, 2024.
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                [image: Elon Musk jumps onstage, raising his arms, beside Donald Trump.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tesla CEO Elon Musk jumps onstage as he joins former President Donald Trump during a campaign rally at the site of Trump's first assassination attempt, in Butler, Pennsylvania, on October 5, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jim Watson / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large rocket approaches a tall structure at a slight angle, slowing its descent in preparation for being "grabbed" by arms on the structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starship's Super Heavy Booster is grappled at the launchpad in Starbase, near Boca Chica, Texas, on October 13, 2024, during the Starship Flight 5 test. SpaceX successfully "caught" the first-stage booster of its Starship megarocket as it returned to the launchpad after a test flight, a world first in the company's quest for rapid reusability.
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                [image: An overhead view of many people crowding around around a person in the center]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Group members of Colla Jove Xiquets de Tarragona start to form a human tower called a "castell" during the biannual human-tower competition, in Tarragona, Spain, on October 6, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of hundreds of utility-company repair trucks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Duke Energy project manager Tiger Yates (at center in bottom of photo) walks among hundreds of lineman trucks staged at the Villages, Florida, on October 8, 2024. Thousands of trucks were staged and deployed after Hurricane Milton hit Florida.
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                [image: A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of snow-covered whale bones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear and its cub search for scraps in a large pile of bowhead-whale bones left over from the village's subsistence hunting, at the end of an unused airstrip near the village of Kaktovik, Alaska, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing leafy military camouflage netting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Olya, a member of the Gang of Angels, a volunteer group that makes camouflage netting for the Armed Forces of Ukraine, poses with a sniper camouflage net on October 13, 2024, in Odesa, Ukraine. Demand for these nets is high, with numerous orders from brigades stationed on the front lines. Soldiers send photos of their surroundings, and the volunteers select fabric colors to match the environment when creating the camouflage netting.
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                [image: A large crowd of people jostle and reach out for food at a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man prepares to toss a bag of bread to another person, as people crowd while queueing for bread outside a bakery in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on October 23, 2024, amid a flour shortage during the ongoing war between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: Sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows sand dunes and palm trees partially covered by floodwater, after rare rainfall hit the area last September, in Merzouga, Morocco, on October 24, 2024.
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                [image: Two baseball fans lean over a wall while pulling a baseball from the glove of a player during a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans Austin Capobianco (left) and John Peter (right) interfere with Mookie Betts of the Los Angeles Dodgers as he attempts to catch a fly ball in foul territory during the first inning of Game Four of the 2024 World Series against the New York Yankees, at Yankee Stadium, on October 29, 2024. The play resulted in an out, and the two fans were ejected from the stadium and banned from attending the following game.
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                [image: A 16-foot-tall sculpture shaped like a human hand with a face stands on a rooftop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A 16-foot-tall hand sculpture called Quasi stands perched on its fingertips atop the roof of an art gallery in Wellington, New Zealand, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: People stand next to dozens of piled-up cars in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pedestrians stand next to piled-up cars following deadly floods in Sedavi, south of Valencia, eastern Spain, on October 30, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd stands beneath a large television screen displaying the headline "Trump Elected 47th President."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters of former U.S. President Donald Trump celebrate as Fox News declares him the next president of the United States, during an Election Night event at the West Palm Beach Convention Center, in West Palm Beach, Florida, on November 6, 2024.
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                [image: People standing in shallow water in a bay hold up six large cutout heads of world leaders; the heads appear to be partially submerged.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Indigenous activists stage a protest to demand action on climate change, holding large cutouts of the heads of U.S. President Joe Biden, Chinese President Xi Jinping, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba on the waters of Botafogo Bay, ahead of the G20 Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: An overhead view of a large gathering crowd in a grassy field, lit from several sides, casting long, crisscrossing shadows]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows supporters of Senegal's prime minister and Ousmane Sonko, the head of the ruling Pastef party, attending a campaign rally for the upcoming early legislative election, in Guediawaye, on the outskirts of Dakar, Senegal, on November 13, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd of masked protesters, with many flashing green laser pointers over the heads of the group]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds gather during a protest near the parliament building over the results of last month's parliamentary election, on December 6, 2024, in Tbilisi, Georgia. The country's president, Salome Zourabichvili, alleges that last month's parliamentary election, which was won by the ruling Georgian Dream party, was "stolen" amid Russian interference.
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                [image: A car drives past a palm tree and brush that are engulfed in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car drives past flames from the Franklin Fire, at Pepperdine University, in Malibu, California, on December 10, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of heavy traffic at a roundabout city square in Damascus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of traffic around Umayyad Square, in Damascus, Syria, on December 10, 2024, as residents gathered to celebrate the end of the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, after he fled the country following a rapid advance by rebel groups.
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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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        2024 in Photos: A Look at the Middle Months

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 11, 2024

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the second of a three-part photo summary of the year) include the opening of the Paris Olympics, widespread flooding in Brazil, an assassination attempt on the presidential candidate Donald Trump, and much more. Check back tomorrow for the last installment, and be sure to see the first part and our "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An Olympic pistol shooter prepares to compete, head tilted back, wearing complex eye gear, including a blind and a single lens.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kim Yeji of Team Republic of Korea prepares to shoot during the Women's 10m Air Pistol Final on day two of the Olympic Games at the Chateauroux Shooting Center on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: A performer hangs beneath a huge cluster of glowing green balloons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer floats above supporters, attached to a cluster of helium balloons, above the Marques do Pombal Square in Lisbon, on May 6, 2024, to celebrate the champions of the Portuguese football league.
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                [image: Two people sort through belongings amid storm-destroyed homes and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Crowder family sorts through and recovers items after their home was struck by a tornado on May 7, 2024, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma. Barnsdall, a town of about 1,000 people, was struck by an EF3 tornado just one week after the state was hit with a slew of deadly tornados.
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                [image: A top-down view of two adults and nine young children wearing protective medical gear, all leaning forward to attend to a teddy bear lying on a gurney.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medical students operate on a teddy bear together with children from the Weingarten day-care center in a real operating theater in a former emergency room at the University Hospital in Halle, Germany, on May 11, 2024. The Teddy Bear Hospital in Halle stands out because it uses an entire former hospital wing with several real operating theaters on the Steintor Medical Campus. The aim of the project is to playfully take away children's fear of visiting a doctor.
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                [image: An aerial view of steep-sloped hillsides covered in small houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Houses sit on the slopes of the Jalousie neighborhood in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, seen on May 13, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a small boat motoring past a City Hall building on flooded streets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Municipal guards steer a boat along the flooded streets near Porto Alegre City Hall on May 17, 2024, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, after extensive flooding across the the country's southern region.
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                [image: A passenger aircraft sits on flooded tarmac. The floodwater is very calm and reflects the sky and clouds above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aircraft sits on the flooded tarmac at Porto Alegre-Salgado Filho International Airport, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, on May 20, 2024. More than 600,000 people were displaced by the heavy rain, flooding, and mudslides that ravaged the region for about two weeks.
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                [image: A person poses on a red carpet, the train of their dress flowing behind them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leonie Hanne poses on the red carpet before the screening of the animated film La Plus Precieuse des Marchandises ("The Most Precious of Cargoes") in competition at the 77th Cannes Film Festival, on May 24, 2024.
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                [image: A young girl cries, embraced and surrounded by others.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl surrounded by people cries after identifying a member of her family among the dead at al-Maamadani hospital, following an Israeli strike that killed more than 90 people in a school sheltering displaced Palestinians, in Gaza City, on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: A woman in civilian clothing carries a rifle on a shoulder strap while shopping in a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman carries a rifle while shopping in a bakery, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Tel Aviv, Israel, on June 4, 2024.
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                [image: Tennis player Novak Djokovic slides at the net, spreading his legs out wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Novak Djokovic of Serbia slides near the net for a forehand against Francisco Cerundolo of Argentina in a men's singles fourth-round match during French Open at Roland Garros on June 3, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: An elderly veteran wearing many medals sits in a wheelchair, saluting, among many rows of headstones in a cemetery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bernard Morgan, 100, a veteran of the British Royal Air Force, visits war graves in Bayeux, France, on June 5, 2024, ahead of the Royal British Legion Service's plans to commemorate the 80th anniversary of D-Day.
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                [image: Two people wearing fencer's gear spar on a rooftop in a city setting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tsavora Fencing Mtaani Club members take part in a fencing bout during a training session in the Mathare informal settlement of Nairobi, Kenya, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A baseball fan reacts while running across a baseball field, as they are tased by a police officer running close behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unidentified fan is tased by a police officer as he runs on the field before the ninth inning of the game between the Cincinnati Reds and the Cleveland Guardians at Great American Ball Park in Cincinnati, Ohio, on June 11, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd holds up signs in support of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as Trump gestures toward them from a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Supporters cheer as former U.S. President and Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump arrives to speak during a campaign rally at the Historic Greenbrier Farms in Chesapeake, Virginia, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Flames roil on the tires and interior of a burning pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as flames engulf a home during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California, on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A polar bear rests on a pile of ice cubes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A polar bear rests on ice cubes that were brought to its enclosure during a heat wave at the Prague Zoo, in Czech Republic, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of presidential candidate Donald Trump, as he gets down, surrounded by Secret Service members, with blood on his face, during an assassination attempt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Secret Service members tend to former President Donald Trump onstage at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania, on July 13, 2024, following an assassination attempt.
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                [image: An armored woman on a robotic horse wears the Olympic Flag as a cape while crossing a river at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An armored woman on a robotic horse carries the Olympic flag across the Seine during the opening ceremony in Paris on July 26, 2024. The rider, played by Floriane Issert, a noncommissioned officer of the National Gendarmerie, was meant to represent the Olympic spirit and Sequana, goddess of the river and a symbol of resistance.
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                [image: Lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, watched by a crowd at the Olympics opening ceremony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Following the Parade of Nations on the Seine, athletes and spectators watch as lasers light up the sky around the Eiffel Tower, at the Trocadero venue, during the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games on July 26, 2024.
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                [image: A horse and rider leap over a hurdle shaped like the head of a large stag with very tall antlers on each side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Australia's Kevin McNab, riding the horse Don Quidam, clears a fence shaped like a stag's head during the equestrian cross-country leg during the Olympic Games at Chateau de Versailles, in Versailles, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg raises his dark glasses for a better look, while sitting in the stands of an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg attends the Artistic Gymnastics Women's Qualification on day two of the Paris Games at Bercy Arena, on July 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two gymnasts celebrate, holding up an American flag, after winning Olympic medals.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles (left) and Sunisa Lee of the U.S.A. celebrate after winning the gold and bronze medals, respectively, in the Gymnastics Women's All-Around Final at Bercy Arena, on August 1, 2024.
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                [image: A man, followed by his mother, smiles on the tarmac of an airport, as photographers take pictures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The journalist Evan Gershkovich, followed by his mother, Ella Milman, smiles as he arrives at Joint Base Andrews in Maryland on August 1, 2024. Gershkovich and fellow prisoners released by Russia landed in the United States late that day, as part of an extraordinary swap deal struck between Washington and Moscow. Gershkovich, the former U.S. marine Paul Whelan, and the journalist Alsu Kurmasheva landed at were greeted by President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris after landing.
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                [image: An enthusiastic crowd waves signs in a high-school gymnasium, as Vice President Kamala Harris stands at a podium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vice President Kamala Harris speaks to supporters during a campaign rally at West Allis Central High School on July 23, 2024, in West Allis, Wisconsin. Harris was making her first campaign appearance as the Democratic Party's presidential candidate, with an endorsement from President Joe Biden.
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                [image: In a small boat full of people wearing helmets motors along a river, each person holds out a net as two fish jump out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants attempt to catch Asian carp in nets as they compete in Betty DeFord's Original Redneck Fishin' Tournament in the Illinois River on August 3, 2024, in Bath, Illinois. The annual tournament targets Asian carp (also known as copi or silver carp), which is an invasive species in the river that has been destructive to the natural ecosystem and hazardous to boaters because of the propensity of the fish to leap up to 10 feet out of the water when spooked by vibrations from boat motors. Participants use only nets to try and catch the fish while they are airborne. Proceeds from the tournament are used to help homeless veterans, and the captured fish are processed into fertilizer.
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                [image: A runner with Team USA holds up an american flag after winning a race in the Olympics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Noah Lyles of Team USA celebrates winning the gold medal in the men's 100m final at the Paris Olympic Games at Stade de France on August 4, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view of a surfer passing overhead, riding a crashing wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides a wave at the Paris Olympics surfing site in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on August 6, 2024.
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                [image: A breakdancer performs for a panel of judges at the Olympics, photographed in an unusual pose resembling a hopping kangaroo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The B-girl Raygun of Team Australia competes during the Olympic B-Girls Round Robin at Place de la Concorde on August 9, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: A person rappels into a cavern in front of a huge stone carving of a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist descends into Tianyan Cave to explore a Buddha statue on August 22, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: Archers with a variety of disabilities practice side-by-side at a range, displaying many bits of complex gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Archers train before the start of the 2024 Paralympic Games in Paris, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand and sit on a rocky plain, looking toward a distant fountain of lava erupting from a crater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch lava fountains from the old lava fields around an eruption site on the Reykjanes peninsula, in Iceland, on August 28, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/12/2024-photos-look-middle-months/680949/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        2024 in Photos: How the First Months Unfolded

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 10, 2024

            	32 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            As the end of the year approaches, here is a look back at some of the major news moments of 2024. Events covered in this essay (the first of a three-part photo summary of the year) include a deadly earthquake in central Japan, the relocation of the Space Shuttle Endeavour, ongoing Israeli airstrikes in Gaza, a rat hole in Chicago, and much more. Check back later this week for Parts 2 and 3, and be sure to see our earlier "Top 25 News Photos of 2024."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People walk on a dirt road past many damaged and destroyed buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of widespread destruction in Khan Yunis, Gaza, after Israeli forces withdrew from the area on February 2, 2024. Extensive devastation unfolded after weeks of continuous Israeli bombardment.
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                [image: A rescue worker carries a cat wrapped in a towel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A police officer in Kyiv, Ukraine, carries a pet from the scene of a missile attack by Russian forces in a residential area on January 2, 2024. The attack was part of a barrage of Russian air strikes that hit Kyiv and Kharkiv, which reportedly killed five people and injured at least 135.
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                [image: Two people look toward three large dog sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors look at the work titled "En Garde" by artist Ron Mueck at Triennale di Milano, in Milan, Italy, on January 9, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Giuseppe Cottini / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two utility workers in a lift work on a tangle of electric power lines.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Utility workers fix electric power lines in the aftermath of an earthquake in Suzu, Japan, on January 4, 2024. A series of major earthquakes killed at least 470 people, injured hundreds more, and damaged thousands of structures. The earthquakes, the biggest measuring 7.5 magnitude, hit areas around Ishikawa, Toyama, and Niigata in central Japan on January 1.
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                [image: A man wearing a protective vest with a "Press" label is surrounded by fellow mourners, all standing around a wrapped body.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Al Jazeera journalist Wael Dahdouh holds the hand of his son Hamza, who also worked for Al Jazeera and who was killed in an Israeli airstrike in Rafah, Gaza, on January 7, 2024. Dahdouh lost his wife, two other children, and a grandson earlier in the war and was nearly killed himself.
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                [image: An overhead drone view of a semitrailer truck on its side in the median of a snow-covered highway]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A semitrailer truck lies overturned and stranded amid subzero temperatures ahead of the Iowa state caucus vote, near Van Meter, Iowa, on January 15, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a coastal Icelandic town with an erupting volcanic fissure a short distance inland, just uphill from houses]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gas, steam, and smoke rise above flowing lava during a volcanic eruption on the outskirts of the evacuated town of Grindavik, in western Iceland, on January 14, 2024.
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                [image: A cow walks through a pile of burning hay as a group of people looks on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men lead a cow over a burning haystack as part of a ritual to seek fortune and protection for the cattle owners, marking the Hindu festival of Makar Sankranti, in Bengaluru, India, on January 15, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds a small dog as it reacts while a priest drips holy water nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman holds her dog as it reacts while being blessed by a priest at the Cathedral San Bernardino de Siena during the ceremony commemorating the Feast of San Antonio Abad, the patron saint of domestic animals, in Xochimilco, on the outskirts of Mexico City, on January 17, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people carry handmade protest signs and flags.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to protest against the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) political party on January 21, 2024, in Munich, Germany. Protests against the AfD and in defense of democracy had been taking place across Germany for the previous week, following the revelation that high-ranking AfD members met with far-right extremists at a villa in Potsdam. Participants at the meeting reportedly discussed how to possibly introduce legislative measures to enable the mass expulsion of immigrants from Germany, as well as German citizens with immigrant roots and German citizens who have helped refugees.
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                [image: A portrait of a soldier who sits in a military tank with their head poking out of a hole]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian soldier, photographed in a tank moments before heading to the front line in the direction of Bakhmut, on January 23, 2024
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                [image: More than a dozen coins lie in and near a puddle of water in a small hole in a sidewalk that bears the outline of either a rat or a squirrel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coins are left behind by visitors at an impression in a sidewalk known as the Chicago Rat Hole, in the Roscoe Village neighborhood of Chicago, Illinois, on January 24, 2024. The decades-old impression in the the shape of a rat (or squirrel) began attracting a regular stream of visitors after a post on X garnered more than 5 million views.
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                [image: A rugby player stiff-arms another player, hand to her face, during a match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bienne Terita of Australia fends off Heather Cowell of Great Britain during the 2024 Perth SVNS women's rugby match between Australia and Great Britain at HBF Park in Perth, Australia, on January 26, 2024.
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                [image: A space shuttle, wrapped in white plastic, is carried on a trailer through a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                NASA's Space Shuttle Endeavour, wrapped in protective plastic, is transported to the site of the future Samuel Oschin Air and Space Center in Los Angeles, California, on January 26, 2024. For its exhibition at the space center, Endeavour was placed in a launch position with its booster rockets and external tank.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Frederic J. Brown / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person walks past a partially collapsed residential building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the remains of a building destroyed by an earlier Russian rocket strike in Donetsk Oblast, Ukraine, on January 26, 2024
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                [image: A young man watches the ball after diving while playing soccer on a dusty field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young man watches the ball after diving while playing soccer on a dusty field in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, on February 6, 2024.
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                [image: A team of swimmers makes expressive faces while competing in a synchronized-swimming match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Linda Cerruti, Lucrezia Ruggiero, Marta Iacoacci, Isotta Sportelli, Sofia Mastroianni, Giulia Vernice, Enrica Piccoli, and Francesca Zunino of Team Italy compete in the Mixed Team Technical Final on Day 5 of the Doha 2024 World Aquatics Championships at Aspire Dome on February 6, 2024 in Doha, Qatar.
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                [image: A pack of bicycle racers rides down a road lined with tall, thick trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The peloton passes along a tree-lined road during the 39th Clasica de Almeria 2024--a  one-day race from Puebla de Vicar to Roquetas de Mar--in Roquetas de Mar, Spain, on February 11, 2024.
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                [image: Kansas City Chiefs player Travis Kelce kisses Taylor Swift on the field after the Super Bowl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kansas City Chiefs tight end Travis Kelce kisses Taylor Swift after playing in the Super Bowl against the San Francisco 49ers on February 11, 2024, in Las Vegas. The Chiefs won 25-22.
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                [image: The shadow of a baseball player against a red wall. A baseball passes by just in front of the shadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Seattle Mariners tosses a ball against a wall during drills at spring-training baseball workouts in Peoria, Arizona, on February 15, 2024.
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                [image: A young man with dried blood on his face looks toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Injured Palestinians, including children, are brought to Kuwait Hospital for treatment following Israeli attacks on Rafah City in the south of Gaza on February 12, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Abed Zagout / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Six riot police officers carry a person away from a memorial site.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police detain a man as he tries to lay flowers to pay last respects to Alexei Navalny at the monument, a large boulder from the Solovetsky Islands, where the first camp of the Gulag political prison system was established, in St. Petersburg, Russia, on February 17, 2024. Russian authorities said that Navalny, Russian President Vladimir Putin's fiercest foe, who crusaded against official corruption and staged massive anti-Kremlin protests, died in prison. He was 47.
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                [image: A woman pushes a baby in a stroller past a digital advertising screen that reads "Error: No Content."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman pushes a stroller with a baby past a digital advertising screen in St. Petersburg, Russia, on February 26, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anton Vaganov / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A horse and rider catch a wave in gentle surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A horse and rider catch a wave during a swim in the sea at Weymouth Beach, on February 24, 2024, in Weymouth, England.
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                [image: An ornamental street light with the melted plastic of five lamps draped across it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A melted street lamp stands in front of a burned home in Canadian, Texas, on February 28, 2024. The Smokehouse Creek Fire burned more than a million acres across parts of Oklahoma and the Texas Panhandle.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Nick Oxford / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A model wearing a long coat made of stuffed animals walks down a runway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model walks the runway during the Vetements womenswear fall/winter 2024-25 show as part of Paris Fashion Week on March 1, 2024.
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                [image: The bow of a partially sunk cargo ship pokes out of the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture taken on March 7, 2024, shows the cargo ship Rubymar partly submerged off the coast of Yemen. The bulk carrier went down after a Houthi missile attack. All 24 crew members were rescued by a passing container ship.
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                [image: A giant head sculpture sits atop a crushed car in a small lot surrounded by brick and concrete walls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An installation by artist Chavis Marmol features a Tesla 3 car crushed by a nine-ton Olmec-inspired head, displayed in Mexico City on March 13, 2024.
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                [image: A woman stands in a crowd waiting outside a building, looking toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yulia Navalnaya, (center) the widow of Alexey Navalny, stands in a queue with other voters at a polling station near the Russian embassy in Berlin, Germany, on March 17, 2024.
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                [image: Traffic moves past several multistory buildings, one of which leans at a dangerous angle, near collapse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Local residents ride past a damaged building following a violent earthquake in Hualien City, Taiwan, on April 4, 2024. At least 18 people were killed and more than 1,100 injured by the earthquake, which damaged dozens of buildings and prompted tsunami warnings as far as Japan and the Philippines.
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                [image: A couple sits on a hillside overlooking buildings in Greece, beneath a hazy orange sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple sits on Tourkovounia hill as southerly winds carry waves of Saharan dust in Athens, Greece, on April 23, 2024. Clouds of dust blown in from the Sahara covered Athens and other Greek cities that day, one of the worst such episodes to hit the country since 2018, officials said.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Angelos Tzortzinis / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds a spoon as they feed another person who is lying down in a hospital bed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A survivor eats a meal after receiving treatment at the Naivasha Sub-county Hospital for injuries he suffered after heavy flash floods wiped out several homes when a dam burst following heavy rains in Kamuchiri Village, in Naivasha, Nakuru County, Kenya, on April 29, 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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        Top 25 News Photos of 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 9, 2024

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Near the end of every year, I look back through the many thousands of news photos taken in the previous months, reevaluating them to see which images stand out as iconic--which images take your breath away, bring you close, or make an emotional impact. In a year dominated by stories of warfare, divisive politics, and natural disasters, it feels even more important to showcase the incredible work of the photojournalists who bring the reality of these situations to millions of others. Here, I present my choices for the top 25 news photos of 2024. Be sure to check back throughout the week for more comprehensive stories, presented as "2024: The Year in Photos, Parts 1, 2, & 3."


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Former President Donald Trump is surrounded by Secret Service agents, backdropped by a large American flag, after an attempted assassination. Trump, with some visible blood on his face, raises his fist high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Republican presidential candidate, former President Donald Trump, is surrounded by U.S. Secret Service agents after an attempted assassination at a campaign rally on July 13, 2024, in Butler, Pennsylvania.
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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 in Grindavik, after the most recent volcanic eruption on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on November 21, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer points upward while jumping above a wave with his surfboard beside him, appearing to stand casually upright in midair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Brazil's Gabriel Medina reacts after getting a large wave in the fifth heat of the men's surfing third round during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, in Teahupo'o, on the French Polynesian Island of Tahiti, on July 29, 2024.
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                [image: A young woman throws a milkshake at the face of a politician in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person throws a milkshake in the face of Nigel Farage, the newly appointed leader of Britain's right-wing populist party, Reform UK, and the party's parliamentary candidate for Clacton, during his election campaign launch in Clacton-on-Sea, England, on June 4, 2024. The thrower, Victoria Thomas Bowen, was later charged with assault.
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                [image: Wreckage of a collapsed highway bridge lies across the deck of a cargo ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the cargo vessel Dali, seen after it had crashed into the Francis Scott Key Bridge, causing it to collapse, in Baltimore, Maryland, on March 26, 2024
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                [image: President Joe Biden sits at a desk, head slightly bowed, beneath a boom microphone.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Joe Biden speaks during an address to the nation about his decision to not seek reelection, in the Oval Office, at the White House, in Washington, D.C., on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Vice President Kamala Harris and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz laugh as they walk together on a stage, in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Democratic presidential candidate, Vice President Kamala Harris, and the Democratic vice-presidential nominee, Minnesota Governer Tim Walz, walk out onstage together during a campaign event on August 6, 2024, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Harris ended weeks of speculation about who her running mate would be, selecting the 60-year-old midwestern governor over other candidates.
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                [image: Two rescue workers help a person escape a flood, walking through waist-deep water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters rescue a woman from a homeless encampment that became surrounded by floodwater in the Santa Ana River during a rainstorm in San Bernardino, California, on February 5, 2024. More than seven inches of rain fell on Los Angeles over the wettest two-day period in decades--about half of the region's average yearly rainfall poured down in 48 hours.
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                [image: A small animal, possibly a fox, runs into a grassy area illuminated brightly by a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An animal runs through grass while fleeing flames as the Park Fire tears through the Cohasset, California, community on July 25, 2024.
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                [image: People walk and play on a beach as the sky above them fills with a massive black cloud of wildfire smoke in the sky above them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vacationers play paddleball on a beach backdropped by a darkening sky caused by smoke from nearby forest fires, in Vina del Mar, Chile, on February 2, 2024. Parts of central Chile experienced unusually high temperatures and dry weather, sparking dozens of forest fires that killed more than 100 people.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Martin Thomas / Aton Chile / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: On a medals podium, two gymnasts on either side of the gold medal winner playfully bow down to her, as she raises her arms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On the podium, both silver medalist Simone Biles and bronze medalist Jordan Chiles of Team USA playfully bow down to the gold-medal winner, Team Brazil's Rebeca Andrade, as she celebrates her win in the women's floor exercise at the Paris 2024 Olympics. Andrade's stellar performances earned her medals in several events earlier, but this was her first gold of 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Elsa / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A Paralympic swimmer shouts in celebration after winning a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Paralympic athlete Santos Araujo, of Brazil, celebrates after winning the men's 200-meter Freestyle - S2 final during the 2024 Paralympics in Paris, France, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the sun eclipsed by the moon, with jet-like solar prominences visible along the edge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Solar prominences are seen during a total solar eclipse in Dallas, Texas, on April 8, 2024. The path of the eclipse stretched across North America, from Mexico to Canada, and the event was viewed by millions.
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                [image: Israeli soldiers pose for a selfie on the Gaza Strip border, with destroyed buildings in Gaza in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Israeli soldiers pose for a photo on the Gaza Strip border in southern Israel, with destroyed buildings in Gaza seen in the background, on February 19, 2024.
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                [image: A woman leans close to the wrapped body of her child, holding his bloodied hand to her forehead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian mother Buthayna Abu Jazar reacts as she holds the hand of her son Hazma, who was killed in an Israeli strike, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas, in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on May 9, 2024.
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                [image: People run over low hills toward ruined buildings beneath dozens of parachutes falling from the sky, dropping aid packages.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People rush toward humanitarian-aid packages dropped over the northern Gaza Strip on April 23, 2024.
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                [image: Two children hold decorative lanterns while standing outside tents in a refugee shelter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinian children taking refuge in the Tel al-Sultan region due to Israeli attacks decorate their tents with Ramadan lanterns ahead of the holy Islamic fasting month of Ramadan in Rafah, Gaza, on February 29, 2024.
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                [image: A pair of police officers move a protester, half-carrying them across a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police arrest protesters during pro-Palestinian demonstrations at the City College Of New York on April 30, 2024, in New York City. A heavy police presence surrounded both the City College of New York and Columbia University as local law enforcement cleared tent encampments set up by pro-Palestinian protesters.
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                [image: A woman stands waist-deep in muddy floodwater, surrounded by partially submerged houses and trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wades through floodwater in an inundated residential area in Garissa, Kenya, on May 9, 2024. Kenya grappled with one of its worst floods in recent history, the latest in a string of weather catastrophes, following weeks of extreme rainfall that scientists linked to a changing climate. More than 250 people were killed as murky waters submerged entire villages, destroyed roads, and inundated dams.
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                [image: A crow sits on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crow perches on a fence in front of the Taj Mahal amid thick smog in Agra, India, on November 15, 2024. Starting in October, millions of people across northern India and Pakistan spent weeks under a blanket of toxic smog, enduring some of the region's worst air quality ever recorded.
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                [image: A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers lying in a field, along tire tracks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone's-eye view of the bodies of two Russian soldiers in a field in Ukraine's Kharkiv region, photographed on May 16, 2024. Invading Russian forces slowly gained ground through much of the year, after more than 1,000 days of fighting--but at an enormous cost of lives and material.
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                [image: A soldier plays a piano inside a room in a damaged building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A serviceman of the Ukrainian Armed Forces 24th Mechanized Brigade, named after King Danylo, plays a piano in a damaged building during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, in the frontline town of Chasiv Yar, in the Donetsk region of Ukraine, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A man and his dog float in rough ocean water, snapping a selfie as a rescue helicopter flies overhead.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man and his dog are rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard after his sailboat became disabled during Hurricane Helene, floating approximately 25 miles off Sanibel Island, Florida, on September 26, 2024.
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                [image: A small tornado forms behind an airplane that flies past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A small tornado forms behind a DC3 during an air show in La Ferte-Alais, south of Paris, France, on May 18, 2024.
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                [image: A young boy is helped as he crawls through a concertina wire barrier at the U.S.-Mexico border.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young boy crawls through a concertina-wire barrier at the border as migrants cross from Mexico into El Paso, Texas, on March 22, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos: Syrians Celebrate the Fall of Assad

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 8, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            After a rapid advance by anti-government factions, led by the group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, rebels in Syria declared today that they had taken control of Damascus, and that President Bashar al-Assad had fled the country, ending decades of Baathist rule. After enduring years of civil war, Syrians took to the streets to celebrate the sudden fall of Assad, both in their own country and in huge refugee communities that have grown across the Middle East and Europe.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd chants and waves flags in a city square at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians wave revolutionary flags and flash the V sign for victory in the central city of Homs early on December 8, 2024, after rebel forces entered Syria's third-largest city overnight.
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                [image: Soldiers stand in a street, shouting and firing weapons in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrian rebel fighters shoot in the air in the early hours of December 8, 2024, after taking over the central city of Homs overnight.
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                [image: People stand in a street at night, looking at fireworks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians celebrate in the main square of Homs early on December 8, 2024, after rebel forces entered the city overnight.
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                [image: A crowd of civilians gathers around and on top of a tank in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians celebrate the arrival of opposition fighters in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Several people pose together, making V signs, in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cheer as they gather on a street in the Damascus suburb of Jaramana on December 8, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Louai Beshara / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd celebrates, standing beneath a monument and a burned billboard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather at Saadallah al-Jabiri Square in Aleppo as they celebrate, after Syria's army command notified officers that President Bashar al-Assad's 24-year authoritarian rule had ended, on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A group of men poses while stepping on the head of a toppled statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians pose with the head of a toppled statue of Hafez al-Assad, Bashar al-Assad's father, in Umayyad Square in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A bullet-riddled portrait of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad hangs from the side of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bullet-riddled portrait of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad adorns Hama's municipal building, seen after it was defaced following the capture of the city by anti-government fighters on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: A woman shouts while standing in the open sunroof of a car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman shouts as Syrians celebrate in the central city of Homs on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Two men sit in the front of a car, smiling and crying.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Displaced Syrians break into tears as they return to the city of Homs on December 8, 2024, after rebel forces entered the city overnight.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates beside a bonfire. One man holds a rifle above his head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People celebrate at Umayyad Square in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: An inside view of a prison with many cell doors open]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An inside view of Hama prison, cells empty, after armed groups opposed to Bashar al-Assad's regime took control of the city of Hama on December 7.
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                [image: A soldier raises his arms in celebration as a courthouse building behind him burns.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rebel fighters celebrate as they burn a military court in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Discarded fatigues and boots lie on the ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture shows discarded fatigues and boots that had been worn by Syrian pro-government soldiers, left on the ground outside Homs, after rebel forces entered the city.
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                [image: Dozens of men in civilian clothes sit on the ground beside a road bridge, under the guard of an armed man in the foreground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Syrian rebel fighter stands guard over detained Syrian pro-government soldiers outside the city of Homs on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: Two people take a selfie in an empty palace hall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take a selfie while walking through the empty halls of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's presidential palace in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen civilians walk through a debris-strewn hallway and stairwell in a lavish house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People search for belongings in the ransacked private residence of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in the Malkeh district of Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: People cheer while riding in a car, several sitting in the open windows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cheer while riding in a car in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd waving flags gathers beside a monument.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians living in Istanbul celebrate with opposition flags after Syrian rebels announced that they had ousted Bashar al-Assad on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a square to celebrate.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Berlin, Syrians gather to celebrate the fall of the Assad regime on December 8, 2024. Germany took in hundreds of thousands of Syrians following the outbreak of the civil war, with flows of refugees intensifying in and after 2015.
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                [image: A crowd celebrates with flags in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Stockholm, Sweden, members of the Syrian community hold Syrian opposition flags as they rally on December 8, 2024, in Sergel's Square to celebrate the end of Bashar al-Assad's rule.
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                [image: An emotional person looks on during a celebration in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Paris, a woman with an opposition flag painted on her face reacts as members of the Syrian community and supporters gather to celebrate the fall of Bashar al-Assad on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd gathers around a monument, celebrating.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Syrians living in Paris gather in Republique Square after the Syrian government fell on December 8, 2024.
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                [image: A man kneels in prayer alongside a grassy area in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Syrian man prays after the fall of the Syrian government in Damascus on December 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Santa Wink, Krampus Run, Panda Pose

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 6, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Christmas decorations across Germany, lake-effect snowfall in Ohio, a festival of lights in France, a brief clash between soldiers and civilians in South Korea, devastating floods in Malaysia, sumo wrestlers in London, anti-government protests in Georgia, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Four soldiers dangle from cables beneath flying helicopters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Navy sailors take part in a simulated rescue operation during Navy Day celebrations at the Gateway of India in Mumbai on December 4, 2024.
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                [image: Two people exercise in a park on a foggy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People exercise at the Maidan, an urban park, amid foggy conditions in Kolkata, India, on December 5, 2024.
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                [image: A toppled statue of a person with a rope around its neck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rope remains around the neck of a toppled statue of Bassel al-Assad, the brother of Syrian President Bashar Assad, in Al Basel Square in Aleppo, Syria, after rebel fighters captured the city on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: A giant installation depicting a resting cat sits in a public square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant installation depicting a resting cat is on display at the Bund in Shanghai, China, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a panda costume stands and poses among dozens of small panda sculptures arranged on an airport tarmac beside an airplane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A panda mascot poses for photographs in front of panda sculptures displayed at the Hong Kong International Airport during the welcome ceremony of the panda-themed exhibition "Panda Go!" on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: A long line of soldiers stand at attention while wearing dress uniforms that include tall, furry blue hats.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thai Royal Guards take part in a rehearsal for the "Trooping the Colour" and oath-giving ceremony to mark the 72nd birthday celebrations of Thailand's King Maha Vajiralongkorn at Dusit Palace in Bangkok on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: People take pictures and interact with a multicolored artwork inside a domed exhibition space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors interact with an immersive light-and-AI display at the "Modern Guru and the Path to Artificial Happiness" exhibition by Australian art studio Eness at the Icon Siam shopping mall in Bangkok on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large crowd in a square, surrounded by illuminated buildings and holiday lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Christmas tree is illuminated during a light show at the Grand-Place in Brussels on November 29, 2024, to mark the start of the winter and Christmas season.
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                [image: Demonstrators point green lasers toward police in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators point lasers toward police during a rally outside Parliament to protest the government's decision to suspend negotiations on joining the European Union in Tbilisi, Georgia, on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks fired by protestors explode in front of a line of riot police with shields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks fired by protestors explode along police lines during a demonstration against the government's decision to delay European Union membership talks amid a postelection crisis, outside Georgia's Parliament, in Tbilisi, early on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A lone protester, wrapped in a Georgian flag, sits in a street in front of many police officers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Tbilisi, on December 2, 2024, a demonstrator draped in a Georgian national flag sits in front of police at a protest against the government's decision to suspend negotiations on joining the European Union.
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                [image: Two sumo wrestlers, wearing their traditional wrestling gear, stand outside a black taxi in a London street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sumo Wrestlers Kitanowaka Daisuke and Fukutsuumi Akira of Japan pose with a London Black Cab following The Grand Sumo Tournament press conference at Royal Albert Hall on December 4, 2024, in London, England. This will be only the second time in the sport's 1,500-year history that an official Basho tournament will take place outside Japan, following the 1991 event at the Royal Albert Hall, which attracted audiences from across Europe to witness the spectacle.
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                [image: A top-down aerial view of a large Spider-Man balloon being pulled along a parade route.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Spider-Man balloon passes through a street during a Christmas festival in Santiago, Chile, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: Part of the skyline of Tokyo, Japan, with Mount Fuji in the distance]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Part of the skyline of Tokyo, Japan, seen in front of Mount Fuji on December 1, 2024
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                [image: Three monkeys soak in an open-air hot spring, as one grooms another.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Japanese monkeys soak in an open-air hot spring at the Hakodate Tropical Botanical Garden in Hakodate in Hokkaido, Japan, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a snow-covered highway, filled with stopped trucks in both directions]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unforgiving lake-effect snow band unleashed heavy snow across the Great Lakes, burying parts of New York and Pennsylvania under feet of snow and stranding motorists on frozen highways in Ohio, photographed on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: A Palestinian woman holds her cat as she and others carry belongings in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Palestinian woman carries her cat as displaced people from Beit Lahia arrive in Jabalia in the northern Gaza Strip on December 4, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and the Palestinian Hamas movement.
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                [image: A reclining Buddha statue is surrounded by floodwaters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reclining Buddha statue is seen surrounded by floodwaters at Wat Phothivihan (the Sleeping Buddha Temple) after heavy rain in Tumpat, in Malaysia's Kelantan state, on December 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Mohd Rasfan / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stilt performer poses while standing against a wall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A stilt performer poses ahead of the start of the Orange Farm Carnival in Orange Farm, South Africa, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A man stands against the side of a pole, with one foot tied near the top, stretching out sideways and breathing fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Indian soldier spits fire as he performs acrobatic maneuvers during an event in Jaipur on December 5, 2024.
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                [image: Five women take part in a yoga class in a dark room lit only by a single red light.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women attend a yoga master class at the Shogun sports center during a blackout in Kyiv, Ukraine, on November 29, 2024.
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                [image: Several people wearing frightening furry Krampus costumes run during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants wearing traditional Krampus costumes perform during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Helmeted soldiers are blocked and pushed by a crowd of civilians outside a government building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                South Korean soldiers try get into the national assembly on December 4, 2024, in Seoul. South Korean lawmakers voted to lift a declaration of emergency martial law announced earlier by President Yoon Suk Yeol in a televised speech. Since taking office two years ago, Yoon has struggled to push his agendas against an opposition-controlled Parliament.
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                [image: A group portrait of hundreds of rabbis, seated in rows]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hasidic Jewish rabbis gather for their annual group portrait outside Chabad-Lubavitch Worldwide Headquarters in the Brooklyn borough of New York, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A high-contrast image of a person on an escalator, passing along rows of ball-shaped lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man is silhouetted among lights as he descends an escalator to a metro station in Moscow, Russia, on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: An illuminated art installation, representing a cartoonish small figure wearing thick winter clothes, set among trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The art installation "Les Snooki, retour a Lyon," by Moetu Batlle and David Passegand, is presented during the Fetes des Lumieres ("Festival of Lights") in Lyon, France, on December 4, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of an older abandoned car in a forest, overgrown by brush and trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An abandoned, overgrown car sits in a section of the Great Bog near Diepholz, Germany, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A newborn seal pup looks around on a grassy area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A newborn seal pup reacts on the dunes of the Lincolnshire Wildlife Trust's Donna Nook nature reserve near Grimsby, England, on November 29, 2024. Every November and December, thousands of gray seals give birth to their pups near the reserve's sand dunes.
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                [image: A medium-size hydrofoil vessel cruises toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nova, the world's first electric hydrofoil ferry, cruises in the waters of central Stockholm as it begins operating its service for public transportation in Sweden. Nova uses computer-controlled hydrofoil wings to lift its hull and fly one meter above the water, cutting water friction and reducing energy consumption by 80 percent compared with traditional vessels.
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                [image: Three boys carry snow shovels in a street on a snowy day, their backs to the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Boys walk down a snow-covered side street in Erie, Pennsylvania, on December 2, 2024.
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                [image: Costumed performers stand on a high outdoor balcony during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nelli Lunkenheimer, dressed as the gold-foiled Christ Child, recites the traditional prologue for the opening ceremony of the famous Nuernberger Christkindlesmarkt (Christ Child Market) one of the world's oldest Christmas markets, in Nuremberg, Germany, on November 29, 2024.
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                [image: A woman lies on a huge pile of colorful cushions.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman lies on colorful art-display cushions at a luxury shopping mall in Beijing, on December 3, 2024.
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                [image: A player makes a big leap and shouts while making a throw during a handball match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Croatia's Katarina Jezic jumps to shoot during the women's EHF 2024 European championship handball game between Croatia and Faroe Islands at the St. Jakobshalle arena, in Basel, Switzerland, on December 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds a child up as they both look at a house covered in many bright Christmas decorations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People admire Josef Glogger's Christmas-decorated house and garden in Balzhausen, near Guenzburg, Germany, on December 2, 2024. Glogger began his Christmas illumination 20 years ago, creating every figure himself.
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                [image: A man dressed as Santa Claus winks at the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed as Santa Claus takes part in a Christmas-themed parade in Santiago, Chile, on December 2, 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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