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        A Nonreligious Holiday Ritual
        John Hendrickson

        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.Low winter sun casts slanted light, a specific hue that's at once happy and sad--highly fitting for this time of year. Nearly every city-dweller I know clings to the fleeting moments of gratifying glow during the final dark days of the calendar.This year, the winter solstice will arrive at 4:20 a.m. ET on Saturday, December 21. Because o...

      

      
        Why Reading Books in High School Matters
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsLast month, Rose Horowitch wrote the article "The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books," which sparked a lot of debate. Professors told Horowitch that their students felt overwhelmed at the thought of finishing a single novel, much less 20, so they've begun to drastically shrink their assignments. They blamed cell phones, standardized tests, and extracurriculars, and they mostly agreed that the shift began in high ...

      

      
        Postpone Your Pleasures
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.My father-in-law, with whom I was very close, spent most of his life on the same working-class street in Barcelona's El Clot neighborhood. Born in 1929, he saw Spain's bloody civil war taking place literally in front of his house. His family experienced a lot of suffering. Some died; others spent years in jail or were forced into exile. He himself spent a year in a refugee camp, an experience tha...

      

      
        Musk Posted. Republicans Listened.
        Russell Berman

        Elon Musk was born a South African, so he's ineligible to serve as either president or vice president of the United States. But he is swiftly showing, by dint of his enormous wealth and growing influence with the person Americans actually elected as president, that neither of those titles are necessary to dominate Washington.Over the course of a few hours yesterday, Musk may have singlehandedly tanked a carefully negotiated bipartisan compromise to fund the government for the next three months an...

      

      
        A Beacon in the Clouds
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, O. Nayak, M. MeixnerDay 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a beacon in the clouds. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope features a bright H II region in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a satellite galaxy of our Milky Way. This nebula, known as N79, is a region of interstellar atomic hydrogen that is ionized, seen here by Webb's Mid-InfraRed Instrument (MIRI). N79 is a massive star-forming complex spanning roughly 1,630 light-years across. This particular...

      

      
        An Autistic Teenager Fell Hard for a Chatbot
        Albert Fox Cahn

        My godson, Michael, is a playful, energetic 15-year-old, with a deep love of Star Wars, a wry smile, and an IQ in the low 70s. His learning disabilities and autism have made his journey a hard one. His parents, like so many others, sometimes rely on screens to reduce stress and keep him occupied. They monitor the apps and websites he uses, but things are not always as they initially appear. When Michael asked them to approve installing Linky AI, a quick review didn't reveal anything alarming, jus...

      

      
        The Cost of Lawlessness on the West Bank
        Gershom Gorenberg

        It was a normal morning during the autumn olive harvest. On a hillside northeast of Ramallah, on November 8, a group of roughly 15 or 20 Palestinians from the village of Deir Jarir were picking dark olives, the most important agricultural product in the occupied West Bank, from low, young trees.With them were volunteers from the Israeli group Rabbis for Human Rights, along with Rabbi Arik Ascherman, the leader of Torat Tzedek, a group whose name translates to "Torah of Justice." They'd come to he...

      

      
        A Biting Satire of the Art World's Monstrousness
        Sophia Stewart

        When she coined the term art monster in 2014, Jenny Offill didn't anticipate how fervently readers would take to it. In her novel Dept. of Speculation, Offill's narrator--a writer, wife, and new mother--confesses in a now oft-quoted passage that when she was younger, "My plan was to never get married. I was going to be an art monster instead." She concedes that this idea was unorthodox: "Women almost never become art monsters because art monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane thin...

      

      
        The Luxury Makeover of the Worst Pastry on Earth
        Ellen Cushing

        On the internet, there exists a $102 loaf of bread that people talk about like it's a drug. It's a panettone--the fruitcake-adjacent yeasted bread that is traditional to Italy, and to Christmastime--and it is made by the California chef Roy Shvartzapel. Like most panettone, it looks like a giant muffin, with a dramatic domed top and gold-printed paper wrapping around its sides. It is, according to the box, "carefully crafted" by, among other things, "an endless drive to control time and nature, and...

      

      
        In Praise of Mercy
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Earlier this month, nearly 1,500 Americans found themselves the recipients of very good news: President Joe Biden had granted them executive clemency. Thirty-nine were given full pardons. "America was built on the promise of possibility and second chances," the White House's press release read. "As President, I have the great privilege of extending mercy to people who have demonstrated remorse and rehabilitation." Biden's office was at pains to clarify that while the president had shown mercy, he...

      

      
        How Liberal America Came to Its Senses
        Jonathan Chait

        A decade ago, cultural norms in elite American institutions took a sharply illiberal turn. Professors would get disciplined, journalists fired, ordinary people harassed by social-media mobs, over some decontextualized phrase or weaponized misunderstanding. Every so often, I would write about these events or the debates that they set off.But I haven't written about this phenomenon in a long time, and I recently realized why: because it isn't happening any more. Left-wing outrage mobs might still f...

      

      
        A Mysterious Health Wave Is Breaking Out Across the U.S.
        Derek Thompson

        Americans are unusually likely to die young compared with citizens of other developed countries. The U.S. has more fatalities from gun violence, drug overdoses, and auto accidents than just about any other similarly rich nation, and its obesity rate is about 50 percent higher than the European average. Put this all together and the U.S. is rightly considered a "rich death trap" for its young and middle-aged citizens, whose premature death is the leading reason for America's unusually short lifesp...

      

      
        Why Online Returns Are a Hassle Now
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.A few months ago, a men's suit jacket appeared on my doorstep. What I had actually ordered was a pink dress. I emailed the retailer, and thus began a weeks-long back-and-forth involving photos of the jacket, photos of tags, and check-ins with customer-service representatives. For the first time in my on...

      

      
        Trump Has Found the Media's Biggest Vulnerability
        Jonathan Chait

        Now that the election is over, Donald Trump has returned to one of his most cherished pastimes: filing nuisance lawsuits. Abusing the legal system was a key precept of Trump's decades-long career as a celebrity business tycoon, and he kept it up, out of habit or perhaps enjoyment, during his first term as president.The newest round of litigation is different. Trump has broadened his targets to include not just reporters and commentators but pollsters. On Monday, his lawyers filed an absurd lawsui...

      

      
        A Gala for Right-Wing Revenge
        Ali Breland

        Gavin McInnes, a co-founder of the Proud Boys, was extremely upset with me. He started listing things that I should feel (ashamed and terrible about myself) and that he wished would happen to me (trouble sleeping at night). "You should," he told me gravely and slowly, as though he were about to give me some very important advice, "slit your wrists."The transgression I'd committed against him was being a journalist in his presence. I had just been introduced to McInnes at table 49 of the New York ...

      

      
        Images of Krampus--Saint Nick's Dark Companion
        Alan Taylor

        Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibly to drag back to his lair in a sack. In the dark winter months, Krampus associations in villages hold parades, playfully frightening onlookers on Krampusnacht by chasing them and hitting them with sticks during a ...

      

      
        Gas Will Be the First Big Climate Fight of the Trump Era
        Zoe Schlanger

        When the tanker ships come toward the tiny town of Cameron, Louisiana, Travis Dardar, a shrimp fisherman, can hear their wake coming before he sees it, he told me earlier this year. They're there to pick up natural gas that's been supercooled to a liquid state at a sprawling export facility, built atop hundreds of wetland acres in the past few years, and to transport that gas to ports in Europe and Asia.On the Gulf Coast, the rapid expansion of the United States' gas-export ambitions is impossibl...

      

      
        Ukraine's Hardest Winter
        Robert F. Worth

        Photographs by Sasha MaslovUpdated at 11:44 a.m. ET on December 19, 2024This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The soldier, a lanky, dark-haired sergeant named Vitalii Ovcharenko, met me at a gas-station cafe on an otherwise deserted stretch of highway near Sumy, not far from Ukraine's northern border with Russia. He looked tired. His unit had been fighting in Russia's Kursk region, where Ukraine captured a swath of territory in August in hopes of...

      

      
        An Energetic Protostar
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, K. Stapelfeldt, G. KoberDay 18 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: an energetic protostar. FS Tau is a multi-star system made up of FS Tau A, the bright starlike object near the middle of the image, and FS Tau B (Haro 6-5B), the bright object to the far right that is partially obscured by a dark, vertical lane of dust. The young objects are surrounded by the softly illuminated gas and dust of this stellar nursery. The system is only about 2.8 million years old, very young for ...

      

      
        The Outrage Over <em>100 Men</em> Only Goes So Far
        Helen Lewis

        At first, it was the Airbnb owner I felt sorry for. I once had a friend who rented out her flat for a year while she was abroad, and came back to discover it had been used as a brothel in her absence. Deep cleaning doesn't even begin to cover it. And so when the recent YouTube documentary I Slept With 100 Men in One Day went viral recently, I could only imagine how the landlord of the posh London apartment where Lily Phillips performed her stunt might react."After the day was finished, Lily, unde...

      

      
        You Are Cordially Invited to an Event That Could Ruin Your Life
        Megan Garber

        "I'd want to know if anybody nominated for a high-level job in Washington legitimately assaulted somebody ... If people have an allegation to make, come forward and make it ... We'll decide whether or not it's credible." -- Senator Lindsey Graham, December 2024Dear Accuser,You may have heard the open call we recently issued to you and others who have leveled allegations of sexual assault against [decent family men / hardworking public servants]. We write now to extend the invitation to you directly. Y...

      

      
        The Pro-Eating-Disorder Internet Is Back
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The glorification of dangerous thinness is a long-standing problem in American culture, and it is especially bad on the internet, where users can find an unending stream of extreme dieting instructions, "thinspo" photo boards, YouTube videos that claim to offer magical weight-loss spells, and so on. There has always been a huge audience for this type of content, much of which is highly visual and emotionally charged, and spreads easily.Most of the large social-media platforms have been aware of t...

      

      
        Why Can't Robots Stay Robots?
        Elvia Wilk

        Alan Turing's original 1950 proposal for what we now know as the Turing test--an experiment to gauge whether a machine can convincingly act like a person--hinged on a party-game concept he called the "imitation game." A man and a woman hide behind a curtain; the party guests ask the hidden players questions; the players answer in writing; and then the guests try to determine whether the man or the woman is providing the answers.Turing proposed to replace one of the players (the woman) with a machin...

      

      
        Why Do Big Families Get Such a Bad Rap?
        Stephanie H. Murray

        In the video, my siblings and I stand with our mother on the large porch of a house somewhere in Virginia, before a small crowd gathered across the street. We're dressed plainly, except for my mother, who wears a festive sweater and headband. And we are singing--"The 12 Days of Christmas," "Carol of the Bells," my grandpa's arrangement of "Hey Ho, Anybody Home" with "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen." For most of the performance, my mother conducts us from a music stand, pitch pipe in hand. Only during...

      

      
        Trump to Russia's Rescue
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Dictatorships seem stable and almost invulnerable, until the day they fall. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's regime crumbled in days in the face of an offensive led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or HTS, a group that the United States considers a terrorist organization. But the Syrian civil war is, for now,...
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A Nonreligious Holiday Ritual

The winter solstice is a pristine time for the simple act of <em>noticing</em>.

by John Hendrickson




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.


Low winter sun casts slanted light, a specific hue that's at once happy and sad--highly fitting for this time of year. Nearly every city-dweller I know clings to the fleeting moments of gratifying glow during the final dark days of the calendar.

This year, the winter solstice will arrive at 4:20 a.m. ET on Saturday, December 21. Because of the tilt of the Earth's axis, those of us in the Northern Hemisphere will find ourselves at the farthest possible point from the sun. A day later, we'll begin inching back toward it. Whereas the summer solstice is built for revelry--short sleeves, sizzling barbecues, the thunk of an icy cooler--the winter solstice is a quieter, more reflective time. Maybe you have no plans to mark the solstice beyond staying inside and letting the short day skate by (understandable). But for anyone inclined to venture outside, the solstice is a pristine time for the simple act of noticing.

In 1894, the poet Edith M. Thomas published an essay in The Atlantic titled "From Winter Solstice to Vernal Equinox." The opening sentence is particularly evocative. "My first glimpse of the morning was through a loophole of the frosted window pane," Thomas writes. "I saw the morning star and a light at a neighbor's, both of which struck out a thousand sparkles on the frosted glass. I was reminded of saline flakes and spars in a white cavern suddenly illuminated by a torch." Thomas keeps her senses dialed into the present, heightening her powers of observation: "Looking off to the distant woods, my attention was attracted by the mysterious play of two wind-blown smoke-plumes proceeding from farmhouse chimneys."

Commemorating the solstice is an ideal ritual for those of us who feel pulled toward upholding seasonal traditions even if we're ambivalent about organized religion. In December 1930, an unnamed Atlantic contributor wrote: "Our Christmas puddings and cake, like our gaudy tree, our holly wreaths and mistletoe, are part of the symbolism that unites us not only to our living fellows, but to all the human beings who have celebrated the winter solstice with feasting and mirth." The writer affectionately refers to themselves as a "heathen," given that they attend mass only once a year--a midnight service on Christmas Eve--and do not subscribe to an established religion. Of course, even without any religious institution, nodding at the solstice can be a way to tap into your spiritual side.

Nearly 100 years later, in an Atlantic section called The Conversation, two readers, Ruth Langstraat and Roxanne WhiteLight, shared their tradition of exchanging writing as a gift: "Several years ago, my wife and I felt we needed a better way to celebrate or mark the winter season of change. We had become so tired of the materialistic push that feels like such a part of that time. We now celebrate 'Turning' during the 12 days from the solstice until the new year. Each year, we decide on a theme and 12 elements of that theme ... Then we each write a poem following the simplest form of a cinquain, a five-line stanza. And we read those poems to each other."

Winter is the perfect time to find a comforting lamp and put pen to paper, but there's no mandate that what you write has to be joyful. The poet Louise Gluck captured the stark Northeast essence of this time of year with just a few simple phrases--"spiked sun," "bone-pale"--in her 1967 poem "Early December in Croton-on-Hudson," published in The Atlantic. In the poem, Gluck describes the sight of a recent snow fastened "like fur to the river." Tragically, as my colleague Zoe Schlanger recently reported, snow this time of year is now an anomaly for millions of Americans: Our winters are getting warmer and wetter.

But they're still dark as ever. Perhaps with so much dismal winter(ish) reality to contend with, it's time to seriously consider my colleague Charlie Warzel's argument that we should leave our Christmas trees up until March. In 2022, Charlie wrote of the January emptiness symbolized by his recently kicked-to-the-curb tree: "When I stare at this hole, I begin to feel as if a light has gone out in the world." He went on: "There is no reason to embrace the new year in darkness. It is time we institute a new practice of keeping up our trees and our lights while we ride out the winter months. Normalize prolonged festivity!"

Fighting that darkness with light is really what choosing to recognize the solstice is all about. In addition to all of the usual Christmas songs, I make a point of listening to "Snow Is Falling in Manhattan," by Purple Mountains, from the final project of David Berman. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote in one of two tributes to the songwriter after he died in 2019, "Berman sketched a winter evening in New York City as a beautiful apocalypse." Such a stark juxtaposition--beginning and end, up and down, happy and sad, light and dark--is part of the spirit of December 21. As Berman sings:

Snow is falling in Manhattan
 Inside I've got a fire crackling
 And on the couch, beneath an afghan
 You're the old friend I just took in.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/12/a-nonreligious-holiday-ritual/681112/?utm_source=feed
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Why Reading Books in High School Matters

You'll understand when you're older.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Last month, Rose Horowitch wrote the article "The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books," which sparked a lot of debate. Professors told Horowitch that their students felt overwhelmed at the thought of finishing a single novel, much less 20, so they've begun to drastically shrink their assignments. They blamed cell phones, standardized tests, and extracurriculars, and they mostly agreed that the shift began in high school. Young people don't read entire books in college because they rarely or never read them in high school. Horowitch, not long out of college herself, hypothesized that these young people might be perfectly capable of reading books, but maybe they never learned the value of reading a book versus other ways you could spend your time.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we make the case for reading books, one memory at a time. We talk to Horowitch about what she heard from professors, and we hear from several Atlantic writers about the books they read in high school that stuck with them, and how their views of these books and the characters in them changed over time.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Shane Harris: Reading is just so central to my mind to what it means to be human.
 Helen Lewis: Whatever you do when you read fiction is commit a small act of empathy. You think about situations that are not like your own. You think about people whose lives are not like your own.
 Spencer Kornhaber: Of course, there are ways to build empathy and curiosity about the world that aren't sitting down and reading a full-fledged novel. But the novel's proven to be a pretty reliable way of building up the brain and building up the ability to think about a world outside of your own, so it would be sad if that went away forever.
 Harris: I just think, What a magical time your teenage years are to form those kinds of impressions. And books have been the reliable way to do that, so it's alarming to me that kids would be cut off from that--voluntarily or through some other force.
 Ann Hulbert: I can't imagine having lived through adolescence without that as part of my life. I can't imagine life without having had these different worlds in which I could lose myself and feel like I was learning all about how human beings work, how society works, and what's possible to do with words, which, in the end, proved really important to me.


[Music]

Hanna Rosin: It may not be surprising that Atlantic writers and editors grew up with a deep connection to books, but American students today might not get to have that experience.

Rose Horowitch: I spoke with 33 professors, and the majority of them said that they noticed a clear change in their students in the last 10 years.

Rosin: This is Atlantic assistant editor Rose Horowitch.

Horowitch: A Columbia professor said that his students are overwhelmed at the thought of reading multiple books a semester, that they struggle to attend to small details while keeping track of the overall plot.

A professor at the University of Virginia told me that his students shut down when they're confronted with ideas they don't understand. And the chair of Georgetown's English department said that his students' struggle to focus comes up even when they're reading a 14-line sonnet.

Rosin: Rose wrote about this for the magazine, and what she found comes down to one basic point.

Horowitch: Students are really arriving in college struggling to read books in a way that they were not a decade ago.

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week: the strange disappearance of the book-reading American student--what's causing it, and what we lose throughout our lives when we don't read books as teenagers.

[Music]

Rosin: So is the idea, like, a book itself seems overwhelming?

Horowitch: That was what the professors were saying, that it really showed up when they were asking their students to kind of attend to something longer and that it just seemed like something that they were unaccustomed to.

Rosin: What were some examples they gave you? Because I'm sure they're adjusting how they used to assign. Because when I was in college, I was assigned many, many, many books per class versus how they're assigning now.

Horowitch: Well, I spoke with one professor who used to teach a survey course on American Literature, and then now he teaches "Short Works of American Prose."

Rosin: That's very specific. (Laughs.)

Horowitch: Yes, and--

Rosin: I'll just call the course "Short Works of American Prose." Yeah.

Horowitch: And he did see some advantages to that. You know, he was talking about how it is nice sometimes to really go deeper into a shorter text. But he was also talking about how, you know, you do have to change with the times and with what your students are showing up able to do.

Rosin: And what were some of the reasons that came up for why students couldn't get into the books anymore?

Horowitch: Well, definitely smartphones and social media and the fact that people's attention is just constantly pulled in many different directions, so they just don't get the practice or kind of accustomed to focusing on something for an extended period of time.

But one thing that I found really interesting that kept surfacing in my interviews, that professors were talking about: There was a change in the way that students were prepared to read when they arrived at college. It really seems that high schools are assigning far fewer books.

I spoke with some education experts who study high school and then with some high-school teachers themselves, and they were talking about how educational initiatives like No Child Left Behind and Common Core really emphasized informational texts and standardized tests.

And so in response, teachers at many schools shifted from books to short, informational passages to kind of mimic the format of reading-comprehension tests. And that has left less time for teaching books and just made it harder for students to read books, because they just have less experience doing it.

Rosin: So the root is what happens in high school.

Horowitch: Yes. It's that when these students arrive at college, nobody's ever asked them to do anything of the magnitude that a college syllabus is.

Rosin: Right. So you can't go from reading portions of books to suddenly reading like, you know, 20 novels for a course. That just doesn't make any sense.

Horowitch: Yes. Yeah. So it's sort of the change in the preparation that's leading to this problem.

Rosin: Yeah, one thing that your reporting evoked for me is not just, like, Kids today--they don't read, but a feeling of empathy for how much kids have to do in high school to get into college and how much pressure there is on kids. I almost felt like, Oh, telling them to read a novel--it's a luxury to read a novel when you could also be on the swim team or writing for the school newspaper or whatever. What do you think about that?

Horowitch: Yes, that was something that came up in my reporting a lot. It's not just, Oh, students today are lazy. It actually seems like students today are busier than they ever were before. And teachers were saying they can't believe what's on these students' schedules.

But because of grade inflation and also the pressure to get into a top school, students really have to differentiate themselves outside of the classroom. And that just takes an exceptional amount of time. You don't have the time in the day, maybe, to just sit down and read a long novel or finish all your class reading, because you do need to also be doing extracurriculars or getting a job or starting a charity or something. That just makes it really challenging to find the time to read.

Rosin: Right. Like, you can imagine if a high-school kid were to say, I actually don't want an internship this summer. I don't want to go to any camps. I don't want to work. I would like to spend my summer reading novels, it would almost land as an act of rebellion, and people might question that. It wouldn't be seen as an inherently valuable thing. It would make people nervous.

Horowitch: Yeah, I think you would have to be very courageous to do that because, you know, probably most students are going to get A's anyways, and so the colleges can't really tell, you know, who actually did the reading or not. And you really have to be different outside of the classroom in a way that leaves you much less time for reading.

Rosin: Right, and that might be considered lazy. Like, Oh, you're just sitting around, reading books all summer.

Horowitch: Yeah, I think one thing that came up is, sort of, that it might not be a shift in skills but just a shift in values, and young people are responding to that.

Rosin: What do you mean by "a shift in values"?

Horowitch: We are sort of not valuing young people reading, even if we kind of think that we do. And we lament the loss of it. We aren't actually setting up schooling and admissions in a way that shows that we actually do value just reading for reading's sake.

Rosin: Right. We all say we want people to read, but, in fact, the message we're actually conveying is: You need to have skills.

Horowitch: Absolutely. Yes. So we're sort of telling them, you know, Do everything you can to get into a competitive school, and then get a prestigious job. And I spoke with professors who were saying their students say that they love their humanities courses, but they need to major in something that is going to be more useful to a future career, and that's a real difference in the way that we conceive of what college is for.

Rosin: Right. So, Rose, the argument is that college professors are finding that people are unprepared to read books, and it's probably because they haven't read books in high school. And what I noticed in your reporting was that a lot of people didn't necessarily see the value of reading books. It's not just that they were afraid of them, or they didn't have the attention span--they didn't necessarily see the positive reason or what role books could play in your life.

So do you think the case needs to be made--like, it's not obvious why you should read books?

Horowitch: One hundred percent. I think that students sort of aren't getting the message as to why reading is important. They're kind of, instead, being told that they need to be using high school to prepare for college, and college to prepare for a job, and not that they need to be using all of these times to sort of just prepare to live.

Rosin: I love that: "to prepare to live." So how does something like a book--because it's obvious to me how skills help you live. Like, they help you get a job, and then the job pays the salary, and then the salary pays the mortgage. But how does a book help you prepare to live?

Horowitch: By reading about someone else or something else, I think it helps you reflect on yourself and sort of become more human and sort of figure out who you are. You end up learning the kind of life that you want to lead.

Rosin: Right. So it's like you're in that tender moment in your life where you're just starting to realize, There's a bigger world outside my family, outside my school. And who am I in that world? And, basically, What's out there? And this is your first guide--a book is your first guide--and I think that's why so many people remember the books they read in high school, and that's why they make such a lasting impression and stay with you, in a very different way than books you read later in life.

So if you love the book enough, it moves along with you.

Horowitch: Yeah. And, I mean, I had that with Anna Karenina. I think the first time I kind of idolized Anna, and then as I read it again--which I know is probably not how you're supposed to respond to the book, but as I read it again--I sort of was much more interested in Levin and Kitty and the other characters.

I had a professor who talked about how you read books to notice new things in them and also to see the way that you yourself have changed, in the way that you sort of come at it differently.

Rosin: Yeah. And there's only a handful of books you read like that, where you read them--I mean, I have, like, a dozen where I read them over and over again, and they're different always.

Rose, I wanted to thank you for having this conversation with me, because it actually gave us the idea to have a bigger conversation about books--and mostly about what you lose, basically throughout your whole life, when you don't read books as a young person, when you don't have books that you carry with you throughout your life.

So we asked a lot of people around The Atlantic, and also listeners, to share books that were most important for them at that age, which is what we're going to hear next. So very grateful to you for having this idea and, like, being the muse for this episode.

Horowitch: Well, thank you. Yeah, I'm super excited to hear what people sent in.

[Break]

Gal Beckerman: Reading books at that age was tremendously important to me. It's hard to think of this outside of my own biography, which was as a kid who grew up in a house without books, an immigrant household whose parents didn't graduate from high school, so books and literary culture was not a big part of our surroundings and sort of what I grew up with.

Rosin: We're going to broaden out now. We asked Atlantic writers to tell us about the books that helped shape them most in high school. So I'm going to step aside, but I promise to share mine at the end.

Beckerman: It didn't take me long to think through what book impacted me most in high school. Right away, Milan Kundera's The Unbearable Lightness of Being came to mind, a choice that I'm a little bit embarrassed about, as I imagine a lot of people will be embarrassed about what affected them most at that impressionable age. But it was a book that meant a lot to me. And I had a kind of a Kundera moment where I read everything I could by him.

The book, which is sort of an exploration of a group of friends and lovers around the Prague Spring, in 1968, is wonderfully romantic in the way that it engages with ideas. And for somebody who is 16: incredibly thrilling to encounter those ideas. Mostly, he's talking about existentialism. The title of the book, in a way, says it all.

These are characters who are sort of dealing with what you could call the paradox of freedom. On the one hand, they don't want to be pinned down. They don't want to be attached. They don't want to be weighed down by anything. They want to be free.

But at the same time, there is a kind of unbearableness to that freedom of being able to be anything and anyone. And so they seek opportunities to be grounded-- grounded by relationships, grounded by obligations. And this, I think, speaks to a teenager's mind as they're trying to figure out who they're going to be. How much lightness and how much weight do they want in their lives?

And I just remember, the distillation of that philosophy--of what is, essentially, Sartrean thought--into this very simple and evocative metaphor of lightness and weight really spoke to me when I was at that moment in my life where I wanted to kind of understand how I was going to shape my own identity through the choices that I made.

My name is Gal Beckerman, and I'm a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Jenisha Watts: The book that impacted me the most in high school was The Color of Water, by James McBride.

It is a memoir of a young Black man from Brooklyn trying to come to terms with who he is as a Black man, with having a white mother--or a Jewish mother. The great thing about the book is that he's also using his reporting skills, interviewing his mom and also telling his story. So the thing about the book is it's layered; it's two stories in one. You have James McBride telling his story, and then in the next chapter, you have his mom telling her story. So it kind of goes back and forth. It's intergenerational.

The book made a person like me be able to dream outside of my reality, outside of living in Kentucky. It was almost like the book was like, Look--you don't have to be a straight-A student. You can mess up. You can fail. You can get back up. And then you can still make something out of your life.

I was a senior in high school. My teacher's name was Miss Dees at the time. And I think she was a recent college graduate, because I remember her being young and disheveled. But she also, in a lot of ways, believed in me. I remember after the class, after reading the book, I got some kind of special award for English. And I think it was because of how I finished a book or maybe how I responded to the questions for the class. But I just remember her giving me that award.

It showed me that someone else was able to see me in a different way, outside of the classroom. She was viewing me then as more of a scholar or an intellect, you know? And like I said, like the character in the book, James, I wasn't the top student. I wasn't considered a student that had the most promise.

So when my teacher, Miss Dees, when she gave me that award, it was just like, Oh, I see you. I see what this book is doing for you. And I don't know--actually, I'm just now thinking about that. I didn't even think about it until, like--yeah, it just hit me. But yeah, Miss Dees--she was the one that kind of planted that seed in me.

My name is Jenisha Watts, and I am a senior editor at The Atlantic.

Walt Hunter: A book that I remember making a strong impact on me was John  Donne's Songs and Sonnets, from the early 17th century. This is a collection of poems that I found, initially, completely elusive but enthralling because of the language.

There's something about the extravagance that Donne brings into a simple metaphor. For example, a poem in which you're apart from your beloved: He used a metaphor of an old-fashioned compass with two legs, the kind you used to draw, and as one leg goes farther away from the other, they're still kind of united in their trajectory. That image is one that's always been, I think, present in my mind whenever I'm teaching poetry at all.

This book made it possible for me to teach poetry without fearing its difficulty, because I think that one of the things that students really fear when they come to poetry is that there's a huge barrier to entry for them. And although Donne is one of our most difficult poets, it's also very true that the images he uses are very clear, very excitingly distinct from a lot of other poetry.

And the music with which he writes is instantly memorable. And I think that one of the ways in which the poems have endured for me and ramified through my adult life is as little mantras that I can repeat in my head whenever I'm going through, you know, a difficult situation or a joyous situation.

"As virtuous men pass mildly away, / And whisper to their souls to go,"--I mean, these are just go-to lines and rhythms that I hold onto. They are other voices that live within me, and I find a lot of comfort in that.

I'm Walt Hunter, professor of English and chair of the English department at Case Western Reserve University. And I'm a contributing editor at The Atlantic, where I focus on poetry and fiction.

Rosin: So it's my turn. I was thinking about the book that stuck with me the longest, Portnoy's Complaint, the Philip Roth book, and I read it in high school.

We had read some Philip Roth in the class, and they'd said, Oh, go find another Philip Roth book. So I picked out Portnoy's Complaint, and it was just an absolute revelation because when you're in high school, you're reading dutifully. Like, you're trying to be a good literary citizen. You're trying to understand what serious things are and how grown-ups write. And I thought, This is literature? Like, This is hilarious, you know?

It was such a freeing revelation to realize that someone could write in such a funny way about such insane, ridiculous things. So then I went down that train. I was reading John Cheever and Saul Bellow and all the Philip Roth novels. And I just kind of imbibed the notion--not that those were specific. What I wish I had done was read them and think, Oh, this is the specific perspective of a specific kind of man at a specific kind of period.

And that would have been amazing because so many of them are incredible and so beautifully written. Instead, I think I absorbed them as like, This is what great literature is. This is the universal perspective. This is not, like, a specifically male perspective. It's just the universal perspective.

And if you've ever read those novels, the women are kind of flat, shall we say? Two dimensional? Their inner life doesn't matter as much, you know? And so I feel like it took me a long time to work through that. I went back and back again to those novels, and it took--sort of over the decades, I started to tune into how the female characters were portrayed, and I started to understand it more as, like, a singular perspective and not a universal perspective. And it just took me forever to kind of work through, you know, what it meant to have imprinted that as the things that matter at a young age.

Now it's been many decades, and I read many, many great female novelists--so many that I can hardly name them. And even of that era, like Renata Adler, and I was glad to have added that, but I was left with this feeling like I wish that instead of picking up Philip Roth, I had picked up, like, Virginia Woolf at that moment, when I was so impressionable. Because it's just hard to shake. These imprints that you have at that age are so impressionable.

I'm Hanna Rosin. And I am the host of Radio Atlantic.

That, of course, was my contribution. But we have many more--so many, in fact, that we're going to let this run into the holiday break. Next week's episode will include more Atlantic writers, as well as you, members of our audience who shared your thoughts and memories about the books you read in high school.

This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered, and Katherine Hu fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Thank you for listening. Have a lovely holiday, and enjoy a good book no matter what age you are.
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Postpone Your Pleasures

And enjoy them all the more.

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.

My father-in-law, with whom I was very close, spent most of his life on the same working-class street in Barcelona's El Clot neighborhood. Born in 1929, he saw Spain's bloody civil war taking place literally in front of his house. His family experienced a lot of suffering. Some died; others spent years in jail or were forced into exile. He himself spent a year in a refugee camp, an experience that affected him for the rest of his life. Every time he wanted to make a point about society or culture, he always started with: "Well, during the civil war ..."

One evening, a few months before he died, he read  in his local paper an article of mine about unhappiness. "You have a lot of complicated theories," he told me, "but the real reason people are unhappy is very simple." I asked him to elaborate. "They don't enjoy their dinner," he responded. I asked him what he meant. "Well, during the civil war, we were always hungry," he said. "But one day a year--Christmas--we got to eat whatever we wanted, and we were so happy. Today, people snack all day long, are never hungry, don't enjoy their dinners, and aren't happy--even on Christmas."

That is a somewhat reductive hypothesis about global unhappiness, to be sure. But he was not wrong in his main contention: Happiness rises, paradoxically, when you do not get whatever you want, whenever you want it. Rather, well-being requires that you discipline your will and defer your gratifications. Understanding this and taking action to change your habits can make you a much happier person.

Read: The politics of a long-dead dictator still haunt Spain

In the behavioral sciences, the most famous study of deferred gratification is the so-called marshmallow experiment undertaken in 1970 by the psychologists Walter Mischel and Ebbe B. Ebbesen. This research project brought 32 young children into a laboratory, where they were offered either animal crackers or pretzel sticks (the marshmallow was an option that came only in later experiments). Before they were allowed to eat the treat, however, the researchers offered an upgrade: If the children could wait by themselves for 15 minutes without eating the snack, they would get a second one. All of the kids accepted the deal, and the researchers left the room and observed each child through a one-way mirror. Ten subjects succeeded in waiting and got the additional snack; 22 of them gave in to their desire and gobbled up the treat before the 15 minutes had elapsed.

Mischel and his colleagues were interested in the long-term differences between kids who were able to defer their gratification and those who weren't, so they followed the participants as they grew up. In papers published decades later, the psychologists found that the two groups diverged significantly. For example, the ones who waited went on to get significantly higher scores on their SAT exams. Those who didn't wait used drugs more frequently in adolescence and got less education. The researchers' conclusion was clear: Being able to defer gratification leads to a more successful--and ultimately more satisfying--life.

As is the case for much research in behavioral science, these conclusions were later contested, by scholars who used larger, more diverse samples of kids and methods that carefully controlled for family background and cognitive ability. For example, one 2018 study concluded that being able to delay gratification has by itself only a weak effect on educational outcomes, and is insignificant in predicting anti-social behavior. Although these revised findings suggest that being able to say no to your immediate desires might not be a universal panacea, newer research has shown that a capacity to defer gratification does consistently deliver one important increase: in well-being. For example, scholars writing in 2014 in the Journal of Personality showed that people who score a high level of self-control enjoy significantly better mood and life satisfaction than those who lack such self-discipline.

One practical example of this happiness effect involves materialistic values and how people spend money: As I have previously written, borrowing money (for discretionary consumption) lowers happiness, whereas saving raises it. You might predict from that finding that people who see money as a sign of success would likely be savers who prefer to delay gratification. Yet on the contrary, two psychologists demonstrated in a 2017 study that people who regard money as the measure of success tend to be spenders: When they have money, they typically use it immediately to acquire things--because they identify having possessions as a source of happiness. The researchers found that these people were less happy than people who didn't behave this way.

To what degree the ability to defer gratification is down to nature or conditioned by nurture is unclear, but what we do know--because neuroscientists have demonstrated it--is that those who postpone their pleasure exhibit different brain activity when facing temptation from those who want to get their jollies right away. One study, from 2011, showed that people good at delaying indulgence have more activity in the prefrontal cortex (indicating that executive decision-making is taking place) when doing so than people who give in to their desire more easily, who in turn have more activity in the ventral striatum (a region that processes reward). Suggestive also are animal studies that have shown how mice taught to delay a reward enjoy a smoother, more regulated dopamine release than mice without this skill.

Read: Why rich kids are so good at the marshmallow test

Although the evidence is mixed on the long-term implications of the marshmallow test, being able to defer gratification is clearly valuable for well-being. Even if some people may be naturally better at postponing rewards, we also have some evidence that the skill can be cultivated from an early age. If this is something you could work on, here are two ways to get started. They may appear contradictory, but done right, they in fact complement each other.

1. Think about the future.
 A research-proven approach to improving your capacity for deferred gratification is to imagine yourself in the future. In 2011, a team of researchers interested in how to elicit saving behavior employed digital aging techniques and virtual reality to enable people to interact with elderly versions of themselves. They found that after doing so, the participants were more willing than other people to accept awards of money at a future date rather than immediately.

You can use this finding in creative ways. For example, if you are hankering for a portion of junk-calorie carbohydrates at 4 p.m., have a conversation with a 6 p.m. version of yourself who forwent the snack and is hungry for a good healthy dinner. Or say you are in college and have a big exam tomorrow but have just gotten invited to a party: Have a chat with the unhappy future you who took the exam after partying instead of studying.

2. Don't think about the future.
 Paradoxically, a second technique for delaying gratification is to stop thinking about the future, in the form of purposeful mindfulness, the practice of paying attention nonjudgmentally to the present moment. Scholars in 2018 undertook an experiment in which a group of participants were asked to complete a survey of their willingness to defer rewards. Half of the group were then given an exercise in mindfulness breathing, while the other half (the control group) watched a music video. Afterward, when both groups retook the survey, the mindfulness practitioners were significantly more likely than before to defer rewards (whereas the music-video watchers showed no change).

Despite any initial impression otherwise, this second result is not at odds with the first finding: Its conclusion is that being more conscious when you make decisions will lead you to optimize your choices. So you can bring the two injunctions together and combine them to best effect: Think clearly about what you're doing right now, and then think clearly about how you will reflect on your action later.

So before you buy that sweater, think about how you are feeling at this moment. Do you really need this sweater, or are you just self-soothing with a bit of retail therapy? Next, imagine yourself looking at the sweater in two months' time. Does it give you delight or remind you that you have to make a credit-card payment?

Arthur C. Brooks: Four rules for identifying your life's work

My father-in-law was right that deferring gratification leads to greater happiness. The good news is that you don't need to be in the middle of a civil war to make this skill worth cultivating. But I always wondered whether he was right in his specific example: Does snacking lower well-being by ruining your enjoyment of proper meals? I have been unable to find any studies of this precise curiosity, so I had to triangulate some related research findings to come to a convincing answer.

Researchers who were studying the eating behavior of children reported in 2017 in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior that kids enjoyed food more when they followed structured meal settings--such as eating at the same times each day and dining in a family setting. They also tended to be less fussy about what they were eating. This is broadly supportive of my father-in-law's theory. And I certainly never saw him eat a snack.

What I did see, however, was his complete unwillingness to save money and a reckless openhandedness about spending it. And this negative example supported his theory even more--though in a sad way, as he constantly ducked creditors and struggled to meet his basic needs in old age. Perhaps the inability to save was also an effect of the privations of his 1930s childhood: If you never know whether you've got enough to get through the month, why save the money you have now? Even though he suffered as a result of his spendthrift ways, I took a valuable lesson from his example in this too.

So my seasonal advice: Go to your holiday dinner good and hungry. But don't buy your holiday feast on credit.
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Musk Makes a Mess of Congress

The billionaire may have just tanked a bipartisan bill to fund the government. All he needed was a few hours on X.

by Russell Berman




Elon Musk was born a South African, so he's ineligible to serve as either president or vice president of the United States. But he is swiftly showing, by dint of his enormous wealth and growing influence with the person Americans actually elected as president, that neither of those titles are necessary to dominate Washington.

Over the course of a few hours yesterday, Musk may have singlehandedly tanked a carefully negotiated bipartisan compromise to fund the government for the next three months and provide billions of dollars in aid for disaster relief and farmers. The deal was the work of House Speaker Mike Johnson, who, like Musk, is (er, has been) a close ally of President-Elect Donald Trump. To secure support from Democrats--who still hold the Senate for another few weeks--Johnson agreed to add a host of unrelated provisions, including a long-sought but politically dicey pay raise for lawmakers.

Republicans weren't happy. The 1,547-page bill, written behind closed doors and dropped in their lap a week before Christmas, represented everything they say they hate about how Congress operates. Yesterday, Senator John Cornyn of Texas, not known as a conservative rabble-rouser, called it a "monstrosity." But Johnson believed that he could get enough Republicans to join most Democrats in passing the bill in time to avert a government shutdown due to start Friday night and allow Congress to adjourn for the holidays.

Then Musk started posting.

"Stop the steal of your taxpayer dollars!" "This bill is criminal." "KILL BILL!"

With dozens of dashed-off posts, the billionaire co-chair of the Trump-invented Department of Government Efficiency demonstrated the political power he's amassed in the two years since he completed his takeover of Twitter, the platform he renamed X. He declared that any lawmaker who voted for the bill "deserves to be voted out in 2 years"--an implicit threat to use his money to fund their opponents. This was governing-by-tweet, Trump's signature method. For several hours, the president-elect was silent; Musk had taken charge. By the time Trump weighed in against the bill yesterday afternoon, his opposition was assumed, even anti-climactic.

Franklin Foer: What Elon Musk really wants

Notably, the Republican who spoke for Trump was Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, the vice president-elect whom Musk has seemingly shunted off to the sideline during the post-election transition. In a joint statement issued through Vance's X account, Trump and Vance called on Republicans to scrap the "Democrat giveaways" in the bill while adding an increase in the debt ceiling. The demand complicates Johnson's job: Republicans will be reluctant to pass a politically unpopular hike in the nation's borrowing limit without significant help from Democrats. And House Democrats immediately vowed to oppose any proposal that wiped away the deal they first agreed to. Government funding runs out tomorrow night, and for the moment, Republicans appear to have no idea what they'll do.

This is the new reality Johnson will face beginning next year as speaker--if he's even able to secure re-election when the House reconvenes on January 3. Trump embraced the Louisiana Republican after his win last month, but the mess the speaker created--and that Musk exacerbated--has thrown his future into doubt. At least one House Republican, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, has vowed to oppose him on the floor. Others are reportedly wavering. Johnson can't afford to lose many more. His majority at the start of the next Congress will be two seats slimmer than it is now; if more than three Republicans refuse to vote for him, he won't be speaker.

Even if Johnson wins, his job will be difficult if not impossible. Navigating a sizable majority was maddening enough for a Republican speaker with the mercurial Trump in the White House--just ask the now-retired Paul Ryan. Now slice that margin down to a few seats and add Musk to the mix. Republicans will have a larger advantage in the Senate, but at least when it comes to legislation, that won't matter much if bills can't get out of the House.

Johnson's best hope might be that Trump tires of Musk or takes umbrage at his flex of power. The president-elect does not like to be upstaged. Democrats, too, would like to see Musk pushed aside. They quickly began referring to Musk as "co-president" and "president-elect," an obvious attempt to drive a wedge between him and Trump.

But some Republicans want Musk to be given even more power. In an X post this morning, Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky noted that the speaker of the House need not be a member of Congress. "Nothing would disrupt the swamp more," he suggested, "than electing Elon Musk."
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A Beacon in the Clouds

Day 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a beacon in the clouds. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope features a bright H II region in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a satellite galaxy of our Milky Way. This nebula, known as N79, is a region of interstellar atomic hydrogen that is ionized, seen here by Webb's Mid-InfraRed Instrument (MIRI). N79 is a massive star-forming complex spanning roughly 1,630 light-years across. This particular image focuses on one of the three giant molecular cloud complexes, dubbed N79 South.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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An Autistic Teenager Fell Hard for a Chatbot

My godson was especially vulnerable to AI companions, and he is not alone.

by Albert Fox Cahn




My godson, Michael, is a playful, energetic 15-year-old, with a deep love of Star Wars, a wry smile, and an IQ in the low 70s. His learning disabilities and autism have made his journey a hard one. His parents, like so many others, sometimes rely on screens to reduce stress and keep him occupied. They monitor the apps and websites he uses, but things are not always as they initially appear. When Michael asked them to approve installing Linky AI, a quick review didn't reveal anything alarming, just a cartoonish platform to pass the time. (Because he's a minor, I'm not using his real name.)



But soon, Michael was falling in love. Linky, which offers conversational chatbots, is crude--a dumbed-down ChatGPT, really--but to him, a bot he began talking with was lifelike enough. The app dresses up its rudimentary large language model with anime-style images of scantily clad women--and some of the digital companions took the sexual tone beyond the visuals. One of the bots currently advertised on Linky's website is "a pom-pom girl who's got a thing for you, the basketball star"; there's also a "possessive boyfriend" bot, and many others with a blatantly erotic slant. Linky's creators promise in their description on the App Store that "you can talk with them [the chatbots] about anything for free with no limitations." It's easy to see why this would be a hit with a teenage boy like Michael. And while Linky may not be a household name, major companies such as Instagram and Snap offer their own customizable chatbots, albeit with less explicit themes.

Read: You can't truly be friends with an AI

Michael struggled to grasp the fundamental reality that this "girlfriend" was not real. And I found it easy to understand why. The bot quickly made promises of affection, love, and even intimacy. Less than a day after the app was installed, Michael's parents were confronted with a transcript of their son's simulated sexual exploits with the AI, a bot seductively claiming to make his young fantasies come true. (In response to a request for comment sent via email, an unidentified spokesperson for Linky said that the company works to "exclude harmful materials" from its programs' training data, and that it has a moderation team that reviews content flagged by users. The spokesperson also said that the company will soon launch a "Teen Mode," in which users determined to be younger than 18 will "be placed in an environment with enhanced safety settings to ensure accessible or generated content will be appropriate for their age.")



I remember Michael's parents' voices, the weary sadness, as we discussed taking the program away. Michael had initially agreed that the bot "wasn't real," but three minutes later, he started to slip up. Soon "it" became "her," and the conversation went from how he found his parents' limits unfair to how he "missed her." He missed their conversations, their new relationship. Even though their romance was only 12 hours old, he had formed real feelings for code he struggled to remember was fake.



Perhaps this seems harmless--a fantasy not unlike taking part in a role-playing game, or having a one-way crush on a movie star. But it's easy to see how quickly these programs can transform into something with very real emotional weight. Already, chatbots from different companies have been implicated in a number of suicides, according to reporting in The Washington Post and The New York Times. Many users, including those who are neurotypical, struggle to break out of the bots' spells: Even professionals who should know better keep trusting chatbots, even when these programs spread outright falsehoods.



For people with developmental disabilities like Michael, however, using chatbots brings particular and profound risks. His parents and I were acutely afraid that he would lose track of what was fact and what was fiction. In the past, he has struggled with other content, such as being confused whether a TV show is real or fake; the metaphysical dividing lines so many people effortlessly navigate every day can be blurry for him. And if tracking reality is hard with TV shows and movies, we worried it would be much worse with adaptive, interactive chatbots. Michael's parents and I also worried that the app would affect his ability to interact with other kids. Socialization has never come easily to Michael, in a world filled with unintuitive social rules and unseen cues. How enticing it must be to instead turn to a simulated friend who always thinks you're right, defers to your wishes, and says you're unimpeachable just the way you are.



Human friendship is one of the most valuable things people can find in life, but it's rarely simple. Even the most sophisticated LLMs can't come close to that interactive intimacy. Instead, they give users simulated subservience. They don't generate platonic or romantic partners--they create digital serfs to follow our commands and pretend our whims are reality.



The experience led me to recall the MIT professor Sherry Turkle's 2012 TED Talk, in which she warned about the dangers of bot-based relationships mere months after Siri launched the first voice-assistant boom. Turkle described working with a woman who had lost a child and was taking comfort in a robotic baby seal: "That robot can't empathize. It doesn't face death. It doesn't know life. And as that woman took comfort in her robot companion, I didn't find it amazing; I found it one of the most wrenching, complicated moments in my 15 years of work." Turkle was prescient. More than a decade ago, she saw many of the issues that we're only now starting to seriously wrestle with.



For Michael, this kind of socialization simulacrum was intoxicating. I feared that the longer it continued, the less he'd invest in connecting with human friends and partners, finding the flesh-and-blood people who truly could feel for him, care for him. What could be a more problematic model of human sexuality, intimacy, and consent than a bot trained to follow your every command, with no desires of its own, for which the only goal is to maximize your engagement?



In the broader AI debate, little attention is paid to chatbots' effects on people with developmental disabilities. Of course, AI assistance could be an incredible accommodation for some software, helping open up long-inaccessible platforms. But for individuals like Michael, there are profound risks involving some aspects of AI, and his situation is more common than many realize.



About one in 36 children in the U.S. have autism, and while many of them have learning differences that give them advantages in school and beyond, other kids are in Michael's position, navigating learning difficulties and delays that can make life more difficult.

Read: A generation of AI guinea pigs

There are no easy ways to solve this problem now that chatbots are widely available. A few days after Michael's parents uninstalled Linky, they sent me bad news: He got it back. Michael's parents are brilliant people with advanced degrees and high-powered jobs. They are more tech savvy than most. Still, even with Apple's latest, most restrictive settings, circumventing age verification was simple for Michael. To my friends, this was a reminder of the constant vigilance having an autistic child requires. To me, it also speaks to something far broader.



Since I was a child, lawmakers have pushed parental controls as the solution to harmful content. Even now, Congress is debating age-surveillance requirements for the web, new laws that might require Americans to provide photo ID or other proof when they log into some sites (similar to legislation recently approved in Australia). But the reality is that highly motivated teens will always find a way to outfox their parents. Teenagers can spend hours trying to break the digital locks their parents often realistically have only a few minutes a day to manage.



For now, my friends and Michael have reached a compromise: The app can stay, but the digital girlfriend has to go. Instead, he can spend up to 30 minutes each day talking with a simulated Sith Lord--a version of the evil Jedi from Star Wars. It seems Michael really does know this is fake, unlike the girlfriend. But I still fear it may not end well.
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The Cost of Lawlessness on the West Bank

Settler violence against Palestinians is rising, and Israel seems unwilling to stop it.

by Gershom Gorenberg


Israeli soldiers in Beit Furik, a town in the occupied West Bank where Jewish settlers burned the property of Palestinian families (Nasser Ishtayeh / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)



It was a normal morning during the autumn olive harvest. On a hillside northeast of Ramallah, on November 8, a group of roughly 15 or 20 Palestinians from the village of Deir Jarir were picking dark olives, the most important agricultural product in the occupied West Bank, from low, young trees.

With them were volunteers from the Israeli group Rabbis for Human Rights, along with Rabbi Arik Ascherman, the leader of Torat Tzedek, a group whose name translates to "Torah of Justice." They'd come to help with the harvest and to act as a buffer between the Palestinians and any Israeli settlers who might decide to give them trouble.

A few minutes after they began, a settler came down the hillside, cursing and shouting at everyone to leave. A shaky video from a volunteer's phone shows him shoving villagers and Ascherman. A dozen or more young male settlers soon followed, wearing masks and waving clubs. At another nearby grove, settlers hurled stones, injuring one of the Palestinian pickers.

Next to show up was a handful of Israeli soldiers. The commander presented his phone, showing a freshly issued order declaring the groves a closed military area, off-limits to civilians. Ascherman protested, pointing to a 2006 Israeli supreme-court ruling banning the army from closing an agricultural area to Palestinian farmers in order to end a clash in which the farmers themselves were under attack.

Then the police arrived. They arrested not the settlers but Ascherman, along with a staff member of Rabbis for Human Rights named Dolev Assaf, and a volunteer wearing a T-shirt with the words Fuck Ben-Gvir, referring to Itamar Ben-Gvir, the far-right minister of national security, who oversees the police. Ascherman was released under a court order banning him from the West Bank for 15 days. At the hearing, he told me, a police investigator referred to him as an "anarchist."

This account is based on videos and on interviews with Ascherman, Assaf, and others. No settlers were arrested or identified. But the settlers succeeded in their apparent goal: The farmers of Deir Jarir were kept off their land and could not harvest their olives. The settlers went unpunished.

Assaf Gavron: What settler violence is doing to Israel

The threats, the violence, and the unfair outcome were what made that day outside Ramallah a normal one. The Israeli human-rights group Yesh Din ("There Is Law") has documented 114 incidents of violence by settlers or soldiers against Palestinians engaged in harvesting olives in the 49 days from October 1 to November 18. The distinction between soldiers and settlers has blurred, particularly during the current war. Yesh Din stressed that its list of attacks on Palestinians was not complete. These were only attacks connected to the olive harvest.

The larger picture is especially grim: Settler violence against Palestinians in the West Bank has leaped, as reported by the Israeli media and human-rights groups. Especially since the establishment of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's current hard-right government two years ago, "you see this explosion, this eruption" of settler violence, Sarit Michaeli, the international-outreach director for the rights organization B'Tselem, told me. And in that time, law enforcement has virtually vanished, the attorney Roni Pelli of the Association for Civil Rights in Israel told me.

Keeping statistics on the violence has been beyond B'Tselem's resources, Michaeli said, because it would require investigating each case. Deciding what to count as an incident is also "a minefield," she said. Some cases are obvious, such as when masked settlers entered the village of Huwara, in the northern West Bank, on December 4; set fire to a house and two vehicles; and attacked one man with staffs and stones, reportedly fracturing his skull. Other cases are harder to categorize, such as when settlers return to an olive grove and threaten farmers they've previously attacked, causing the farmers to flee.

Here's one sign of the escalation: In September 2023, B'Tselem reported that over the previous two years, about 480 Palestinians had abandoned their homes and fled from six hamlets in the West Bank, in large part because of settler attacks. A little more than a year later, at the end of this past October, Palestinians from 20 additional communities and single-farm families had left their homes--a total of nearly 1,200 people in just more than half the time.

In principle, Israel's national police force should be a source of statistics on crimes by Israelis against Palestinians in the West Bank. In reality, there's been a "sharp drop" in the number of Palestinians willing to file complaints, Yesh Din's executive director, Ziv Stahl, told me, as trust of the police has diminished dramatically. (Spokespeople for the Israeli police and military declined to comment for this story.)

Violence in the West Bank goes both ways; Palestinians have attacked Israeli soldiers, police, and civilians. Last Wednesday, for instance, a Palestinian gunman opened fire on an Israeli bus in the West Bank, killing a 12-year-old boy and wounding three other passengers. The difference is that the Israeli army and security services seek to prevent these attacks and to catch the perpetrators. The bus attack set off a 10-hour manhunt, at the end of which the perpetrator surrendered to Israeli forces. In the case of settler violence, such efforts appear to be sporadic and half-hearted.

This problem dates to the early years of Israeli settlement in occupied territory. In 1982, then-Israeli Deputy Attorney General Yehudit Karp issued a report that detailed the failure of Israeli police to investigate offenses by settlers against Palestinians. As Karp told me in a 2009 interview, the army and police had regarded their role as protecting Israelis, not Palestinians.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

However difficult to record and quantify, the trend is clear: In recent years and months, settler attacks on Palestinians have grown in frequency, and the perpetrators have faced fewer consequences. Three factors are responsible. A new form of settlement has brought more radical settlers closer to Palestinian communities that are hard to protect, because they are scattered and rural. The Hamas attack on Israel and the subsequent war in Gaza have elevated tensions between Israelis and Palestinians in the West Bank. And Netanyahu's government has put extremist settlers, including Ben-Gvir, in key positions of authority.

Until the 1990s, most Israeli settlements in the West Bank took one of two forms: large suburban towns near the Green Line--the pre-1967 border--and smaller exurbs deeper in occupied territory. The exurban settlements were intended to prevent even a partial Israeli withdrawal, and they attracted particularly ideological, religious-nationalist settlers. Yet even they actually covered only a small part of West Bank land.

In the 1990s, after the Oslo Accords, a new type of settlement sprang up. Many of these so-called outposts began as a handful of mobile homes on a hilltop near an established settlement. Their purpose was to fill in gaps between the older settlements, break up Palestinian-populated land, and thereby prevent the creation of a contiguous Palestinian state. In 1998, then-Foreign Minister Ariel Sharon set the tone in a radio interview, telling settlers they should "run, should grab more hills ... Everything we don't grab will be in [the Palestinians'] hands." Many of the outposts were home to the most extreme of all settlers. I have been visiting settlements for many years in the course of my reporting; when I went to the outposts, I was dismayed by the radical readings of Judaism I heard--at the extreme, asserting the settlers' right to the real estate around them, the olive trees, the fruits of the harvest. Clashes with local Palestinians increased.

Yet the outposts were mere dots on hilltops, and the settler movement's leaders and government backers feared that the settlement project still lacked control of the countryside. Beginning a bit more than a decade ago, the movement supported another burst of new settlements--most of them farms, each populated by a family and a few young people. According to a recent Haaretz report, there were just 23 such farms in 2017--and about 90 today.

The farm campaign is backed by Amana, an organization that has played a major role in settlement building for decades. In an interview last year in a settler magazine, Amana's head, Ze'ev (Zambish) Hever, said that the organization's goal is to hold as much open land as possible in reserve for future settlement. To that end, most farm settlers herd goats, sheep, or cattle over large areas. These farms "hold two and a half times as much land" as all the previous settlements combined, Hever said.

Officially, the farms are illegal--they were established without government approval--but very few have been forced to evacuate, especially under the current government. Hagit Ofran, who works for Settlement Watch, an investigative project that is part of Peace Now, told me that the farm settlements are even receiving state support. Through one channel, she said, some farms have received grazing permits on what Israel had previously (and controversially) designated state-owned land. Through another channel, farms have been allocated funds for security equipment, including all-terrain vehicles, camera systems, and drones.

Drones, Ofran said, are sometimes used to frighten Palestinians' herds and drive them off the land. Incidents of settlers from the farms harassing Palestinians are a daily matter, she asserted.

Graeme Wood: 'You started a war, you'll get a Nakba'

Many of the farms are at the southern end of the West Bank and on the hills overlooking the Jordan Valley, where pasture land fades into desert. A number are near Palestinian herding hamlets, B'Tselem's Michaeli said--"some of the poorest" Palestinian communities. Once a farming outpost is established, she said, the nearby Palestinians start to experience incidents of arson, cut water pipes, and the like. The result, Michaeli said, is "like a war of attrition" in rural areas. And behind the scenes, the government backs one side.

Throughout occupied territory, clashes between settlers and Palestinians spiked when the war began last year. Understandably, many settlers feared that they'd be the next target of a Hamas onslaught. "I'm not discounting the trauma and fear" that Israelis, including settlers, experienced after October 7, Michaeli told me. But some settlers, she asserted, also seized a "golden opportunity" to harass their Palestinian neighbors.

Six weeks after the start of the war, the Association for Civil Rights in Israel and other groups sent a letter to Netanyahu, the military chief of staff, and the national police chief listing a dizzying number of settler attacks. Nine Palestinians had been killed; 160 families had been forced to leave their homes. In the village of Kisan, the letter said, "settlers attacked village residents and fired live rounds, in front of soldiers," wounding several residents. At Khirbet Yarza, settlers "stole about 50 cows." The army and the police, the letter indicated, had failed to protect Palestinians in the West Bank.

In many cases, the settlers had worn army uniforms. That apparently fits another pattern: Regular army units that had been deployed in the West Bank were redeployed to fight in Gaza. To protect settlements, the military called up settlers for reserve duty and assigned them to regional defense units. So in some cases, said Pelli, the civil-rights lawyer, the "settlers who rioted" in a village are the same people as the soldiers who are supposed to deal with the incident. And in these or other cases, settlers who had previously harassed villagers apparently now did so in uniform, with even greater impunity. In July, Major General Yehuda Fox, the outgoing head of the Israel Defense Forces' Central Command, which is responsible for the West Bank, acknowledged the increase in settler violence and admitted, "It was my responsibility to act. And, unfortunately, I did not always succeed."

The makeup of Netanyahu's government has contributed to the sense among settlers of being beyond the law. The ruling coalition includes two far-right parties headed by settlers. Netanyahu gave one of them, Bezalel Smotrich, the head of the Religious Zionist Party, control over most aspects of settlement, including granting legal status to outposts established in defiance of Israeli law. One such outpost is home to a Knesset member from Smotrich's party, Simcha Rothman, a key figure in the government's effort to eviscerate Israel's judicial system.

Ben-Gvir, also a settler and the leader of the Jewish Power Party, received the Ministry of National Security, which administers the national police force. By law and tradition, the minister's control of the police is limited, with operative decisions, such as how to handle an investigation or a disturbance, the sole province of professional police, not politicians. But Ben-Gvir has repeatedly crossed that line.

Gershom Gorenberg: Netanyahu's other war

The effect on how the police handle--or don't handle--settler violence is best illustrated by the case of Avishai Mualem, the officer in charge of the serious-crimes investigation unit in the West Bank police district. In a Knesset subcommittee hearing in March, Mualem testified that the number of complaints filed with the police regarding violence by settlers had dropped by half since the beginning of the war, compared with the same period the year before. In the southern sector of the West Bank, the South Hebron Hills, half of the complaints had been false, he said. He blamed "anarchists"--apparently meaning Israelis who volunteer to assist Palestinians.

In early November, the outgoing defense minister, Yoav Gallant, summoned Mualem's superior, the commander of the West Bank district, for a meeting. Gallant reportedly meant to reprove the officer for failing to do enough about settler violence. A source in Gallant's office told the Israeli media that Ben-Gvir had blocked the meeting--and had asserted that "there is no such concept as 'settler violence.'"

Mualem was arrested on December 2 by an independent unit in the state attorney's office that investigates crime within the police force. Mualem is alleged to have failed to arrest Jews suspected of terror attacks, at Ben-Gvir's request, and leaked police-intelligence information to the minister, all in return for rapid advancement. Because of the alleged quid pro quo, the potential charges include bribery. Mualem denies the allegations. But if the claims are correct, then the police failure to crack down on settler violence is a matter of policy, dictated by Ben-Gvir.

Settlers who attack Palestinians surely suspect as much. And the price that Palestinians in the West Bank pay for the resulting lawlessness includes the loss of crops, homes, and lives.

Israelis pay a less obvious price that is nonetheless quite real. From its start, the settlement enterprise has been tainted by disregard for the rule of law. The first Israeli settlement, in the Golan Heights in the summer of 1967, received funds fraudulently allocated by a government ministry. Soon after that, the first settlement in the West Bank was established in knowing violation of international law. A 2005 report detailed how the outposts established in the previous decade, in violation of Israeli law, received funding and other support from government ministries. Enforcement of the law against violent settlers has been sporadic all along.

The goal of settlement in occupied territory has always been to change the borders of Israel. But an essential element of a democratic state is the rule of law. The failure to stop settler violence is the latest sign that in the bid to expand Israel's territory, the settlement project corrodes the foundations of the state itself.
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A Biting Satire of the Art World's Monstrousness

Ella Baxter's new novel explores why creative genius so often seems to be at odds with being a good person.

by Sophia Stewart




When she coined the term art monster in 2014, Jenny Offill didn't anticipate how fervently readers would take to it. In her novel Dept. of Speculation, Offill's narrator--a writer, wife, and new mother--confesses in a now oft-quoted passage that when she was younger, "My plan was to never get married. I was going to be an art monster instead." She concedes that this idea was unorthodox: "Women almost never become art monsters because art monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane things." The phrase, which Offill said she'd intended as something of a joke, gripped the imaginations of creative, middle-class women. "She used it as if we all already knew it and, given the response, I guess we did," Lauren Elkin, who last year published a book called Art Monsters: Unruly Bodies in Feminist Art, said of Offill's coinage. "But then, I was like, now Jenny has given it to us and it's entered the feminist lexicon, how will we use it?"

It turns out loosely, and often. In a barrage of think pieces, women enchanted by the term wondered whether creative genius requires total domestic negligence--a willingness, as Claire Dederer, the author of the 2023 book Monsters: A Fan's Dilemma, put it, to "abandon the tasks of nurturing in order to perform the selfish sacraments of being an artist." This discourse wasn't new. In 1971, the art historian Linda Nochlin argued that women, saddled with "1,000 years of guilt, self-doubt, and objecthood," had long been dissuaded from pursuing the arts, which were cast as a diversion fueled by "selfishness, egomania." Decades later, some women saw Offill's art monster as an invitation to deprogram, and they began to reclaim the self-involved artist "not as a villain, but as an aspiration," as Willa Paskin wrote. Today, many observers remain stuck on the same question: Are women artists selfish enough?

Read: It's okay to like good art by bad people

Sabine, the protagonist of Ella Baxter's bracing second novel, Woo Woo, certainly is. A conceptual artist living in Melbourne, Sabine is a textbook art monster who has, in her own words, "prostrated herself before the altar of art." Her life, she says, revolves around the making and study of art; she claims to spend most of her time in her home studio, at galleries, and in the pages of art-history books, though she also devotes an awful lot of it to scrolling on TikTok. At 38, she's found success (her CV boasts various grants and international exhibitions) and earned particular acclaim for her "gothic skins"--essentially, wearable life-size puppets that look like different versions of her and draw heavily from tropes of femininity (crone, siren, waitress, Venus). Sabine is ostensibly a feminist artist, but we never learn what moves her to make art in the first place; her work lacks a coherent politics. She describes one performance piece, in which she wears a gothic skin called Perimenopausal and sits in a self-dug hole next to a freeway, as having "something to do with the patriarchy, something to do with capitalism."

Woo Woo takes place in the addled week leading up to Sabine's "career-defining" solo exhibition, a series of self-portraits called Fuck You, Help Me. The bold title conceals artistic ambivalence: Sabine confesses to her gallerist that she is "a bit hazy on what 'Fuck You, Help Me' is technically about." As the show nears, anxiety over its reception consumes her. Then things get weird: She begins receiving visits from the ghost of the experimental artist Carolee Schneemann and troubling correspondence from a potential stalker. Delusions of grandeur follow. She harasses a TikTok commenter who calls her work "Not good art," watches porn in a McDonald's, defecates in her backyard. At the behest of her gallery, she hosts TikTok livestreams to promote the exhibition, each video capturing her deterioration. Her husband, Constantine, remarks, "I swear the week you exhibit is like watching someone go through a prolonged psychosis."

Sabine's mental state is perhaps, in part, a response to the demands placed on contemporary artists. To find success in a crowded field with dwindling resources, Baxter's novel suggests, being a creative genius is not enough. You must also be a jockeying careerist. Making art demands introspection; promoting it, though, requires performance, if not outright salesmanship. This conflict pervades Woo Woo. During a gallery-mandated livestream, Sabine declares that she is "wary of the pressure to market myself instead of my art," yet she's also keen on "differentiating herself" from the other artists her gallery represents. Later, ahead of an interview with a major art magazine, she calibrates her brand: Should she introduce herself as a "creative mongrel" or first acknowledge "the privilege of being a celebrated artist in this economy"? When the interviewer arrives, he lobs open-ended questions--"Where do your ideas come from?" "What about your drive to create?"--but demands "instant answers."

Sabine's response to these competing expectations is to turn self-promotion into an extension of her art. The first time we meet her, she's directing Constantine as he takes photos of her to publicize the exhibition: "Pure, uncompromising rigour is needed to make transcendent, supernatural art," she declares vaguely as she poses. She doesn't even mind doing the livestreams, because, as she says, "recording anything with a camera made it into art."

At its best, Woo Woo is a sharp, scathing satire of the monstrousness of the contemporary art world--namely, its competitiveness, pretensions, and suffocating insularity. Baxter has an acerbic pen, aided by an ear for dialect--she wields both internet- and therapy-speak, not to mention the willfully opaque language of the art world, to great effect in skewering her target. You needn't be a selfish monster to make art, Baxter posits, but you may well become one in the process of promoting what you've made.

Woo Woo also wrings the glamour out of art monsterdom, complicating the feminist reclamation of this typically male cultural figure. Sabine is insufferable--a bad spouse and a bad friend, simultaneously needy and negligent. And despite her self-proclaimed devotion to her art, we never get the sense that her work is all that good. What's more, Baxter casts her relationship with feminism as questionable at best through her interactions with her husband. Constantine is superhumanly supportive of Sabine (he is as steadfast as his name suggests), but Sabine resents his professional ambitions and co-opts the language of feminism to cast her personal grievance as a political concern: His career aspirations, she says, bear "all the hallmarks of the patriarchy."

Read: A powerful indictment of the art world

With her depiction of Sabine and Constantine's marriage, Baxter doesn't only push back on the claim (repeated by Offill's narrator and a recent spate of books) that husbands are the enemies of women's art. She questions just how empowering the art monster really is as a feminist symbol. A woman artist's decision to be selfish in pursuit of her work might understandably seem subversive and empowering, not to mention a sign of seriousness and commitment to one's craft. But a gender-flipped art monster isn't really all that radical; as Mairead Small Staid has smartly argued, the feminist reclamation of art monsterdom "doesn't upend the rules of a male-dominated canon but adheres to them" by perpetuating the dusty idea that artists should be held to different standards than other human beings. The novel's marketing copy alleges that it is "about what it means to make art as a woman," but Sabine's egomania conforms to that of the archetypal male artist; at one point, Baxter writes that Sabine can't "believe she was anything less than a young god," which that most famous art monster, Pablo Picasso, often told himself too.

In the novel's climax, Sabine attempts to make real her inner monstrousness. Using animal bones and raw parts from a butcher's shop, she transforms herself into a giant pig and confronts her stalker. The moment stands out as the first time we see Sabine feel truly called to create--that is, to make art for a reason beyond professional ambition or personal vanity. We see her struck by vision, sourcing the materials, executing the performance. We see the process behind the product. Perhaps underneath the monster is an artist after all.
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The Luxury Makeover of the Worst Pastry on Earth

How panettone, the once-reviled Italian Christmas treat, became a high-end commodity

by Ellen Cushing




On the internet, there exists a $102 loaf of bread that people talk about like it's a drug. It's a panettone--the fruitcake-adjacent yeasted bread that is traditional to Italy, and to Christmastime--and it is made by the California chef Roy Shvartzapel. Like most panettone, it looks like a giant muffin, with a dramatic domed top and gold-printed paper wrapping around its sides. It is, according to the box, "carefully crafted" by, among other things, "an endless drive to control time and nature, and a passion to please the senses." (Okay!) Dan Riesenberger, a panettone maker in Columbus, Ohio, told me Shvartzapel's version has "mind-blowing texture." Rachel Tashjian Wise, a fashion critic at The Washington Post, tried the one that Shvartzapel made for Gucci (!) last year and told me in an email that "it. is. spectacular," emphasis hers. A bakery TikToker, one of the many who have posted about Shvartzapel's product, described eating it as "a spiritual experience." I will take their word for it, because I have no way of knowing myself: Shvartzapel sold out of Christmas panettone on December 1.

People liking pastries is not really revolutionary, nor is the idea of internet fame for snacks. But the weird thing about this one is that people do not really like panettone, generally or historically speaking. At their best, the panettoni I've had were forgettable; otherwise, they were dense, sweet, stale, cloying, and aggressively perfumed, like a dry sponge that had spent too much time in a Bath & Body Works. In 2013, The Guardian ran a story headlined "Save Us From Panettone--The Festive Delicacy Nobody Likes." A few years later, Lovin Malta, which bills itself as Malta's biggest online publication, called the local luxury "literally the worst thing on the face of the earth." Even people who have devoted their lives to panettone acknowledge that it has an image problem. Riesenberger called it "a regiftable item"; Shvartzapel told me that when he first started selling his panettoni, in 2015, many people wondered who would spend so much money on a product that "nobody in America even likes."

The problem with most panettone, the fancy panettone guys will tell you, is not the panettone--it's the mass production. Good panettone is finicky and labor intensive, made in a multiday, multiphase process: fermenting, rising, mixing, rising, mixing, shaping, cutting, baking, hanging upside down like a bat so its top doesn't cave in while it cools--each stage of which can conceivably go wrong. Structures collapse; starters get overly acidic; dough rises too much, or not enough, or unevenly, or oddly. "Every time, it humbles you," Riesenberger said. Brian Francis, a writer and home cook based in Toronto, tried making one three years ago; "in short," he told me, "it was a journey into hell." Many grocery-store panettoni are produced in large quantities using cheap ingredients, then stored for months before being sold for Christmas. This makes them dry, or necessitates the use of preservatives, or more likely both. A Riesenberger panettone, which sells for $105, requires $20 in ingredients--local pasture-raised eggs, high-quality chocolate, wild yeast, special Italian flour he hunts down online--and about four days of skilled labor and close attention to make, before it is shipped fresh.

Read: The simple secret of French baking

Certain fetish foods have a life cycle: They are hated, and then they are elevated by well-meaning obsessives via the use of premium ingredients and better production techniques, and then liking these foods becomes a symbol of taste and sophistication, of being in on something. "Getting it," in the figurative sense, becomes as much a prize as having it, in the material sense. "You see the unboxing videos, and it starts this spiral effect of: I need to try this, I need to understand what's going on here," the food influencer Katie Zukhovich told me. "I don't think people can imagine that panettone is so good because it's always been so fine."

We've done this before. Canned fish was depressing before a few savvy, Millennial-oriented brands started putting high-quality seafood in beautiful containers, after which "hot girls eat tinned fish" became something people would actually say out loud. Licorice, one of the universally most reviled flavors known to the human tongue, is now the subject of endless video taste tests after having received a European glow-up. Panettone was the worst thing on Earth, and then it was redeemed.

Now we are in the third phase of the trend: The market is saturated, both with very good versions and also with mediocre but well-branded ones, and also with different products that are not food at all but that signal insider status in the same way that a tote bag printed with anchovies does. As I write this, TikTok contains more than 60,000 videos hashtagged #panettone. Gucci sells a $140 panettone, though it is no longer baked by Schvartzapel; Dolce & Gabbana and Moschino also sell them, in partnership with Italian manufacturers. Online gift guides are lousy with it, as are specialty food shops. Last winter, Anthropologie sold a panettone-shaped candle for $98. When I got on the phone with Stephen Zagor, an adjunct professor of food entrepreneurship at Columbia University, he told me that "it seems like panettone is taking on a life in excess of itself."

An expensive panettone does not really need to taste good, even though many do. "Food is two things," Zagor said. "It is what exists in reality, and it is the image that we create online and how we perceive it. And they're not always the same ... People buy the ethereal and not the reality." In his classes, Zagor talks about "taking the common and making it special, and taking the special and making it common": creating a product that's decadent but not too inaccessible, one that appeals both to the top of the market and to its aspirational underclass. A hundred bucks is an awful lot to spend on a snack, but if you think of premium panettone not as food, exactly, but as entry into a certain consumer stratum--one that is discerning, sophisticated, and at least a little rich--it's a bargain.

No wonder high-end clothing companies have gotten in on panettone. It is, the fashion writer Becky Malinsky told me in an email, "a digestible (no pun intended!) way to gift an easily recognizable luxury name without spending, say, $2,300 on a handbag." High-fashion panettone allows brand-conscious consumers to own an otherwise unattainable label, and clout-conscious fashion houses to participate in a trend popular among young, influential people, without diluting their brands--panettone is, after all, still a fussy, old-world, high-priced Italian good, just one that happens to be handcrafted out of flour and sugar instead of silk or leather.

Read: Something weird is happening with Caesar salads

Dolce & Gabbana's panettone is manufactured in Sicily by a 71-year-old company and then shipped worldwide inside chic little collectible tins with a hand-painted look. A few weeks ago, I ordered one. It was the size of your average single-serve coffee-shop pastry and cost me $44.95 before shipping. It was dramatically more expensive than the grocery-store panettone I'd bought for comparison purposes--45 cents a gram versus 2.2 cents a gram--and marginally more delicious, which was really not very delicious at all.

Clearly, I had played myself. My ultra-fancy panettone--the one that looked and was expensive, the one that bore the outward signals we've come to associate with high quality and traditional craft--was all the things that the fancy panettone guys had warned me to avoid: It had been mass-produced and was filled with preservatives and other ingredients few nonnas would recognize. (Maybe, in retrospect, I should have been tipped off by the fact that it was available on Amazon Prime.) But I had bought the $45 muffin, and I wanted it to transform me: For a minute there, I began to convince myself that maybe panettone just tastes that way and I was the problem.

A few days later, one of Riesenberger's panettoni arrived in the mail. It was nearly a foot tall, with a crackly, almond-sugar topping; deep pockets of rich chocolate and pistachio; and a texture simultaneously dense like custard and light like clouds. I finally got it, and I finally get it. His panettone was as different from the other two as watching a movie about a drug trip is to doing the drugs yourself. It was spectacular--emphasis very much mine.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/12/good-panettone-luxury-fashion/681077/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In Praise of Mercy

Clemency is a tool for correcting the vengeful tendency to punish rather than forgive.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Earlier this month, nearly 1,500 Americans found themselves the recipients of very good news: President Joe Biden had granted them executive clemency. Thirty-nine were given full pardons. "America was built on the promise of possibility and second chances," the White House's press release read. "As President, I have the great privilege of extending mercy to people who have demonstrated remorse and rehabilitation." Biden's office was at pains to clarify that while the president had shown mercy, he hadn't shown too much mercy. Those receiving clemency in the form of commutations were all under home confinement only, and those receiving pardons had all been convicted of nonviolent criminal offenses. Almost two weeks prior, Biden had also pardoned his son Hunter, who had been convicted of gun-related felonies and was facing tax charges. Hunter received the full measure of presidential mercy.

Blowback came swiftly in both instances. Biden was denounced for pardoning his son, because he reneged on prior commitments not to interfere in Hunter's cases and also because Democrats worried that the move would provide Donald Trump with ammunition for his claims of Democratic corruption as well as justification for his own planned pardons. The president and his team likely expected as much.

What they might not have expected was for the public to react so angrily to the bigger batch of commutations and pardons. Citing clemency picks she disagreed with, Senator Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota called for pardon reform, suggesting that the job be outsourced to a review committee tasked with making recommendations. She wasn't the only one disappointed with Biden's selections--online outrage surrounded the commutation of the ex-judge Michael Conahan's sentence, who had accepted cash kickbacks from a juvenile detention center for sentencing minors to time behind bars. Conahan was sentenced to 17 and half years in prison, then was released to home confinement during the pandemic, and is now free.   "I am shocked and I am hurt," Sandy Fonzo, the mother of a boy who had committed suicide after being placed in a center by Conahan, said in a statement. "Conahan's actions destroyed families, including mine, and my son's death is a tragic reminder of the consequences of his abuse of power. This pardon feels like an injustice for all of us who still suffer."

She's right, in a way. Mercy is often at odds with justice. Justice means each person receiving their due; mercy means withholding a merited punishment--one can't exactly have mercy on someone who has done no wrong, as that would be simply giving them their due. Mercy can be right or wrong, but in theory as well as in practice, it isn't especially interested in being fair; it registers as inegalitarian and arbitrary. Justice, in contrast, is partially defined by fairness. Biden's latest efforts in this domain have therefore struck some as unjust.

But it's also the case that a more capacious understanding of justice sometimes requires mercy. That is why Biden should heed another call for clemency--this time commuting the death sentences of all 40 people on federal death row to life sentences instead. That, in my view, would serve to correct unfairness in the capital-punishment regime. Justice here demands something beyond simple fairness; it also asks for mercy to perfect its completion. Even if these sentences are in some sense appropriate, as many argue, mercy serves a more profound justice than the kind meted out by simple deserts.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Any parent would have done the same

Last week, the ACLU released a collection of dozens of letters from individuals, groups, and organizations all asking that Biden step in. Many of the letters pointed out that the death penalty is applied unfairly, especially where race and skin color are concerned. That capital punishment in America is a racist institution is indisputably true--the only question is what to do about it. Supporters of capital punishment generally speak of reforming death-penalty proceedings to create more equitable outcomes, but they never seem to propose laws aimed at doing so; even if they did, people already sentenced to death would still face execution. Clemency is made for just this sort of situation, wherein existing law has no other remedy for unfairness in the judicial process. In that sense, mercy can act in service of justice, rather than against it.

It's also the case that there is more to justice than fairness, even by Joe Biden's own lights. A letter sent by the Catholic Mobilizing Network asked Biden to take to heart Pope Francis's calls for "forgiveness, reconciliation, and an end to every form of death penalty," and "to act in the spirit of mercy and the kind of justice that upholds the dignity of all life, no matter the harm one has caused or suffered." This kind of justice places paramount value on human life with fairness as a subordinate but influential good. It reckons what is due to a person differently than more narrow notions of justice.

American society tends to favor swift and harsh punishments; it recoils from mercy. Our problem is not and has never been too much mercy, but rather too little. Clemency is an opportunity to correct for this militant and vengeful tendency.

None of this portends a favorable response from the public were Biden to take this step; in fact, these commutations would almost guarantee the opposite, as federal death row includes Dylann Roof, the gunman responsible for murdering nine Black churchgoers studying the Bible in the 2015 shooting at Mother Emanuel AME in Charleston, South Carolina; Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, one of the Boston Marathon attackers whose pressure-cooker bombs took the lives of three and injured 281; and Robert Bowers, who murdered 11 people during morning services at the Tree of Life synagogue in 2018 in Pittsburgh. The rest of the list comprises people convicted of less infamous crimes (several, for instance, murdered prison guards) but who are still guilty of terrible things--worse than anything done by anyone Biden has pardoned so far. Clemency in these 40 cases would entitle Biden to the legacy of a true humanitarian, but could equally damn him to infamy as a feckless bleeding heart who gave Republicans a parting gift on his way out the door. Mercy is something done not for oneself, but for other people. And if Biden's clemency won't ever be applauded in history, then it will be in eternity.
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How Liberal America Came to Its Senses

The period of left-wing illiberalism that began about a decade ago seems to have drawn to a close. The final cause of death was the reelection of Donald Trump.

by Jonathan Chait




A decade ago, cultural norms in elite American institutions took a sharply illiberal turn. Professors would get disciplined, journalists fired, ordinary people harassed by social-media mobs, over some decontextualized phrase or weaponized misunderstanding. Every so often, I would write about these events or the debates that they set off.

But I haven't written about this phenomenon in a long time, and I recently realized why: because it isn't happening any more. Left-wing outrage mobs might still form here or there, but liberal America has built up enough antibodies that they no longer have much effect. My old articles now feel like dispatches from a distant era.

The beginning and end of any cultural moment is difficult to pin down. But the period of left-wing illiberalism that began about a decade ago seems to have drawn to a close. None of the terms or habits will disappear completely; after all, anti-Communist paranoia continued to circulate on the right for decades even after the era of McCarthyism ended in 1954. Nonetheless, the hallmarks of this latest period--the social-media mobbings, the whispered conversations among liberal onlookers too frightened to object--have disappeared from everyday life. The era lasted almost exactly 10 years. The final cause of death was the reelection of Donald Trump.

The illiberal norms that took hold a decade ago have gone by many terms, including political correctness, callout culture, cancel culture, and wokeness--each of which has been co-opted by the right as an all-purpose epithet for liberalism, forcing left-of-center critics of the trend to search for a new, uncontaminated phrase. The norms combined an almost infinitely expansive definition of what constituted racism or sexism--any accusation of bigotry was considered almost definitionally correct--with a hyperbolic understanding of the harm created by encountering offensive ideas or terms.

Whatever you want to call it, two main forces seem to have set this movement in motion. The political precondition was the giddy atmosphere that followed Barack Obama's 2012 reelection, which appeared, based on exit polls--although these were later found to have been misleading--to reveal a rising cohort of young, socially liberal nonwhite voters whose influence would continue to grow indefinitely. The rapid progression of causes like gay marriage seemed to confirm a one-way ratchet of egalitarian social norms.

The technological precondition was the rapid adoption of iPhones and social media, which allowed the memetic spread of new ideas and terms. Twitter in particular was the perfect forum for political correctness to flourish. It favored morally uncomplicated positions. It encouraged activists and clout-seekers to gain audience share and political influence by mustering braying crowds to render summary judgment on the basis of some fragment of video or text. The instant consensus that formed on Twitter felt like reality to those absorbed inside of it, an illusion that would take years to dispel.

Numerous analyses have identified 2014 as the year when the trend achieved exit velocity. It was in December 2013 that Justine Sacco, a publicist with only 170 Twitter followers at the time, dashed off a clumsy tweet attempting to make light of her white privilege before getting on a flight to South Africa. By the time she landed, a social-media mob was calling for her to lose her job, a request that her employer soon obliged. That same year, #cancelcolbert swept through social media, in response to a tweet by The Colbert Report that used cartoonishly over-the-top Asian stereotypes to make fun of the obvious racism of the Washington Redskins. Stephen Colbert wasn't canceled, but the premise that one misplaced joke could be punished with a firing was now taken seriously. (Both cases also demonstrated social-media mobs' difficulty distinguishing irony from sincerity.) That spring, Michelle Goldberg wrote possibly the first column diagnosing the rise of what she called "the return of the anti-liberal left" for The Nation.

The censorious elements of the new culture could be hard to acknowledge at a time when many of the same energies were being directed at deserving targets--most notably, police mistreatment of Black Americans (#handsupdontshoot) and sexual harassment and assault of women in the workplace (#MeToo). Partly for that reason, or out of a general discomfort with criticizing their allies, some progressives insisted either that nothing new was afoot in the culture and that reactionaries were manufacturing a moral panic out of thin air, or alternatively that there was something new, but it merely involved overdue accountability (or "consequence culture") for racist and sexist behavior.

Over time, both defenses grew untenable. Student protesters began routinely demanding that figures they disapproved of be prohibited from speaking on campus or, when that failed, shouting down their remarks. Seemingly innocent comments could generate wild controversy. In 2015, for example, Yale erupted in protest after a lecturer suggested that a school-wide email cautioning students about offensive Halloween costumes was infantilizing.

Jennifer Miller: What college students really think about cancel culture

Donald Trump's election in 2016 accelerated the dynamic. Everything about Trump's persona seemed to confirm the left's most dire warnings. He gleefully objectified women and had boasted about groping them. He made statements deemed racist even by fellow Republicans and inspired active support from white nationalists. And yet, at the same time, his victory seemed tenuous and reversible. He had squeaked into office on the tailwinds of a hyperventilated email scandal, and still lost the national vote by two percentage points.

The prevailing interpretation among Democrats was that Hillary Clinton had lost because she had failed to turn out enough nonwhite voters. The key to energizing those constituencies, many liberals believed, was to ramp up identity-based appeals to drive home the stakes of Trump's racism and misogyny. The retrograde behaviors Trump exhibited were simultaneously threatening enough to present a crisis, yet vulnerable enough to be defeated if the opposition could summon enough energy.

That energy took many forms, not all of them equally productive. Protesters tried to shut down campus appearances by right-wing speakers such as the provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos and the conservative race-science theorist Charles Murray. These tactics ignored the possibility that any charge of racism might be erroneous, or that it might be possible to overreact to its scale, and had no limiting principle.

Inevitably, the scope of targets widened. Harvard fired the first Black faculty dean in its history after students protested his work for Harvey Weinstein's legal defense, establishing a new norm that the sins of misogynists and racists would now attach to the defense lawyers who represent them. Censoriousness also applied retroactively. In 2019, the comedian Sarah Silverman said she was fired from a movie over a resurfaced 2007 photo from a sketch in which her oblivious character wore ludicrously offensive blackface in an effort to see whether Black or Jewish people faced worse treatment. (The whole joke was that she mistook angry reactions to her racist getup for anti-Black discrimination; once again, a satirical take on racism was treated as racism itself.) A NASCAR driver lost a sponsorship over a report that his father had used the N-word--in the 1980s.

This is just a tiny sample of the kinds of events that had become routine. If you think we are still living in that world today, you have forgotten how crazy things got.

The mania peaked in 2020. By this point, Twitter's influence had reached a level where large swaths of reporting in major newspapers were simply accounts of what Twitter was talking about. When the coronavirus pandemic struck, social media almost totally eclipsed real life--especially for liberals, who were much likelier than conservatives to stick with social distancing. This gave the summary judgments delivered by online crowds a new, inescapable force. George Floyd's murder seemed to confirm the starkest indictment of systemic racism. Progressive Americans, many of them white and newly aware of the extent of racism in American life, set out to eradicate it. Much of that energy, however, was trained not outward, at racist police officers or residential segregation patterns, but inward, at the places where those progressives lived and worked.

Many of the most famous and consequential cancellations played out during this period. A New York Times op-ed by Senator Tom Cotton calling for deploying the National Guard to stop riots was deemed "dangerous" by Times staffers, leading to the ouster of James Bennet, the editorial-page editor. Bennet's critics insisted that Cotton's argument would pave the way for attacks on peaceful protesters, but even criticizing violence became risky behavior in progressive circles. The Democratic data analyst David Shor lost his job after retweeting a study by a Black academic suggesting that violent demonstrations had helped Richard Nixon's campaign in 1968.

In classic witch-hunt logic, the guilt often spread to those who failed to join in the condemnations of others. In June 2020, The Washington Post published a surreal story about how its cartoonist, Tom Toles, had hosted a Halloween Party two years earlier in which one attendee had shown up dressed as "Megyn Kelly in blackface." (The costume, intended to lampoon Kelly for her comments defending blackface, did not go over well at the time, and the designer apologized shortly afterward.) The article, which resulted in Toles's guest being fired from her job as a graphic designer, implied that Toles was guilty of secondhand racism for not confronting her. The next summer, a contestant on The Bachelor was found to have attended an antebellum-themed fraternity party during college, and when the show's longtime host defended her as having been caught up in rapidly changing social norms, the ensuing uproar forced him out of his job. (Again, these cases reflect just a tiny sample.)

But by late 2021, with COVID in abeyance and Joe Biden occupying the presidency, things began calming down quickly. Trump's (temporary) disappearance from the political scene deescalated the sense of crisis that had fueled the hysteria. And Elon Musk's disastrous 2022 Twitter takeover accelerated the decline. By driving away much of Twitter's audience and suppressing the virality of news reports and left-leaning posts, Musk inadvertently shattered the platform's monopolistic hold on the political attention economy, negating the most important arena for identifying and punishing dissidents.

The aftermath of the October 7, 2023, attack on Israel further chipped away at the foundations of left-wing illiberalism by showing how easily its premises could be co-opted by the other side. Many Jews who had previously supported the left's approach to racial issues began to apprehend that their allies considered them oppressors, rather than the oppressed. Meanwhile, the response from supporters of Israel turned the cancel-culture debate on its head. In the face of anti-Israel protests, congressional Republicans hauled several university presidents into hearings, where they were berated and urged to adopt sweeping policies not only against anti-Semitic conduct, but against any speech that made Jewish students feel threatened. Suddenly, the rhetoric of safety and harm that had been used by the left was being deployed against it, and principled free-speech defenders were sticking up for the right of protestors to chant "Death to Israel." This put even more strain on the already unraveling consensus that allegations of racial discrimination must be treated with total deference.

Conor Friedersdorf: How October 7 changed America's free-speech Culture

In the end, progressive illiberalism may have died because the arguments against it simply won out. Although a handful of post-liberal thinkers on the left made an earnest case against the value of free-speech norms, deflections were much more common. It was just the antics of college undergraduates. When it began happening regularly in workplaces, the real problem was at-will employment. And, above all, why focus on problems with the left when Republicans are worse? None of these evasions supplied any concrete defense for sustaining dramatic, widely unpopular culture change. Eventually, reason prevailed.

Much of blue America is now experiencing a determined reaction against the excesses of that bygone period. Many important organizations that had cooperated with mob-driven cancellations came to experience regret, installing new leaders or standards in an explicit attempt to avoid a recurrence. The New York Times, perhaps liberal America's most influential institution, has made a series of moves reflecting implicit regret at its treatment of figures like Bennet and the science writer Donald McNeil, including publishing a pro-free-speech editorial and defying demands by activists and writers that it stop skeptically covering youth gender treatment.

Corporations have pulled back on the surge in spending on diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives that began in 2020, and some universities may follow. Many elite universities have stopped requiring job applicants to submit DEI statements, which have been widely criticized as a de facto ideological screening device. The sociologist Musa al-Gharbi has found that the upsurge in attention by scholars and journalists to race and gender bias peaked a few years ago, as did reports of cancellations.

One interpretation of these shifts, suggested by the conservative Times columnist Ross Douthat, is that the trend has merely settled in at an elevated plateau. The repressive machinery might be less fearsome than it was a few years ago, but it is still far more terrifying than in, say, 2010.

I believe that the illiberal-left movement has not merely declined. It is dead, or at least barely breathing. When was the last time you saw a social-media mob have any effect outside social media? Who is the last person to be publicly shamed and unjustly driven out of their high-status job over some misunderstood joke or stray comment? Indeed, the roster of cancellation victims has not only stopped growing, but begun ticking downward. Five years ago, Saturday Night Live fired the comedian Shane Gillis before his first appearance on the show in response to outrage over offensive jokes he had made on a podcast. This past February, he was brought back as a guest host. David Shor, who lost his job in 2020 for suggesting that violence is politically counterproductive, helped direct advertising by the Democratic Party's most powerful super PAC this year.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Is wokeness one big power grab?

Douthat and other critics of left-wing illiberalism suggest that bureaucratized diversity represents a kind of consolidated machinery of the social revolution. But this misses the sheer hysteria that was the hallmark of the cancellation era. What made social-media mobs so fearsome was the randomness of their actions, and the panicked submission that often followed. Bureaucracy, however annoying it can be, inherently involves process. A corporate department is unlikely to terminate an employee simply because he was guilty of a "bad look" or failed to "read the room," or any other buzzword that once swiftly turned people into nonpersons.

One reason the demise of political correctness has failed to register fully is that critics have redefined it as "wokeness." And wokeness can mean a lot of things, some of them noble, some of them silly. Land acknowledgments are woke. Hate Has No Place Here yard signs are woke. But those forms of wokeness are not illiberal or coercive.

The left-wing ideas about race and gender that spawned the recent era of progressive illiberalism remain in circulation, but this fact should not be confused for the phenomenon itself. The repressive effect of political correctness may spring from ideological soil, but it requires other elements in order to grow and spread. And the political atmosphere that fostered the conditions of 2014-24 has grown chilly.

Many anti-political correctness moderates feared that another Trump victory would revive left-wing illiberalism, just as it had in 2016. Instead, the immediate response on the left has been almost diametrically opposite. Rather than confirming the most sweeping condemnations of American social hierarchy, Trump's second election has confounded them.

This time around, Trump managed to win the popular vote, making his victory seem less flukish. More important, he won specifically thanks to higher support among nonwhite voters. This result upended the premise that undergirded political correctness, which treated left-wing positions about social issues as objectively representing the interests of people of color. Now that the election had confirmed that those positions alienated many minority voters themselves, doubts that had only been whispered before could be shouted in public more easily. On Morning Joe, for example, Mika Brzezinski read aloud a Maureen Dowd column blaming the defeat on "a worldview of hyper-political correctness, condescension and cancellation" that featured "diversity statements for job applicants and faculty lounge terminology like 'Latinx,' and 'BIPOC.'"

Establishment Democrats were not alone in reaching such conclusions. "We have to make it OK for someone to change their minds," Rodrigo Heng-Lehtinen, the executive director of Advocates for Transgender Equality, told The New York Times. "We cannot vilify them for not being on our side. No one wants to join that team." Cassie Pritchard, a labor activist in Los Angeles, conceded on X that the left had miscalculated. "I think there was a time where it felt like the liberal-left coalition had essentially won the culture war, and now it was simply a matter of enforcement," she wrote. "But that's clearly wrong. We didn't, and a lot of us overestimated our power to enforce our preferred norms."

Once political correctness had expanded to the point where it could affect candidates for office at a national scale, it would inevitably begin to self-destruct. A small group of committed activists can dominate a larger organization by intimidating a majority of its members into silence, but that tactic doesn't work when people can vote by secret ballot.

Trump's success reveals the limits of a political strategy that was designed to impose control over progressive spaces on the implicit assumption that controlling progressive spaces was enough to bring about political change. What will come after the era of political correctness within the left is, hopefully, a serious effort to engage with political reality. While the illiberal left is in retreat, the illiberal right is about to attain the height of its powers--and, alarmingly, some of the institutions that once gave in too easily to left-wing mobs are now racing to appease the MAGA movement. A new era of open discourse in progressive America cannot begin soon enough.
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A Mysterious Health Wave Is Breaking Out Across the U.S.

America is suddenly getting healthier. No one knows why.

by Derek Thompson




Americans are unusually likely to die young compared with citizens of other developed countries. The U.S. has more fatalities from gun violence, drug overdoses, and auto accidents than just about any other similarly rich nation, and its obesity rate is about 50 percent higher than the European average. Put this all together and the U.S. is rightly considered a "rich death trap" for its young and middle-aged citizens, whose premature death is the leading reason for America's unusually short lifespans.

But without much media fanfare, the U.S. has recently experienced a boomlet in good health news. In May 2024, the U.S. government reported that drug-overdose deaths fell 3 percent from 2022 to 2023, a rare bright spot in a century of escalating drug deaths. In June, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration reported that traffic fatalities continued to decline after a huge rise in 2020 and 2021--and that this happened despite a rise in total vehicle miles traveled. In September, the U.S. government announced that the adult-obesity rate had declined in its most recent count, which ended in August 2023. Also in September, FBI analysis confirmed a double-digit decline in the national murder rate.

Read: America fails the civilization test

How rare is this inside straight of good news? Some government estimates--such as rates of obesity and overdose deaths--have reporting lags of one to two years, meaning that these causes of mortality are not necessarily all currently declining. Still, by my count, this year marks the first time in the 21st century that obesity, overdose deaths, traffic fatalities, and murders all declined in the official data analysis. The level of premature death in the U.S. is still unacceptably high. But progress isn't just about where you are; it's also about what direction you're going in. And by the latter definition, 2024 was arguably the best year for American health reports in decades.

It would be convenient--for both efficient punditry and public-policy clarity--if a small number of factors explained all of these trends. After all, if we could isolate a handful of lessons, we could carry them forward and unleash a golden age of American health. Unfortunately, reality is messy and does not always comport with our preference for simple explanations.

Take, for example, the decrease in overdose deaths, which might be the most surprising news of the bunch. "This is the largest decline we've seen in recent data, going back at least back to 1999, which is remarkable because overdoses have been going up so steadily," Charles Fain Lehman, a fellow at the Manhattan Institute, told me. But the exact cause of the decline is mysterious. "I could tell you a policy story," he said, "such as the fact that we've made it easier for people to access drug-addiction treatment and we've significantly expanded the availability of Narcan"--an opioid antagonist that rapidly reverses the effects of overdose.

Read: An anti-overdose drug is getting stronger. Maybe that's a bad thing?

But Lehman said he's not convinced that these policy changes explain all--or even most--of the decline in overdose deaths. "Most of the evidence suggests that the effect size of these interventions should be small and universal across states," he said. "But instead the U.S. is seeing a decline in overdose deaths that is both large and geographically concentrated in the East, where the overdose crisis started."

According to Lehman, these facts point to other explanations. Maybe the overdose surge is burning out on its own. Drug waves tend to crest and fall in the absence of a coordinated policy response, because the people most likely to get hooked on any one generation of deadly drugs can't remain indefinitely addicted--they either recover, seek treatment, or die. Or maybe a surge in suicides in 2021 created an unusual and unsustained spike in mortality. "This is grim, but for lack of a better phrase, folks who died during the pandemic can't die later, and so maybe we should have always expected overdose deaths to decline" after the COVID crisis, he said.

Another possibility is that the fentanyl available on the street became weaker because of relatively lax immigration enforcement under the Biden administration. "There's an idea known as the 'iron law of prohibition,' which says that the more intensive the law enforcement, the more intense the drug," Lehman said. Perhaps as the risk of contraband confiscation at the border declined, cartels adjusted by moving more units of narcotics across the border while switching to a less concentrated product on a per-unit basis.

The frequency of maybes and perhapses in the above paragraphs makes my point. The decline in overdose deaths was either the direct result of good policy, the ironic result of bad policy, the mathematically inevitable result of lots of addicts dying during the peak pandemic years, or some combination of all three. Celebrating a nice-looking chart is much easier than understanding exactly what is making the line change direction.

A similar theme of uncertainty holds for the obesity story. This fall, the National Health and Nutrition Examination reported that the prevalence of obesity among U.S. adults declined from 41.9 percent to 40.3 percent in its latest sample of several thousand individuals. "Obesity prevalence is potentially plateauing in the United States," one CDC official told The Washington Post. "We may have passed peak obesity," the Financial Times' John Burn-Murdoch wrote of the news.

Read: The 'peak obesity' illusion

Obesity has declined before by the government's count, only to continue rising within a few years. One reason to think that this time is different is the rise of GLP-1 drugs, such as Ozempic and Mounjaro, which are remarkably adept at reducing appetite, leading to weight loss. Roughly one in eight Americans has taken a GLP-1 drug, and one in 16 is currently doing so, according to a survey by the health nonprofit KFF. It seems inevitable that as more Americans take therapies that put a lid on their appetite, obesity should mechanically decline.

Another possibility is that the developed world might be running up against a natural limit in overall obesity. In 2023, a team of Greek researchers wrote that obesity rates might stabilize in developed countries in the next few years, as "obesity has reached a biological limit ... [or] a saturation threshold for the proportion of people who can become obese." In fact, international evidence suggests that obesity has already "stabilized in children and adolescents of most economically advanced countries since 2000," they wrote. (They also conceded that "the trends in adults are mixed and ambiguous and do not unequivocally support the obesity plateau hypothesis.")



Finally, there's the sudden decline in violent crime in the past few years--by some accounts, one of the fastest declines in homicide rates since the 1960s. One explanation is that the early 2020s marked the second time in a decade when the U.S. experienced the double whiplash of what some sociologists call the "Ferguson effect." This theory holds that public outrage about police shootings reduces police activity and leads to an increase in violent crime. Adherents of this theory argue that in 2014, the death of Michael Brown created a backlash against policing, and in 2020, the death of George Floyd created another; in both cases, a high-profile killing created social unrest, which, they argue, may also have reduced police activity, possibly causing an overall increase in violent crime. As the health emergency wound down, policing picked up, and the spell of violence broke.

Another related explanation is that violent crime surged when lockdowns and other social disruptions unmoored young men from their routines in 2020 and 2021. But in the "great normalization" of 2022, young people returned to their pre-COVID schedules, and violent behavior quickly reverted to its pre-COVID rates. As John Roman, the director of the Center on Public Safety and Justice at NORC at the University of Chicago, told The Atlantic's Roge Karma, the beginning of the decline in violent crime coincided with the beginning of the 2022-23 school year, when pre-pandemic norms resumed for America's teenagers.

This theory--that the pandemic created a brief bubble of abnormal and deadly behavior--would also explain why the U.S. saw an increase in auto fatalities during the first years of the pandemic. In March 2022, The Atlantic's Olga Khazan summarized the berserk sociology of the moment pithily: "Everyone is acting so weird!" But, with time, people acted a little less weird. They resumed, among other things, their pre-pandemic manners of driving--that is to say, normally reckless, rather than completely out-of-control reckless.

Read: The murder rate is suddenly falling

Public policy may have played a small but meaningful role in declining crime and auto fatalities too. One creative explanation, from Bloomberg's Justin Fox, is that Joe Biden's American Rescue Plan sent hundreds of billions of dollars to governors and mayors, which allowed them to increase law-enforcement spending to crack down on both violent criminals and out-of-control drivers. In fact, state and local government spending increased in 2022 by nearly 8 percent, its largest annual increase since the Great Recession. This coincided with a voter push toward tougher policing standards, as "Minneapolis voters rejected a plan to replace the city's police department," "San Franciscans threw out their progressive district attorney," and "New Yorkers elected a former cop as mayor," Fox wrote.



At the heights of government power, there is currently a "rift" in the debate over "how to make America healthier," as Gina Kolata of The New York Times recently pointed out. On one side are techno-optimists such as Elon Musk, who trust in science and technology. "Nothing would do more to improve the health, lifespan and quality of life for Americans than making GLP inhibitors super low cost to the public," he posted on X. On the other side, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is deeply skeptical of technology--as varied as nuclear power plants and the polio vaccine--and he has stressed that "lifestyle" is the more important determinant of health.

Kennedy gets this much right: Our lifespans are shaped as much by our behavior as they are medically determined by the health-care system. But rather than scaremongering about effective vaccines, we should be laser-focused on the truly scary causes of premature death in America and what it really takes to eliminate them--and on figuring out what's gone right in the past few years.
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Why Online Returns Are a Hassle Now

Getting your money back is not as simple as it used to be.

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.


A few months ago, a men's suit jacket appeared on my doorstep. What I had actually ordered was a pink dress. I emailed the retailer, and thus began a weeks-long back-and-forth involving photos of the jacket, photos of tags, and check-ins with customer-service representatives. For the first time in my online-shopping life, I was facing a truly inconvenient return process. The company, it seemed, was going to great lengths to ensure I wasn't trying to defraud them.

After enjoying years of easy and free returns as the norm of online shopping, I was surprised by this experience. But perhaps I shouldn't have been: Retailers, dealing with the high costs of rampant returns since the start of the pandemic, plus a growing problem of return fraud, have begun to issue stricter, sometimes byzantine, return policies and processes over the past few years. You can return that shirt, an e-commerce site might say, but only within a 14-day window, or only for store credit. Yes, you can bring back that toaster, but you'll need to deliver it to a local shop--a practice that's known in industry terms as BORIS, or "buy online, return in store."

Return fraud--when people claim they never received a package that in fact arrived, or send back a shoebox full of rocks--is starting to mess with retailers' operations. To some extent, fraudsters have ruined the fun for rule-abiding customers. When companies put in place policies to deter the worst offenders, "average consumers get caught in that too," Sucharita Kodali, a retail analyst at Forrester, told me. (I saw that myself in my jacket-dress back-and-forth.) Still, fraud on its own didn't lead us here. Returns ballooned during the pandemic, when people were shopping online prodigiously, and have kept growing: Total returns are expected to hit nearly $900 billion in 2024, compared with $309 billion in 2019. The average return rate was about 8 percent in 2019, then almost 11 percent in 2020. By 2021, the rate was above 16 percent; that's about where returns are projected to be this year, too, according to surveys from the National Retail Federation and Happy Returns, a UPS company.

Free returns are the second-most-popular reason people shop with a given retailer, according to a 2024 Forrester survey (the first is free shipping). But stores are trying to make returns worth it for themselves, too. In addition to more complex return policies, some stores, such as REI, JCPenney, and DSW, are putting the onus on online shoppers by way of return or shipping fees (last year, one logistics company estimated that 40 percent of retailers were adding such fees). Restrictive return policies have the potential to deter shoppers, although it's too soon to say for certain if new rules have had any cumulative effect on shopping habits. Retailers need to balance the risk of some potentially annoyed customers with the massive costs of returns, Kodali noted. A single return of a $100 item can cost a store up to $30, according to one estimate--so this may be a trade-off brands are willing to make. And though people signal in surveys that they notice and care about free returns, shoppers may well gripe but keep spending.

The customer is famously always right--and for generations, going back to the early days of big-chain-store shopping, American retailers offered generous return policies in the hopes of keeping shoppers happy. People started getting accustomed to the idea that they could buy lots and return some (and that, in many cases, even a damaged or used item could be brought back in exchange for cash). The rise of Amazon and Zappos supercharged the dynamic of stores wooing shoppers to spend by absorbing the costs of returns. But in the current world of online retail--now that consumers are sending back more and more of what they buy online, totaling many billions of dollars in lost revenue for the stores--that logic has been tested.

The reality of returns is expensive, and it's also ugly. In many cases, your unwanted sandals or skirt won't be going to the next stylish customer. They are likely going in the trash--many retailers determine that the cost of vetting and repackaging merchandise is too high to be worth it. As Amanda Mull explained in The Atlantic in 2021, though some out-of-season or late-in-the-trend-cycle returned goods are sent to the T.J.Maxxes and Marshalls of the world for a second life, every year billions of pounds of returns are thrown away in the United States. Dealing with returns is so expensive and annoying that some 60 percent of retailers are issuing refunds and telling customers to just keep cheap goods rather than send them back.

Many shoppers aren't happy about seeing their free-returns rights rolled back. But the old way  was not sustainable in any sense of the word. The returns clampdown echoes the so-called end of the Millennial-lifestyle subsidy in the early 2020s, when services such as Uber were no longer subsidized by venture capitalists, and consumers had to pay full price for what they were once getting at a discount. Luring shoppers in with pricing perks and overconvenience can only last for so long. Eventually, reality sets in.

Related:

	The free-returns party is over.
 	The nasty logistics of returning your too-small pants




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Ukraine's hardest winter
 	The outrage over 100 Men only goes so far.
 	Trump has found the media's biggest vulnerability.
 	The pro-eating-disorder internet is back.




Today's News

	In a secret vote earlier this month, the House Ethics Committee agreed to release the report into the alleged misconduct and illegal activity of former Representative Matt Gaetz, according to CNN.
 	House Republicans released a report recommending that the FBI investigate former Representative Liz Cheney over her work on the January 6 subcommittee.
 	California declared a state of emergency over bird flu, which has been detected in 645 herds of dairy cattle in the state, according to officials. Governor Gavin Newsom called the decision a "proactive action."
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	You are cordially invited to be viciously interrogated by Lindsey Graham.
 	Gas will be the first big climate fight of the Trump era.
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12 Years Later, Two Different Tales of Grief for Sandy Hook Parents

By John Hendrickson

On the night of his daughter's death, Robbie Parker remembered the Christmas cards. Back at home, hours after his 6-year-old had been murdered in her classroom at Sandy Hook Elementary, he thought about the portrait: he and his wife Alissa, posing with their three little girls, Madeline, Samantha, and Emilie. Alissa had mailed all the cards the day before.
 Amid the shock and chaos, Robbie couldn't stand the thought of their friends and family opening the envelopes and seeing Emilie, his deceased first grader.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Universal Pictures



Watch (or skip). The Wild Robot (available to rent online) is a heartwarming but heavy-handed fable about the primacy of human values, Elvia Wilk writes.

Debate. Why do big families get such a bad rap? "I have many siblings. And in so many ways, my life is richer for it," Stephanie H. Murray 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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Trump Has Found the Media's Biggest Vulnerability

Most major media properties are tied to larger business interests that can benefit from government policy--or be harmed by it.

by Jonathan Chait




Now that the election is over, Donald Trump has returned to one of his most cherished pastimes: filing nuisance lawsuits. Abusing the legal system was a key precept of Trump's decades-long career as a celebrity business tycoon, and he kept it up, out of habit or perhaps enjoyment, during his first term as president.

The newest round of litigation is different. Trump has broadened his targets to include not just reporters and commentators but pollsters. On Monday, his lawyers filed an absurd lawsuit against the pollster J. Ann Selzer, accusing her of "election interference" and consumer fraud for a now-infamous poll released on the eve of the election that showed Trump losing to Kamala Harris in Iowa. (The lawsuit also names The Des Moines Register, which published the poll, and its parent company, Gannett, as defendants.) An even more important difference is the behavior of the targets of his threats. Unlike during his first term, when they mostly laughed off his ridiculous suits, much of the media's ownership class now seems inclined to submit.

Last Saturday, ABC News revealed that it had decided to settle a Trump lawsuit, donating $15 million to a future Trump presidential museum and paying $1 million in legal fees. The pretext for Trump's suit was an interview by George Stephanopoulos, a frequent Trump target, with Representative Nancy Mace, in which he said "Donald Trump has been found liable for rape by a jury." Stephanopoulos was describing a lawsuit in which the jury found that Trump had forcibly penetrated the writer E. Jean Carroll with his hands, but not with his penis--an act that is currently defined as rape under New York law, but that was not at the time the assault happened. This is an exceedingly narrow ground for a libel suit, not to mention an odd distinction upon which to stake a public defense. According to The New York Times, ABC decided to settle in part because Disney, its parent company, feared blowback.

ABC may not be alone in this. Since the prospect of a Trump restoration began to seem likely earlier this year, corporate titans have been transparently sucking up to him. Patrick Soon-Shiong, the billionaire owner of the Los Angeles Times, not only spiked that newspaper's endorsement of Harris, but since the election has demanded that an editorial expressing concern over Trump's Cabinet choices be balanced with opinions expressing the opposite view, according to multiple reports. The Washington Post's owner, Jeff Bezos, notoriously overruled his paper's planned endorsement of Harris as well. Bezos defended this decision as merely a poorly communicated and clumsily timed choice to halt presidential endorsements on journalistic principles that had nothing to do with Trump.

Paul Farhi: Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing

This would have been a reasonable editorial decision in the absence of context. The context, however, is that Trump intervened to stop the Pentagon from awarding a $10 billion contract to Amazon during his first term, and is in a position to dish out additional punishments to Bezos, including to his space business, during his second. Bezos has showered Trump with praise--"I'm actually very optimistic this time around," he said at an event earlier this month--which seems to undermine the rationale for stopping endorsements. How is it that a newspaper's editorial page endorsing a candidate exposes it to charges of bias, but public support by the owner for the president's agenda does not?

Amazon has pledged $1 million to Trump's inauguration committee. So has Meta, whose founder and CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, recently stood respectfully, with his hand over his heart, at a gathering at Mar-a-Lago as a recording of "The Star-Spangled Banner" performed by imprisoned defendants accused of participating in the January 6 insurrection played over the speakers. (According to reports, the identity of the singers was not announced, if you happen to think that would have made any difference in his behavior.)

The leverage point Trump has recognized is that most major media properties are tied to some larger fortune: Amazon, Disney, NantWorks (the technology conglomerate owned by Soon-Shiong), and so on. All those business interests benefit from government cooperation and can be harmed by unfavorable policy choices. Trump can threaten these owners because he mostly does not care about policy for its own sake, is able to bring Republicans along with almost any stance he adopts, and has no public-spirited image to maintain. To the contrary, he has cultivated a reputation for venality and corruption (his allies euphemistically call him "transactional"), which makes his strongman threats exceedingly credible.

What about the billionaires who don't own a legacy-media property? The idea of "Resistance" has fallen deeply out of fashion at the moment. But if any wealthy donors still care about defending free speech and democracy, they might consider a civil-defense fund for the less well-resourced targets of Trump's litigation spree--with the potential to expand into criminal defense once Trump officially takes over the Justice Department. The Register is unlikely to be the last small publication targeted by Trump. During the campaign, his mainstream Republican supporters explained away his repeated threats of revenge against his perceived enemies by insisting that he didn't really mean them. The latest flurry of absurd lawsuits makes clear that he very much does.
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They Really Mean It

The far-right internet is even more shocking in person.

by Ali Breland




Gavin McInnes, a co-founder of the Proud Boys, was extremely upset with me. He started listing things that I should feel (ashamed and terrible about myself) and that he wished would happen to me (trouble sleeping at night). "You should," he told me gravely and slowly, as though he were about to give me some very important advice, "slit your wrists."



The transgression I'd committed against him was being a journalist in his presence. I had just been introduced to McInnes at table 49 of the New York Young Republicans Club annual gala when he started laying into me. I hadn't even had the chance to ask him any questions. Several minutes later, he got into an argument with a New York Times reporter, whose notebook he grabbed and surreptitiously passed to another guest before storming off.



I hadn't come to get yelled at (though had I anticipated this happening). I'd done so because the event has become one of the most prominent gatherings in MAGA world, where fringe online trolls and members of far-right parties from across the world hang out with the GOP's power brokers. Two prominent members of the incoming Trump administration--Dan Scavino Jr., soon to be the deputy chief of staff, and senior adviser Corey Lewandowski--spoke at the event. Donald Trump's former attorney-general nominee, Matt Gaetz, milled around in the crowd. (After attending in person last year, Trump delivered remarks via phone this time around, in addition to a prerecorded video address in which he praised Gavin Wax, the club's president.)



The theme of the evening was revenge: During the forthcoming Trump administration, various speakers said, there would be hell to pay. Enemies of the state would be arrested and put in jail, or deported. The intensity of McInnes's disdain for the media was an outlier, but only barely. The media and Democrats "need to learn what populist nationalist power is on the receiving end," Steve Bannon, the former Trump adviser, said onstage in his keynote speech. "I mean investigations, trials, and then incarceration." Trump, he said, "has got a kind heart and big soul. But that's not us, right? We want retribution."



It would be tempting to write off this rhetoric as the ramblings of a fringe faction of the right--and with provocateur influencers such as Jack Posobiec, James O'Keefe, and Martin Shkreli in attendance, the fringe was there. But throughout the night, other speakers closer to the establishment spoke about their desire for vengeance, sometimes directed at the media and other times at immigrants, Democrats, and even the homeless. "I think we need more Daniel Pennys in this country, because we have far too many Jordan Neelys," incoming Representative Brandon Gill said during his remarks onstage, referring to the 26-year-old who had recently been acquitted of criminally negligent homicide after putting Neely in a fatal chokehold. (Neely, a homeless man with a history of mental illness, was reportedly threatening passengers on the subway.) Gill continued his speech by saying that Congress's success would be determined by the number of "illegal aliens that we deport over the next two years."



Trump and his supporters haven't exactly been quiet about their fantasies and promises. Trump talked about mass deportations all throughout the campaign, and has doubled down since his victory. But there is a meaningful difference between being aware of the rhetoric and truly experiencing its full force. As a reporter who covers the far-right internet, I've seen countless posts from people like Gill and Bannon talking about deporting as many immigrants as possible or incarcerating Democrats and the press. But to hear these men fervently say it and watch a crowd of more than 1,000 erupt into cheers and laughter in response added a new dimension. They don't just want policies, and they're not just shitposting to provoke people online; they want their enemies to suffer, and they want to relish in their pain. "Reckoning is coming, and there will be retribution and there will be accountability," Lewandowski said onstage. "And that accountability will be to the highest levels."



Read: You should go to a Trump rally



Seeing MAGA in person also betrays other hints of the direction the party will take in Trump's second term. Members of several far-right European parties were in the crowd. "We have many friends in the New York Young Republican Club," Martin Kohler, the chairman of the Berlin youth wing of Germany's Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) told me, explaining that his party had hosted Wax in Berlin. "They invited us to come over for the gala." The politically ascendant AfD is among Germany's furthest-right parties. Although it disputes allegations that it is a neo-Nazi party, many of its members have been outed as having ties to neo-Nazis. They have reportedly discussed "remigration," the process of deporting nonwhite residents, including naturalized citizens and their descendants. (Trump used this term in a Truth Social post in September). Sam Venis, another journalist in attendance, told me that he met several people at the gala who said that they were members of the Forum for Democracy, a far-right party in the Netherlands whose leader has also advocated for "mass remigration" so that Europe does not "Africanize" and instead remains predominately white. The gala closed with a speech from Miklos Szantho, the director-general of the Center for Fundamental Rights, an organization in Hungary that supports Viktor Orban, the country's authoritarian prime minister.



The presence of these European far-right parties was fitting. They have rallied around punishing their enemies by "reclaiming" their country from immigrants and the cosmopolitans they think have taken it over: They want revenge. Once Trump takes office, the MAGA right will begin to exact it. "Tonight, for me, is a night of hope," Kohler said. "Here in the U.S., something is about to change."
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        Images of Krampus--Saint Nick's Dark Companion

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 18, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibly to drag back to his lair in a sack. In the dark winter months, Krampus associations in villages hold parades, playfully frightening onlookers on Krampusnacht by chasing them and hitting them with sticks during a run through the streets.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds a torch while wearing a frightening demonic mask with long horns that are on fire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as a frightening demonlike Perchten figure performs before a crowd in the town of Trebesing, Austria.
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                [image: A crowd watches as performers in frightening demonlike costumes parade past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 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: Two performers wearing frightening wooden masks with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants in the traditional Krampuslauf wear costumes and wooden masks in the old town of Munich, Germany, on December 10, 2023.
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                [image: People take pictures of a performer wearing a frightening demon mask and furry costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces onlookers during a traditional fire festival in the town of Tarcento, Italy, on January 5, 2020.
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                [image: A close view of a person wearing a furry costume and a demon mask with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing a traditional Krampus costume performs during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a young person with small sticks as they run.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a youngster during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Smiling people pose with a performer wearing a frightening Krampus mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The event Spettacolo dei Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, an exhibition of the Krampus group Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, takes place in streets full of people in Cormons, Italy, on December 14, 2018.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a village street, watching as a performer in a demon mask passes by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes menace onlookers during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks among flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks on fire during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: A person wearing a Krampus costume drives a tractor that carries two people in a cage, in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Krampus performer transports "prisoners" with a tractor during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several performers where menacing-looking Krampus costumes in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears a frightening horse-demon costume while walking in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The annual Krampus Run takes place in downtown Los Angeles, California, on December 13, 2018.
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                [image: An actors dressed in a Krampus costume hits a running bystander with small sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes chase bystanders during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria,  on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people dressed in large frightening Krampus costumes carry heavy metal drums while marching in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed as Krampus take part in the traditional parade of Krampus night (Krampusnacht) in Kiefersfelden, Bavaria, Germany, on December 5, 2024, the night before Saint Nicholas Day.
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                [image: A person in a Krampus costume playfully menaces a smiling person in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces an onlooker during a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November, 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks through small flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks over flames during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jurkos / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Performers wearing frightening Krampus costumes walk past a crowd during a parade at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers wearing Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Gas Will Be the First Big Climate Fight of the Trump Era

The Biden administration just made the case against increasing natural-gas exports.

by Zoe Schlanger




When the tanker ships come toward the tiny town of Cameron, Louisiana, Travis Dardar, a shrimp fisherman, can hear their wake coming before he sees it, he told me earlier this year. They're there to pick up natural gas that's been supercooled to a liquid state at a sprawling export facility, built atop hundreds of wetland acres in the past few years, and to transport that gas to ports in Europe and Asia.



On the Gulf Coast, the rapid expansion of the United States' gas-export ambitions is impossible to miss: Last year, the U.S. became the world's largest exporter of natural gas and was building many of these enormous new export terminals. Then, in January, the Biden administration paused permitting for new exports and started analyzing the economic, national-security, and climate impacts of expanding natural-gas exports. That decision was hailed by activists as a tentative victory against the export terminals they'd dubbed "climate bombs" for the decades of future emissions they'd lock in. But no one I spoke with earlier this year in Louisiana, home to a large share of the built and proposed terminals, thought the pause would last: Opponents of liquified natural gas (known as LNG) expected that if Joe Biden won reelection, he'd eventually approve more terminals; none doubted that Donald Trump would.



Now the Biden administration has essentially written a playbook for LNG opponents to use in blocking these projects. Yesterday, the administration released the analysis of the LNG industry ordered when the pause on permitting began. The report was reportedly hurried to conclusion in these last weeks of the administration. And it suggests that the economic, climate, and national-security arguments for gas exporting don't hold up. Now when the Trump administration moves to expand the country's gas-export infrastructure, as the incoming president has promised, opponents have the evidence needed to turn that move into a dragged-out legal fight. The country's present and future as the world's largest gas exporter, and as a major contributor to climate change, will turn on the outcome.



The conclusions of the report are measured yet damning. The Department of Energy did not outright advise banning new exports of natural gas. But, as Energy Secretary Jennifer Granholm wrote in a statement, the department found that "unfettered exports" of American gas would reduce supply domestically, potentially driving up wholesale gas prices in the U.S. by more than 30 percent. The report also found that increasing LNG exports could generate 1.5 gigatons of direct greenhouse-gas emissions a year by 2050. That's equivalent to about a quarter of current annual U.S. emissions, and would more than eclipse the emission reductions the country has made since 2000. If the department's predictions are correct, the U.S. would be essentially abandoning any pretense of trying to limit climate change. The LNG industry has long countered that it can use carbon-capture technology to counteract its emissions. But that technology is far from functional at any meaningful scale. Even when the Energy Department researchers factored in hypothetical "aggressive" use of carbon capture and storage, emissions were projected to rise.

Read: America's new climate delusion

In the report, the Biden administration also says that its original argument for LNG exports--that Europe needed the gas for energy security during the Russian war with Ukraine--has fallen apart. Demand in Europe is plateauing and is expected to decline, and instead, the increased exports from the U.S. would mostly go to benefit China, already the world's largest LNG importer, Granholm wrote. This has long been pointed out by LNG's opponents; it is striking to see the facts laid out by the federal government. The continued pace of LNG exports is "neither sustainable nor advisable," Granholm wrote.



This marks a major departure in tone for a Democratic administration. As the writer and climate activist Bill McKibben notes, Democrats going back to Barack Obama have touted the American gas boom, glossing it as a step toward a cleaner power source than crude oil or coal. Kamala Harris even made a point to reverse her 2020 position on the topic during her recent campaign, promising that she wouldn't ban fracking and touting America's natural-gas boom in response to the only climate question asked at the only presidential debate where she was a participant. But the DOE report makes clear that liquefied natural gas is neither a form of clean energy nor a bridge to a cleaner future. In fact, exporting more of it, Granholm wrote, would serve mostly to generate "wealth for the owners of export facilities."



I've heard that exact sentiment before, from John Allaire, who worked for oil companies (Amoco, which became part of BP) for 30 years but who opposes the giant LNG plant near his property in Cameron, and a second that is slated to be built right up against his property line. The projects he worked on as an environmental engineer sent oil to local refineries in the U.S. to fuel American industry, he told me; these new export terminals are destroying the fragile coastal ecosystem where he lives while helping China fuel its economy. In his view, exporting more gas serves only the interests of methane sales or transportation business; "it will never be in the domestic public interest to sell our finite, critical natural resources to the highest overseas bidder," he said. The Biden administration has now situated its official analysis of LNG exports closer to that view than ever before.



The report itself does nothing to block plans by Trump to lift the pause on LNG-export terminals on his "very first day back." Proponents of these terminals say they are an economic boon to the places where they are built, and create jobs in regions that need them. (Most of these jobs are connected to constructing the terminals, and are temporary.) The American Gas Association condemned the DOE report as a means to justify the "mistake" of Biden's LNG pause; the financial research firm S&P Global put out a report the same day that found that LNG exports contribute $400 billion to American GDP, and that the pause and other regulatory measures jeopardize an additional $250 billion in incremental GDP.



Regardless of administration, in the years prior to the pause, the DOE never denied any company an LNG-export permit. To LNG opponents such as James Hiatt, a former oil-industry worker turned environmental advocate in Louisiana, the DOE's analysis validates the "harsh reality" of living up against the terminals and could be a useful legal tool, he told me. With Republicans about to control all three branches of government, though, he wouldn't predict how the coming fight against new export infrastructure would go. Still, to justify issuing future permits, the Department of Energy must determine that each new export operation is in the public interest. And now the Department of Energy has made a case for why it isn't.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/12/gas-lng-climate-trump/681041/?utm_source=feed
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Ukraine's Hardest Winter

Weary soldiers and citizens express fatalistic optimism while preparing for the loss of U.S. military support.

by Robert F. Worth


Vitalii Ovcharenko, a soldier in the Ukrainian armed forces, in Sumy



Updated at 11:44 a.m. ET on December 19, 2024


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


The soldier, a lanky, dark-haired sergeant named Vitalii Ovcharenko, met me at a gas-station cafe on an otherwise deserted stretch of highway near Sumy, not far from Ukraine's northern border with Russia. He looked tired. His unit had been fighting in Russia's Kursk region, where Ukraine captured a swath of territory in August in hopes of trading it for some of the land it had lost in the east.

Ovcharenko first volunteered in 2014, and he has been involved in some of the fiercest battles of the past decade. But when I asked him to name the hardest moment he had faced, his answer surprised me.

"The most difficult time is now," he said.  The past year had been hard enough, with the Biden administration slow-walking the military support it had promised. "Every bullet that doesn't arrive leads to the death of my friends," he said. But ever since the election of Donald Trump, "the uncertainty is the hardest part." The commanding officers said they would fight regardless of the American position. But the soldiers were troubled, because "the American politicians want to do a deal," he said. "And we know it would not be peace--it would be a tactical pause that would allow the Russians to regroup."

As if to illustrate his point, a huge explosion lit up the night sky, followed by a loud boom. All the lights went out, even the streetlamps on the highway. The Russians had hit a power station nearby, the latest strike in a continuing effort to destroy Ukraine's power grid and demoralize the population as winter sets in. Ovcharenko flipped his phone light on and continued talking, as if nothing had happened.

Mark Bowden: The crumbling foundation of America's military

Some of the people I met in Ukraine told me that the country could be facing its toughest winter yet--despite a history that includes some of the worst famine and human carnage of the 20th century. The Russians are pressing forward relentlessly in the east, even though in October alone, more than 1,500 of their soldiers were killed or wounded every day. This fall, Russia fired more than three times as many missiles and explosive drones as it had during the summer months.

Ukraine's troops are exhausted after nearly three years of warfare. They are heavily outnumbered by the Russians, who have been bolstered by about 10,000 North Korean troops and thousands of mercenaries from other countries, some of them trafficked to the front against their will. Ukrainian civilians are exhausted too, especially now that they face the prospect of more power cuts in a season of bitter cold and darkness.

Ukrainians are watching Trump nominate his Cabinet, scouring each official's past utterances for hints about future American policies. They can't do much to influence the encounter that is coming between the Russian and American presidents--both mercurial men, each in the grip of very different delusions about how Ukraine's war will end. Instead, Ukraine's soldiers and politicians are taking a hard look at what it would mean to lose American military support, and how they might make up the difference, in a war where victory is being slowly redefined as mere survival.


A bus stop in Sumy (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Ukrainians are immensely grateful for the backing they got from the Biden administration after Russia invaded in 2022. At the start of the war, frontline soldiers commonly wore the stars and stripes pinned to their chests. But almost three years later, many have come to see the American arms pipeline as a kind of torture: allowing just enough through to keep up a war of attrition, with no real hope of victory. One member of the Ukrainian Parliament described it to me as "feeding by teaspoons." A pollster in Kyiv called it a policy of "slow death." Viktor Yahun, a former Ukrainian intelligence officer, answered my question about how Ukrainians received Trump's election by reciting a Russian proverb: "Better a horrible end than an endless horror."

Despite that grim forecast, I heard a surprising degree of fatalistic optimism about Trump among many of the Ukrainians I met. This is partly a measure of their deep frustration with the status quo, and may also reflect the national habit of bravely shrugging off long odds. Against all hope, I hope is a phrase spray-painted on walls throughout Ukraine (it's a quote from Lesya Ukrainka, a beloved poet from the turn of the 20th century). Everyone knows about Trump's worrisome promises to reach a quick deal with Vladimir Putin, which would entail a cutoff of American military support. But many people seem confident that Trump's looming tete-a-tete with the Russian president will work to their advantage by demonstrating the Kremlin's unreliability as a partner.

"They are incapable of cutting a deal," Tymofiy Mylovanov, the president of the Kyiv School of Economics, told me of the Russians. "Whenever there's any symptom of negotiations--let's say a grain deal, or the Istanbul agreement--they immediately ask for more." He reminded me that Ukraine has twice made deals with Russia in exchange for security guarantees: first in 1994, when it gave up its nuclear weapons, and again in 2014, when it tried to end the fighting in the Donbas region. Russia violated both agreements. Mylovanov and others told me that they were confident Trump will eventually understand that Putin cannot be trusted, and that he will then take a harder and more realistic line.

In Kyiv, the very mention of the word negotiations elicits a dismissive wave of the hand. Yet this posture may mask a deeper pragmatism. President Volodymyr Zelensky and his aides have maintained that Ukraine will stop fighting only if it is granted NATO membership--a position widely understood to be an opening gambit for talks. (Zelensky's office declined my requests for an interview; I was told that his administration has adopted a policy of strict discretion in preparation for the transfer of power in Washington.) In the same way, Zelensky's refusal to cede any territory conceals the reality that many Ukrainians--perhaps most--are ready to accept the loss of the areas Russia now occupies in exchange for a durable peace. Anton Grushetskyi, a Kyiv-based pollster, told me that to say you will accept the loss of Ukrainian territory is still socially unacceptable, which makes people's real feelings difficult to assess.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: How Biden made a mess of Ukraine

Defining a security guarantee will be the crux of any deal. Roman Kostenko, the chair of the Defense and Intelligence Committee in the Ukrainian Parliament and a decorated soldier, told me that a meaningful agreement would require a permanent defense structure along the front line, "so that within hours of a Russian attack, military operations can start. Without that, the security guarantees won't work."


Roman Kostenko, the chair of the Defense and Intelligence Committee in the Ukrainian Parliament (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Kostenko did not seem to think a deal of any kind was imminent; he said the Russians were gearing up for an effort to capture the remainder of the Donetsk region by mid-winter. The recent rush of military supplies from the Biden administration following Trump's election had been helpful, he said. But he added, a little grimly, that if the supplies continued at the current rate, "we may get through the winter" without major losses of territory.

American military hardware has been essential to Ukraine's self-defense, and the soldiers and volunteers I met recited the most badly needed items like Christmas wish lists. Bradley fighting vehicles, armored against mines and gunfire, are often at the top of the list, as are Abrams tanks and parts to keep them running. Long- and medium-range missiles are seen as essential to striking at the Russian bases that fire on Ukrainian cities. And "you can never have too many drones," a frontline soldier told me.

One of Ukraine's most valuable resources is the goodwill of the West, and many people I met seemed acutely conscious that everything could depend on the way their war is framed in Trump's mind. They plied me so assiduously with reasons for supporting Ukraine that I sometimes had the odd feeling that the whole country was gearing up for a life-and-death audition with an unpredictable boss. Their pitches ranged from simple arguments ("Trump likes success--surely he wouldn't want Ukraine to fail?") to more sophisticated ones about the impossibility of separating Ukraine from one of Trump's top priorities: countering China. The idea here is that China, which has become an indispensable supplier for Russia, would be emboldened if Russia wins, and might go on to challenge American power in the Pacific.


Sviatoslav Yurash, a Ukrainian parliamentarian and soldier, and Kateryna Doroshyna, a longtime friend and aide, in Kyiv (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Perhaps the most eloquent spokesperson I encountered was Sviatoslav Yurash, who became the youngest-ever member of Ukraine's Parliament when he was first elected five years ago, and is now 28 years old. Yurash is tall and very thin, with clunky glasses and thick brown hair swept fully sideways, as if he'd been standing in a gale. When I met him in a Kyiv cafe, he had just returned from the front line, where he mans a Browning M2 machine gun when Parliament is not in session. "Mr. Putin is very clear--he sees us the way Hitler called the Swiss: renegade Germans," he told me. Yurash likened Putin's Russia to "a big icebreaker that is destroying the international order," adding that the ultimate beneficiary will be China.

Yurash told me he'd been in touch with Americans across the political spectrum in his effort to promote the Ukrainian cause. He mentioned Tucker Carlson, who interviewed him early in the war, and Jordan Peterson's daughter, who spoke with him for a documentary she was making. "I've met people who organized prayer breakfasts," Yurash said with an amused grin. He seemed intensely curious about America's tribal divisions but a little baffled by what he'd encountered, both on the left and the right. At one point his assistant, Kateryna Doroshyna, held up her phone with a puzzled expression and showed me a social-media post that read, in English: "How can I show Ukrainians that they benefit from white privilege?"

I wasn't sure how to begin explaining that to someone who regularly risks her life delivering supplies to soldiers on the front line. But both of them shrugged and laughed it off. "We just need to tell our story," Yurash said. "For us, the idea that Trump could persuade the Europeans to do more is quite welcome."

Unlike Trump, many European leaders see Russia's war in Ukraine as a threat to their own safety and have acted accordingly. The Baltic states have given their entire stock of some weapons types to Ukraine. One Polish official told me that his country--which has provided more tanks to Ukraine than any other in Europe--has no more to give now, "because we are next on the front line." Tomas Kopecny, the Czech envoy for Ukraine reconstruction, told me that Czech factories had increased their production of large-caliber ammunition elevenfold in the first two years of the war. Kopecny also leads the Czech Ammunition Initiative, which acts as a broker for states with ammunition to sell, including some that would not be willing to sell directly to Ukraine out of fear of angering Russia. The Czech initiative has delivered about 500,000 rounds of 155-millimeter artillery to Ukraine in 2024, Kopecny said, and will deliver more next year.

And yet, even if the Europeans were to give everything they have, they could not supply enough materiel to compensate for an American cutoff. Ukraine will need a prolific weapons industry of its own. As it happens, some of the rudiments are already in place, because Ukraine was an engine of the Soviet Union's military industry during the Cold War, with 750 factories. After the wall fell, Kyiv transferred much of its arsenal to Russia, and some of those weapons are now being used against it. Some friendly states have begun injecting money into Ukraine's domestic arms plants. Denmark, Norway, and Sweden have collectively allocated about $680 million to Ukrainian defense production so far, including money from the interest on Russian financial assets frozen in Europe.


Sumy National University (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Read: How Trump can win the peace in Ukraine

Sooner or later, some Ukrainians say, the country will have to rely entirely on its own resources. Trump may just be hastening that day. One Ukrainian who thinks this way is Maria Berlinska, a driven 36-year-old from western Ukraine and a prominent figure in the domestic drone industry. One Ukrainian general labeled her the "mother of drones" last year.

Berlinska met me in her Kyiv office, an atticlike space with the flags of various military units pinned to the walls and ceiling. She'd been getting a graduate degree in Jewish history when the 2014 revolution started, and later that year she joined the army on a volunteer basis. She spent much of the following three years on the front lines in the east, teaching soldiers how to fly drones and integrate them with other military technologies. She also lobbied politicians to support the industry.

"My message was very simple: Sooner or later, Russia will return," she told me. "We should invest in technology, because we can't rely only on Western countries." She always brought a sample drone with her, explaining to ministers and lawmakers that it could be a dangerous weapon not just against enemy soldiers but against tanks and armored vehicles as well.

"They were laughing," she told me. "They said it's just toys."

They are not laughing anymore. Ukraine now has at least 100 active drone companies in different stages of production, says Kateryna Bezsudna, a co-founder of a nonprofit, called Defence Builder, that assists start-ups in Ukraine's defense sector. Bezsudna told me that Ukraine has become a testing ground for new drone technologies that it could eventually export abroad. At a dinner party in Kyiv, I met a couple who work for a new firm called Hard Cat Drones, which makes marine drones specifically designed to destroy enemy drones, boats, and mines--a useful weapon on the Black Sea, where Ukraine has had some remarkable successes in beating back the Russian navy.


Maria Berlinska at the offices of Dignitas Fund, in Kyiv (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Berlinska has no illusions about what drones can and cannot achieve. Her highest priority now, she told me, is an ambitious effort to compensate for Ukraine's personnel shortages by training civilians to help build and deploy drones and other kinds of defense technology, a project she calls the "technological militarization of society."

That phrase gave me pause. It sounded more like North Korea than the vibrant democracy Ukraine hopes to maintain. Berlinska conceded the point. "I would like to be wrong in my predictions," she said. But with the prospect of losing American support, Ukrainians need to get used to the idea of being citizen-soldiers. She was one of several people in Kyiv who invoked Israel--with its mandatory conscription for men and women--as a model.

Ukraine's survival may depend as much on strength of will as on weapons. The spirit of national unity on display in 2022, when so many citizens took part in their country's defense, is being tested as fissures widen between those fighting the war and the rest of society. There is a greater reluctance to serve, and I heard stories in Kyiv about young men who stay off the streets during the day because they fear being forcibly conscripted. Ovcharenko, the soldier I met in Sumy, made clear that he had questions about "some parts of society" that were not pulling their weight.

Russian hackers and trolls work constantly to exacerbate these divisions, largely through social media. "We can see that the enemy is doing massive psyops," Kostenko, the Parliament member, told me. "They try to discredit the military and the institutions." Real frustrations can be hard to distinguish from propaganda that plays on them. Not long ago, Ovcharenko told me, he was evacuating a wounded soldier in a car, driving very fast. "Usually other drivers understand," he said. "But there was a video online accusing the military of abusing its privileges, that they're reckless and drive drunk." He couldn't help wondering what the civilians on the roadside were thinking as he went past.


A resident of Bilopillia, near Sumy, in the courtyard of his apartment building; most windows have been damaged from multiple shellings. (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Anne Applebaum: Putin isn't fighting for land in Ukraine

Ukrainians know that any deal worked out by Trump and Putin is likely to be a respite rather than a resolution, and that knowledge carries its own psychic burden. A 31-year-old woman told me that she was dreading the uncertainty of a cease-fire. "When the war is happening every day, you're used to it," she said. "But I feel anxious knowing that when it stops, we will just be waiting and worrying until it starts again." Others told me they feared that the adrenaline rush of war would give way to depression as the nation faced the scale of its destruction. The World Bank has estimated the cost of rebuilding Ukraine at $486 billion. And many refugees may be reluctant to return to their home in a cease-fire. "There is no trust," Grusketshyi, the pollster, told me. "What if Russia attacks two years later? People will say, 'Why live in a frontline city?' Mariupol was rebuilt after 2015," when the Russians first destroyed it. "Then it was destroyed again in two months."

The greatest fear for Ukrainians is a true collapse. This could play out in a number of ways. Mylovanov, at the Kyiv School of Economics, told me that a Russian victory would surely send enormous numbers of refugees across Ukraine's western border. Poland and other border states would "arm themselves to the teeth," he said, and Ukraine itself might devolve into a patchwork of armed uprisings.

In Sumy, the city I visited near the Russian border, I met a number of Ukrainians who were preparing themselves for the worst-case scenario. Sumy had been encircled by the Russian military for two months after the 2022 invasion, and that period was a crucible for the city's people. The Ukrainian military and local authorities all withdrew, leaving citizens to fend for themselves. They quickly organized themselves into civilian militias, one resident told me, "collecting money and food and bottles for Molotov cocktails." In the end, the Russians withdrew without a direct assault on the city.

I saw a small example of the city's resilience the day after I arrived. A Russian missile had struck the courtyard of a large housing complex, killing 11 people, including children, and injuring scores of others. When I got there, about 12 hours later, debris and shattered glass littered the area, and the missile had left a deep crater. The police and emergency services were there--but so were hundreds of local people, sawing boards to patch up broken windows, offering food and tea, and consoling the victims' families. One woman told me that immediately after the strike the night before, groups of young volunteers had gone straight to the site to help out.


Yuri Shvydkyi and Anatoly Snihiriov (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



The man who drove me there was a 59-year-old local named Yuri Shvydkyi, who had lost a close friend in the bombing. He used to run a travel-goods store but had transformed it into a military outfitter. Shvydkyi told me that when the Russians invaded in 2022, he withdrew cash, got in his car, and drove his daughter and her children to relative safety in Kyiv. Then he turned around and drove back to Sumy to rejoin his wife, passing through Ukrainian and Russian checkpoints on the way. He described the return journey as "like The Metamorphosis--you feel you are slowly turning into an insect." He was lucky to survive it; many Ukrainian civilians were shot and killed on that road.

Now he spends much of his time as a paramilitary defender at a guard post on the outskirts of town. From there, he and some other men shoot at the Russian drones that fly over the border. The city hasn't compensated them for months, but they man their posts 24 hours a day anyway, Shvydkyi told me, "filling in the gaps where the army is not," because "I know the Shahed drones are targeting my granddaughter."

One evening, Shvydkyi invited me and my translator to join him at the home of some of his friends. The power was out, so we climbed the stairs to their 10th-floor apartment in the dark, using our phones to light the way. Our host, a ruddy-faced man named Anatoly Snihiriov, had retired from army service at the age of 60 a few months earlier. He and a female friend prepared an eclectic meal in the dark--cheese, sausage, mango-flavored cake, tea, cognac. Snihiriov showed me a framed photograph on the wall of him with his infantry unit, taken last year: a dozen or so men standing with autumn foliage behind them. "This guy was killed by a sniper," he said. "This guy was killed by a mine. This guy is a prisoner of war. This guy is maimed on his whole right side."

Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine War can end


A concrete barricade along one of the roads near Sumy (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



The conversation over the next two hours was an odd blend of apocalyptic and cheerful. Snihiriov and his friend, who had also served in the military, talked about the proper use of tourniquets; both of them knew people who had lost limbs because the dressings hadn't been applied properly. They argued about which is worse, to die instantly in battle or to survive with debilitating injuries that leave you unable to care for yourself. When I asked about the future of their city, they said they expected all but the smallest businesses to fail or move away, because of the constant threat of Russian drones and glide bombs. "You need to be small enough that the Russians can't find you or they think it's not worth it," Snihiriov said.

At one point, Snihiriov mentioned that they kept assault rifles in their home. "When you live in a border area, you have to be prepared," he said.

Later, after saying goodbye and emerging into the frigid darkness, I found myself thinking about the painful uncertainty that these people faced, with their homes so close to the front lines of what looks more and more like a global war.

"We are grateful to the American people that we could win so far against Russia," Snihiriov told me before I left. "Now we feel a bit betrayed. But we will keep fighting to the end."



This article originally stated that the author spoke with Anatoly Snihiriov and his wife. In fact, the author spoke with Snihiriov and a female friend.
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An Energetic Protostar

Day 18 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 18 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: an energetic protostar. FS Tau is a multi-star system made up of FS Tau A, the bright starlike object near the middle of the image, and FS Tau B (Haro 6-5B), the bright object to the far right that is partially obscured by a dark, vertical lane of dust. The young objects are surrounded by the softly illuminated gas and dust of this stellar nursery. The system is only about 2.8 million years old, very young for a star system. FS Tau B is a newly forming star, or protostar, and is surrounded by a protoplanetary disc, a pancake-shape collection of dust and gas left over from the formation of the star that will eventually coalesce into planets. Protostars are known to eject fast-moving, columnlike streams of energized material called jets, and FS Tau B provides a striking example of this phenomenon. The protostar is the source of an unusual asymmetric, double-sided jet, visible here in blue.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/12/day-18-2024-space-telescope-advent-calendar-energetic-protostar/681040/?utm_source=feed
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The Outrage Over <em>100 Men</em> Only Goes So Far

What an OnlyFans stunt reveals about modern morals and internet fame

by Helen Lewis




At first, it was the Airbnb owner I felt sorry for. I once had a friend who rented out her flat for a year while she was abroad, and came back to discover it had been used as a brothel in her absence. Deep cleaning doesn't even begin to cover it. And so when the recent YouTube documentary I Slept With 100 Men in One Day went viral recently, I could only imagine how the landlord of the posh London apartment where Lily Phillips performed her stunt might react.

"After the day was finished, Lily, under her own name, left a review on the Airbnb listing, saying, 10 out of 10, would 100 percent recommend," the documentary's host, Josh Pieters, told me. Phillips was, however, less enthusiastic about her feat of endurance sex. The reason the film has become so talked-about is that one short clip--viewed 200 million times on X--shows her crying in the aftermath of the stunt. "I don't know if I'd recommend it," she says.

Phillips is 23, and Pieters is 31. Watching one young content creator present another in a way that invites such a straightforward moral judgment feels like a generational shift. Having grown up in an era when the worst thing a good liberal could be was "judgmental" about pornography and other ostensible vices--and feminists who criticized the sex industry were dismissed as prudes--I was surprised by Pieters's undisguised skepticism about Phillips's feat. (Pieters showed his subject the documentary before broadcast, he said, and she did not contest her portrayal.) Perhaps, I wondered, the relentless normalization of online porn has created more space to be open about its excesses. Immediately, I thought of Billie Eilish, then 19, telling Howard Stern a few years ago that watching porn as a child had "destroyed" her brain.

Read: The pornography paradox

And sure enough, the overwhelming reaction to the documentary has been revulsion, not only among conservatives--the commentator Ben Shapiro said that Phillips had "made herself into a sex robot" whose soul was stained--but also among feminists. The British columnist Tanya Gold claimed that Phillips "is not very bright and will soon not be very well." One of the best-rated comments on YouTube, with 36,000 upvotes, called the documentary "the best anti-porn film I've ever seen." The former sex addict turned exuberant Christian influencer Russell Brand showed up in a leopard-print cardigan to offer a rare note of empathy, saying the stunt was an attempt to "defibrillate divinity down here on the lower levels."

Phillips's aesthetic is that of the girl next door rather than a cartoonishly inflated adult performer. She's an OnlyFans star who sells $9.99-a-month subscriptions to her explicit content and makes thousands of dollars more by recording bespoke videos for her fans, and taking their phone calls. Her recruitment method for the 100 Men stunt--offering to sleep with any man who filled out an application and took an STI test--brings the claustrophobic, intimate nature of internet fame to its logical conclusion.

Pieters said he owed it to his audience to show them his genuine reaction to her work. "I grew up in the generation of porn being available to us as teenagers on the internet," he told me. "It would take a lot to shock me or upset me, but I think the level of sort of extremity, and the extremes that we witnessed while making this documentary, certainly made me feel uncomfortable and was something that was completely new for me." The documentary even has room for that most stigmatized of human emotions toward sex: disgust. When Pieters enters the bedroom in the rented Airbnb after Phillips has finished her feat, his cameraman gags at the smell.

As a pure artifact of internet culture and social mores in 2024, I Slept With 100 Men in One Day is hard to surpass, starting with the fact that all of the bad words are censored in the YouTube version because the video platform demonetizes obscene content. (Yes, a documentary about a self-professed "slut" bleeps the word slut.) Then there's the power dynamic between Pieters and Phillips. This isn't an all-powerful journalist getting to define the reputation of a hapless subject. Both are content creators operating in the attention economy, and both are aware that Phillips's stunt could help their career. Pieters, who moved to Britain from South Africa to play cricket, first became famous through political pranks such as tricking the far-right provocateur Katie Hopkins into accepting a fake award in front of an offensive slogan in 2020. Eventually, though, he decided to change the focus of his channel to making documentaries, and 100 Men is his first attempt.

In his film, Pieters is unsparing about the lack of glamour involved in Phillips's stunt. Afterward, Phillips recounts that one man guilt-tripped her because she was running behind and could not give him the full five minutes--five minutes!--he had been offered. "I guess when you've promised something to people who support you, it's kinda hard to let them down," she says.

"But it's up to you, right?" Pieters says. She sniffs, holding back more tears.

That line is typical of Pieters's demeanor in the documentary, and it's one of the reasons his film succeeds so well. He isn't kinky, and says so. He comes across as a nice boy. He makes no attempt in the documentary to exude a worldly, knowing, cool-with-all-this attitude, much less the sweaty-pawed enthusiasm of the laddish era of gonzo journalism. Instead, Pieters appears to be the only person on-screen who cares about Phillips's happiness rather than fulfilling their own fantasy or enabling her career. Without ever saying anything that demeans Phillips, he declines to conceal his belief that what she's doing is a bad idea. (She seems casual about the STI testing and invites the men to bring their friends, unvetted, at the last minute.) Every fiber of my being wanted her to give up pandering to clammy masturbators and have a proper relationship with someone as decent and sweet as Pieters. Look! Isn't it nice to have a conversation with a man instead of charging him money to see your vagina?

Yet however free Pieters and his viewers might feel to express their concern, the OnlyFans economy has a momentum of its own. Some attention-grabbing stunts, no matter how widely criticized, reveal an appetite for more. Neither the backlash to the film nor her own stated misgivings have deterred Phillips from continuing in porn. She now maintains that she wants to do something even more extreme: have intercourse with 1,000 men in a single day.

Extreme sex stunts are not new, although the practice has until recently fallen into abeyance. Fellow survivors of the 1990s might remember the documentary Sex: The Annabel Chong Story, where a gender-studies student had sex 251 times in a day. At this distance, my brain has helpfully scrubbed most of the details, except for the visual of a long line of men waiting for their turn, and Chong's complaint that she kept being scratched by their fingernails.

The next year, the adult actor Jasmin St. Claire claimed to have managed 300, although the journalist Evan Wright, who attended the filming, put the number at barely 100. Wright compared the event to combat, in having "the sense of being in a group of people deliberately and methodically engaged in acts of insanity." St. Claire ended up needing to ice her genitals halfway through, and she was summoned onto Jerry Springer's show afterward so the audience could express its disgust. "That's where America really is a beautiful country--it allows nasty pigs to be on national TV in the middle of the day," she said.

In 1999, the porn star Houston breezed past the competition, having sex 620 times in an event confusingly named the Houston 500. (Afterward, she had her labia trimmed, and promised to auction off the remnants.) "It's not about sex," Houston said at the time. "It's just a freak show, basically." Across the internet, you can find the rumor that the record is currently held by Lisa Sparks--more than 900 times, in 2004--but Sparks herself has written that it was about 150, and that "I was so bored during the event that I order[ed] McDonald's (hey a fat girl has to eat!!)."

From this, you might gather that these sex stunts are rarely sexy. For the women, the events are, at minimum, a grueling double shift down the hump-mines. But the demands of high-volume sex also tax the men, many of whom are plagued by performance anxiety when the big moment arrives. Phillips's event had a high dropout rate in the days beforehand, which surprised her but not me. The porn industry, in the days before Viagra, was full of wannabe male stars who talked a big game and then found the bright lights and onlookers to be a real turnoff. Fantasy is one thing; reality is another.

One observer of the Houston 500 divided the male participants into three groups: "the professional, the hopeless, and the hopeful." After Phillips's event, one of the few men who agreed to be interviewed by Pieters said that he had no regrets: He had been a fan of Phillips from her earliest days on the site, and flew in from Switzerland to have sex with her. But another man was shaking. If his identity was revealed, he said, his father would "kick me out straight away." Yet another man gave Phillips a rose before their assignation; it was still there on the bed, in its wrapper, amid the dozens of condoms strewn around afterward.

For women in the online sex industry, success requires self-promotion and a certain amount of self-abasement. Performers get attention at the cost of becoming objects of pity and hatred. Much of Phillips's previous self-promotion came from podcasts optimized for insecure, combative men--ones that, as Pieters put it, are "hosted by the type of people who probably have a poster of Andrew Tate on their wall." The Whatever podcast, which has 4 million subscribers on YouTube, is the most obvious example, with episode titles such as "Do Modern Women DESERVE Chivalry?" and "Picky Travel Nurse DEMANDS 6ft3 Man Who Makes $100,000+ Per Year?!" If your kink is watching two guys in hoodies berate eight attractive younger women in low-cut tops while simultaneously charging their audience $20 to have a single message read out on air, Whatever has you covered.

These forums offer sexualized rage bait--the classic format sees a blithe, happy sex worker talk about how much money she is making and how much she loves her job, while being peppered with aggressive questions about her "body count" and whether feminism is a lie. If she storms out of the studio, cleavage bouncing, so much the better.

No one is forcing women to go on Whatever and be humiliated, of course. It's a living. Like Phillips's sex stunt, these podcast appearances by OnlyFans stars are the product of a hustle culture in which it's considered better to monetize your objectification than endure it without compensation. If a man has to pay $20 to send you a message calling you a rancid slut who will never find love, who's the real loser?

The difference between 100 Men and the pre-internet sex stunts is that many performers in the 1990s hoped they could use their fame to break into the mainstream entertainment world. Houston, for example, wanted to star in a sitcom. Now there is no mainstream: Phillips is using the publicity to drive more direct subscriptions to her OnlyFans. "Gone are the days of movie studios and music labels controlling what artists and actors can and can't do," Pieters told me; content creators are "their own production company, and they choose what they get to put out." The same impulse toward virality--and controversy--that saw Logan Paul record a video in a Japanese "suicide forest" is now driving creators such as Phillips to promote their businesses outside the OnlyFans paywall. (One major difference is that unlike Paul, Phillips probably won't end up interviewing Donald Trump.) Extremity sells, and as TV producers and newspaper editors have yielded to social-media platforms, there are no gatekeepers to curb its full indulgence.

Annie Lowrey: The three pillars of the bro-economy

If anyone is exploiting Lily Phillips, it's Lily Phillips, which raises thornier questions than some feminists might like. I Slept With 100 Men in One Day might superficially be concerned with sex, but it's also an insight into the end point of liberalism, as manifested through the internet. Online porn is not going away, and America makes only the barest attempt to keep it hidden from minors. Online gambling is booming. Significant players in Silicon Valley are all in on cryptocurrencies--many of which are transparently scammy. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is preparing to go to war with the regulator that tries to protect Americans from catching preventable diseases, supported by ordinary people who have been told by influencers that milk pasteurization is "woke." We have become deeply uneasy with the concept of authorities saving us from ourselves.

There's a reason we've started appending the word porn to glamorized versions of real phenomena: food porn, property porn. We know that porn is a fictionalized version of sex, and understanding the sometimes grim mechanics of its production would spoil the fantasy. Stunts like 100 Men make people angry partly because the lie becomes too obvious to deny--and partly because neither a performer's discontent nor the public's seems likely to change anything. "Everything Lily Phillips did in this stunt was perfectly legal, yet it's causing such a huge amount of outrage," Pieters told me. So how, in a more liberal, less religious world, "do we know where the lines are, and where to go and where to stop?"
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You Are Cordially Invited to an Event That Could Ruin Your Life

How could any woman resist Senator Lindsey Graham's generous summons to speak publicly about her claim of sexual assault?

by Megan Garber




"I'd want to know if anybody nominated for a high-level job in Washington legitimately assaulted somebody ... If people have an allegation to make, come forward and make it ... We'll decide whether or not it's credible." -- Senator Lindsey Graham, December 2024



Dear Accuser,

You may have heard the open call we recently issued to you and others who have leveled allegations of sexual assault against [decent family men / hardworking public servants]. We write now to extend the invitation to you directly. You have been personally selected to share your "experience" of sexual assault with the United States Senate. Congratulations!

Your hearing will take place in person at [specify venue] and will be streamed across our digital platforms. If the "story" you tell proves to be especially [timely / compelling / salacious] or politically [convenient for us / inconvenient for our friends across the aisle], footage of your testimony might also be aired live on cable-news channels or repackaged for prime-time highlight reels.

In short, this is a rare and exciting opportunity for you to [specify benefit of participation for Accuser; if none, substitute "serve your country"]. Indeed, this invitation has already offered several benefits:

First, it has allowed us to (re)introduce the phrase "legitimately assaulted" into the public lexicon.

Second, to be very honest with you, Accuser, we as a group have been slightly concerned about our standing with some women of late. Publicizing this invitation has allowed us to emphasize how willing we are to [tolerate / humor] your accusations before we [assess / dismiss] them.

Third, if you [ignore / decline / are honestly a bit baffled by] our invitation, we may publicize your refusal to cooperate with us and express our dismay at your defiance.

Fourth, as we publicize your refusal, we will [assume / imply / insist] that your silence proves you to be a [liar / fraud / hussy].

Fifth, we will use this evidence of your dishonesty and fraudulence to cast doubt on any assault claim made by you and/or other Accusers, now and in the future.

These, we feel, are reasons enough to accept our offer. However, since we are keenly aware of all that Accusers stand to gain from coming forward, we understand that you, too, might be seeking more personalized benefits from your participation. In the spirit of accommodation, then, we are happy to outline some additional perks:

Self-promotion: Your participation will most likely make you famous--briefly, or perhaps permanently. Your sexual history will become a topic of local investigation and national conversation. So will your story more broadly. Widespread exposure on this level is something that most brands can only dream of.

Self-esteem: Feedback from others can make all the difference in a journey of self-improvement, and your participation will be assessed by a diverse group of reviewers eager to offer their opinions not only on your appearance, but also on your overall demeanor and person. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to gather constructive criticism from a potentially worldwide audience.

Self-improvement: Would you like to build your emotional resilience? You could spend months working with a therapist ... or you could spend a few hours being interrogated by some of the nation's most powerful politicians. Instant grit! Furthermore, because any disclosure you make comes with the possibility that you could be sued for defamation, participation will encourage you to choose your words more carefully than you ever have before--a mindfulness practice that will serve you for the rest of your life.

Self-knowledge: How many people would be willing to uproot their lives for this all-risk/no-reward opportunity? Very few. Are you one of them? There is only one way to find out: If you have an allegation to make, come forward and make it. We'll decide whether or not it's credible.

We would be delighted for you to join us, and you are welcome for the opportunity. We await your prompt response. If you have questions in the meantime, we would be happy to put you in touch with some of our past attendees. Anita Hill, Christine Blasey Ford, and several more of our previous participants can attest that their experiences with us have been truly life-changing.

Sincerely,

The United States Senate
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The Pro-Eating-Disorder Internet Is Back

One of the thorniest content-moderation problems grows out of control on X.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The glorification of dangerous thinness is a long-standing problem in American culture, and it is especially bad on the internet, where users can find an unending stream of extreme dieting instructions, "thinspo" photo boards, YouTube videos that claim to offer magical weight-loss spells, and so on. There has always been a huge audience for this type of content, much of which is highly visual and emotionally charged, and spreads easily.



Most of the large social-media platforms have been aware of this reality for years and have undertaken at least basic measures to address it. On most of these platforms, at a minimum, if you search for certain well-known keywords related to eating disorders--as people who are attracted or vulnerable to such content are likely to do--you'll be met with a pop-up screen asking if you need help and suggesting that you contact a national hotline. On today's biggest platforms for young people, Instagram and TikTok, that screen is a wall: You can't tap past it to get to search results. This is not to say that these sites do not host photos and videos glamorizing eating disorders, only that finding them usually isn't as easy as simply searching.



X, however, offers a totally different experience. If you search for popular tags and terms related to eating disorders, you'll be shown accounts that have those terms in their usernames and bios. You'll be shown relevant posts and recommendations for various groups to join under the header "Explore Communities." The impression communicated by many of these posts, which typically include stylized photography of extremely skinny people, is that an eating disorder is an enviable lifestyle rather than a mental illness and dangerous health condition. The lifestyle is in fact made to seem even more aspirational by the way that some users talk about its growing popularity and their desire to keep "wannarexics"--wannabe anorexics--out of their community. Those who are accepted, though, are made to feel truly accepted: They're offered advice and positive feedback from the broader group.



Technically, all of this violates X's published policy against the encouragement of self-harm. But there's a huge difference between having a policy and enforcing one. X has also allowed plenty of racist and anti-Semitic content under Elon Musk's reign despite having a policy against "hateful conduct." The site is demonstrating what can happen when a platform's rules effectively mean nothing. (X did not respond to emails about this issue.)



This moment did not emerge from a vacuum. The social web is solidly in a regressive moment when it comes to content moderation. Major platforms had been pushed to act on misinformation in response to seismic events including the 2016 presidential election, the coronavirus pandemic, the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, the rise of QAnon, and the January 6 insurrection, but have largely retreated after backlash from Donald Trump-aligned Republicans who equate moderation with censorship. That equation is one of the reasons Musk bought Twitter in the first place--he viewed it as a powerful platform that was operating with heavy favor toward his enemies and restricting the speech of his friends. After he took over the site, in 2022, he purged thousands of employees and vowed to roll back content-moderation efforts that had been layered onto the platform over the years. "These teams whose full-time job it was to prevent harmful content simply are not really there," Rumman Chowdhury, a data scientist who formerly led a safety team at pre-Musk Twitter, told me. They were fired or dramatically reduced in size when Musk took over, she said.

Read: I watched Elon Musk kill Twitter's culture from the inside

Now the baby has been thrown out with the bathwater, Vaishnavi J, an expert in youth safety who worked at Twitter and then at Instagram, told me. (I agreed not to publish her full name because she is concerned about targeted harassment; she also publishes research using just her last initial.) "Despite what you might say about Musk," she told me, "I think if you showed him the kind of content that was being surfaced, I don't think he would actually want it on the platform." To that point, in October, NBC News's Kat Tenbarge reported that X had removed one of its largest pro-eating-disorder groups after she drew the company's attention to it over the course of her reporting. Yet she also reported that new groups quickly sprang up to replace it, which is plainly true. Just before Thanksgiving, I found (with minimal effort) a pro-eating-disorder group that had nearly 74,000 members; when I looked this week to see whether it was still up, it had grown to more than 88,000 members. (Musk did not respond to a request for comment.)



That growth tracks with user reports that X is not only hosting eating-disorder content but actively recommending it in the algorithmically generated "For You feed, even if people don't wish to see it. Researchers are now taking an interest: Kristina Lerman, a professor at the University of Southern California who has published about online eating-disorder content previously, is part of a team finalizing a new paper about the way that pro-anorexia rhetoric circulates on X. "There is this echo chamber, this highly interlinked community," she told me. It's also very visible, which is why X is developing a reputation as a place to go to find that kind of content. X communities openly use terms like proana and thinspo, and even bonespo and deathspo, terms that romanticize eating disorders to an extreme degree by alluding fondly to their worst outcomes.



Eating-disorder content has been one of the thorniest content-moderation issues since the beginning of the social web. It was prevalent in early online forums and endemic to Tumblr, which was where it started to take on a distinct visual aesthetic and set of community rituals that have been part of the internet in various forms ever since. (Indeed, it was a known problem on Twitter even before Musk took over the site.) There are many reasons this material presents such a difficult moderation problem. For one thing, as opposed to hate speech or targeted harassment, it is less likely to be flagged by users--participants in the communities are unlikely to report themselves. On the contrary, creators of this content are highly motivated to evade detection and will innovate with coded language to get around new interventions. A platform that really wants to minimize the spread of pro-eating-disorder content has to work hard at it, staying on top of the latest trends in keywords and euphemisms and being constantly on the lookout for subversions of its efforts.



As an additional challenge, the border between content that glorifies eating disorders and content that is simply part of our culture's fanatical fixation on thinness, masked as "fitness" and "health" advice, is not always clear. This means that moderation has to have a human element and has to be able to process a great deal of nuance--to understand how to approach the problem without causing inadvertent harm. Is it dangerous, for instance, to dismantle someone's social network overnight when they're already struggling? Is it productive to allow some discussion of eating disorders if that discussion is about recovery? Or can that be harmful too?

Read: We have no drugs to treat the deadliest eating disorder

These questions are subjects of ongoing research and debate; the role that the internet plays in disordered-eating habits has been discussed now for decades. Yet, looking at X in 2024, you wouldn't know it. After searching just once for the popular term edtwt--"eating disorder Twitter"--and clicking on a few of the suggested communities, I immediately started to see this type of content in the main feed of my X account. Scrolling through my regular mix of news and jokes, I would be served posts like "a mega thread of my favourite thinsp0 for edtwt" and "what's the worst part about being fat? ... A thread for edtwt to motivate you."



I found this shocking mostly because it was so simplistic. We hear all the time about how complex the recommendation algorithms are for today's social platforms, but all I had done was search for something once and click around for five minutes. It was oddly one-to-one. But when I told Vaishnavi about this experience, she wasn't surprised. "Recommendation algorithms highly value engagement, and ED content is very popular," she told me. If I had searched for something less popular, which the site was less readily able to provide, I might not have seen a change in my feed.



When I spoke with Amanda Greene, who published extensively about online eating-disorder content as a researcher at the University of Michigan, she emphasized the big, newer problem of recommendation algorithms. "That's what made TikTok notorious, and that's what I think is making eating-disorder content spread so widely on X," she said. "It's one thing to have this stuff out there if you really, really search for it. It's another to have it be pushed on people."



It was also noticeable how starkly cruel much of the X content was. To me, it read like an older style of pro-eating-disorder content. It wasn't just romanticization of super thinness; it looked like the stuff you would see 10 years ago, when it was much more common for people to post photos of themselves on social media and ask for others to tear them apart. On X, I was seeing people say horrible things to one another in the name of "meanspo" ("mean inspiration") that would encourage them not to eat.

Though she wasn't collecting data on X at the moment, Greene said that what she'd been hearing about anecdotally was similar to what I was being served in my X feed. Vicious language in the name of "tough love" or "support" was huge in years past and is now making its way back. "I think maybe part of the reason it had gone out was content moderation," Greene told me. Now it's back, and everybody knows where to find it.
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Why Can't Robots Stay Robots?

A hit animated film is the latest work to imbue machines with the primacy of human values.

by Elvia Wilk




Alan Turing's original 1950 proposal for what we now know as the Turing test--an experiment to gauge whether a machine can convincingly act like a person--hinged on a party-game concept he called the "imitation game." A man and a woman hide behind a curtain; the party guests ask the hidden players questions; the players answer in writing; and then the guests try to determine whether the man or the woman is providing the answers.

Turing proposed to replace one of the players (the woman) with a machine, changing the game from man versus woman into man versus computer. In other words, a classic test to determine whether a machine can pretend to be human was based on another test of "fundamental" identity: Can a man and a woman act like each other? This is but one of manifold ways that the history of AI reveals how ideas about gender are embedded into the way humanness is conceived. Just think of the way companies give feminine voices to "smart" household appliances such as Amazon's Alexa; the gendering is intended to make "her" seem domestic, harmless, and ready to serve.

A deep ambivalence about what it takes to be human comes across in The Wild Robot, the hit animated movie about a service robot that crash-lands on a remote island and has to adapt to its new surroundings. Based on a best-selling book by Peter Brown, directed by Chris Sanders, and voiced by an outstanding cast including Lupita Nyong'o, Pedro Pascal, and Kit Connor, the film has charmed parents and children alike with its lusciously rendered imagery, dramatic soundscape, snappy dialogue, and heartwarming plot. Its protagonist is the stranded robot, Rozzum 7134, who forms relationships with the animals on the island--and, most important, develops maternal love for an orphaned bird.

At its core, the film is about parents and children: how the hard work of caregiving creates a mutual bond. But what starts as a winking nod at the challenges of parenting ends up a heavy-handed fable about the primacy of human values, with an emphasis on the idea that a gendered role is essential to becoming human.

From the start, Rozzum must figure out its place as a customer-service machine in a world that doesn't seem to need one. It wanders the cliffs, shores, and forests in search of a "task" to complete. "Did you perhaps order a Rozzum helper robot?" it asks a skeptical squirrel. "Is that a no?" it continues. "Here's a free sticker. Scan the code and get 10 percent off."

Happenstance gives it a reason to stay on the island. When it accidentally crushes a goose nest, the sole surviving egg hatches, and the gosling, laying eyes on the robot's face, immediately imprints on his new parent. Pinktail, a possum mom passing by with a litter of possum babies, explains that Rozzum is now the orphaned bird's mother. "I do not have the programming to be a mother," Rozzum objects. "No one does," the animal retorts. "We just make it up." The robot takes on the chore of raising the bird ("Task acquired, return mode delayed") and initially interprets "mothering" as simply keeping the bird alive--an ironic comment on the idea that the complexities of motherhood could be reduced to a chore.

With the help of a mischievous fox named Fink, who takes on the role of surrogate dad, "Roz" learns how to soothe their new child, whom they name Brightbill. In a bedtime story that relays Roz's journey to motherhood, Fink bestows a female pronoun on her, marking the moment that she becomes dedicated to Brightbill's well-being and, apparently, develops the capacity to love. Yet she continues to bemoan the "crushing obligation" that "has delayed me, damaged me, and violated my protocols." No, Fink corrects her: She feels "very lucky to be a mother." Any hardship or bodily harm, he implies, is worth facing to become a mom.



Roz's shift toward humanness is not coincident with but contingent on her shift to motherhood, which becomes not only her task but her purpose. Even when the job is technically complete and Brightbill takes off for the flock's annual migration, the robot doesn't leave the island, instead waiting and longing for his return. Weirdly, when Rozzum acquires the role of "mother," her hardware also seems to acquire a kind of biological essentialism. The fact that a gosling can imprint on anyone could have served the opposite point: not that anyone a child latches on to becomes a mom but that caregiving can exist in any number of different capacities, independent of gender. It could also have also shown that sometimes caregiving is really just work.

That Roz's subservience makes her the ideal mom is a telling inversion of the "Born Sexy Yesterday" film trope--embodied by characters such as Leeloo in Luc Besson's The Fifth Element, Ava in Alex Garland's Ex Machina, or Bella Baxter in Yorgos Lanthimos's Poor Things--whose innocence and naivete also happen to make them unselfconscious sex objects. Roz, with her programmed eagerness to serve, signifies the flip side of that trope: something more like "Born Maternal Yesterday." Roz's evolution toward motherliness is evident in the way her robotic voice transitions to warm feminine expression (a change expertly reflected in Nyong'o's voice acting). Here, the foundations for the ultimate customer-service appliance are essentially the same as for the self-sacrificing mother.

Read: What is a robot?

This turn toward the maternal is key to other directives that Roz assigns herself out of an emerging desire to help the animals survive. For the first half of the movie, her animal friends make plenty of wisecracks about how easily animals die in the wild. Fink eats everyone he can find; Pinktail acts mildly annoyed when one of her rowdy offspring turns out not to have been devoured by a predator. As an elder goose notes, Brightbill would likely have perished had he not been adopted by a creature with the dedication to raise him and the skills (extendable arms, logical deduction) to keep him alive.

But Roz teaches the animals to act against their nature--to befriend one another, accept Brightbill, and work together to survive. In fact, she labors so hard to do so that her metal body starts to fall apart. A standoffish, pretentious beaver with a British accent (voiced by Matt Berry) can't help but come to respect her, and chews her a replacement wooden leg when her metal ankle is crushed. What seems like a story about the ways that robots and animals are not like humans becomes a story about the benefits of becoming human, or, more to the point, being "civilized": Roz builds everyone a cozy home to live in, a plot point that illustrates her evolution toward embracing humanist morals and nuclear-family structures.

Of course, an island food chain would collapse if bears stopped eating fish and foxes stopped eating eggs, a clear contradiction to the film's ethos of cross-species cooperation. In one of the first scenes, Roz learns to scrabble up a cliff by copying the movements of a fiddler crab (which is immediately swiped by a seagull). By the last scene, feral and moss-covered, she's loping along in a shambolic approximation of a large mammal. What if Roz had turned animal rather than human in more profound ways? That might have meant killing a bear that, at one point, tries to attack her. Or what if she'd stayed a logical-deduction machine? If so, she might have determined that the island ecosystem didn't need intervention and let the gosling perish, thus leaving the cycle of life unchanged. (This version would have been less suitable for a children's movie, to be sure.)

Read: What AI can teach us about the myth of human genius

Notably, The Wild Robot features almost no actual humans, save a few in the control center of Universal Dynamics, the mega-conglomerate that produces and monitors the robots--and wants to retrieve Roz, with her valuable, newfound humanlike knowledge. We're given to understand that the "wild" island, if humans discovered it, would be turned into the type of sanitized, space-age agriculture dome that houses the company headquarters. And despite a climactic battle, ultimately, that's where Roz ends up: in the final scene, Brightbill finds Roz in the dome, docilely tending to crops alongside dozens of identical machines. Although Universal Dynamics has extracted her intelligence and rebooted her, she magically remembers and loves Brightbill, whom she's kept in her "heart."

In its depiction of Roz and Universal Dynamics, the movie makes obvious references to the Czech writer Karel Capek's eerily prescient 1920 play R.U.R., known for coining the word robot (based on robota in Czech). The titular acronym stands for "Rossum's Universal Robots," an island factory that produces humanlike androids. Although the machines' inventor is concerned with metaphysical questions--do intelligent robots disprove God's existence?--his engineer son sees the potential for major profit and manufactures robots for sale around the world, with disastrous results.

The word robota is derived from the Czech for "forced labor," and the play draws a clear comparison between the robots' instrumentalization and the way that people are exploited. That last image of Roz doing agricultural labor among identical robots echoes this idea. But Roz doesn't come across as angry in that scene; unlike Capek's robota, she's not leading a rebellion against her overlords. She's content, because she's fulfilled and gratified--by the experience of motherhood, of a nuclear family. Watching her read a bedtime story to Brightbill earlier in the film or tend to an orange tree at the end, we might consider whether becoming "human" should mean conforming to narrowly defined roles--or whether we might imagine more expansive ways of being, for robots and for ourselves.
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Why Do Big Families Get Such a Bad Rap?

I have many siblings. And in so many ways, my life is richer for it.

by Stephanie H. Murray




In the video, my siblings and I stand with our mother on the large porch of a house somewhere in Virginia, before a small crowd gathered across the street. We're dressed plainly, except for my mother, who wears a festive sweater and headband. And we are singing--"The 12 Days of Christmas," "Carol of the Bells," my grandpa's arrangement of "Hey Ho, Anybody Home" with "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen." For most of the performance, my mother conducts us from a music stand, pitch pipe in hand. Only during "Hodie Apparuit," a somewhat intricate three-part Latin carol by Orlando di Lasso, does she leave her post, to sing "firsts" with me. I was not the youngest child in the family. But in choral matters, I always needed the most help.

I am not a musical person. I do not play any instruments. I can't read music or write songs, the way some of my siblings do in their spare time. And I have never described myself as a singer. (Although here, my mother would interject to reassure readers that I have a "lovely voice.") I don't generally sing at all unless I feel well assured that, shrouded in protective layers of other voices, no one can hear me, or at least not me in particular. The second those voices fall away, my voice breaks. I may be able to sing a tune, but I can't carry one.

Nevertheless, I sing a lot--even now, because that is what my family does when we get together. I often find this dynamic, in which music remains an enormous part of my life despite my ineptitude, tricky to explain to people. But it also encapsulates what I consider one of the undersung advantages of being raised in a big family: It can draw the best out of you by drawing you out of yourself.

Read: The longest relationships of our lives

I am the middle of five children, all of us born within the span of seven years. Growing up, I rarely stopped to consider whether I liked being in a large family, perhaps because in the Catholic circles in which my family ran, we were hardly the biggest. I would not describe us as any chummier than your average lot of sisters and brothers. We played together and have about a million inside jokes. We also fought a lot. Over the years, our relationships with one another have at times been deeply strained. But I am and always have been fiercely defensive of my siblings, which is why I find it difficult to know what to make of the research indicating that I'm worse off for having them.

A significant body of evidence suggests, for instance, that kids with more siblings do worse in school than their counterparts from smaller families, across a variety of educational outcomes: math and reading scores, high-school graduation rates, college enrollment and graduation, and overall educational attainment. The relationship between number of siblings and achievement shrinks after researchers correct for factors such as parental education and income, Douglas Downey, a sociology professor at Ohio State University, told me, but it doesn't disappear. A 2015 study found that as family size increases, children score worse on cognitive tests and exhibit more behavioral challenges; it suggested, too, that kids from bigger families are at greater risk of experiencing criminal conviction and teen pregnancy, and are more likely to earn less as adults.

Yet research also indicates that coming from a big family can offer benefits. Some studies have found that, on average, the more siblings you have as a child, the less likely you are to divorce as an adult. "That's suggestive that maybe you learn some interaction skills growing up that then translate into building long-lasting relationships later in adulthood," Downey told me. Other research has found that quality sibling relationships can be a meaningful buffer against loneliness in adulthood.

Read: The longest relationships of our lives

Still, kids in big families do tend to struggle in a variety of ways. The prevailing explanation for this, initially put forward by the sociologist Judith Blake in the 1980s, is commonly referred to as "resource dilution."

The resource-dilution model notes that parents have finite means; the more children they have, the thinner those means are spread. And although reasons exist to question this theory--it's possible, for instance, that the relationship between family size and educational outcomes isn't actually causal, Downey said--I wouldn't be surprised if there's something to it. To be honest, I'd be shocked if there wasn't. Particularly in the United States, where so much of a child's welfare is determined by their parents, the notion that those parents' time and income would go further on two kids than five doesn't seem far-fetched.

In fact, I don't think resource dilution quite captures how having siblings alters the divvying up of family resources. The term makes it sound as if each kid just gets a smaller cut of the family funds. But in my experience, it isn't so simple. My parents weren't poor, but even with help from my grandparents, they didn't have enough money to send five kids to college, for example. Minimizing the amount of debt each of us had to take on meant we all had to compromise. I doubt I could have gotten into a really prestigious school, but it didn't occur to me to try, because in my family you didn't go to the best school you could get into, or even the best you could afford with one-fifth of the family college fund. You went to the school that gave you the most money, to maximize what was left over for your siblings. It was the opposite of meritocracy: The person with the highest SAT scores got the smallest slice of the pie.

The scarcest resource was our parents' attention. I saw my parents plenty, but my individual needs often got lost in the shuffle. I was constantly showing up to school without whatever form or costume or special hairdo kids were supposed to have that day. My brother--not my parents--dropped me off at college.

Read: Are siblings more important than parents?

I'd be lying if I said I haven't occasionally wrestled with resentment for the inevitably unfair way my parents' resources have shaken out. If I can overlook such grievances now, it's because--I know I'm lucky to say--my most basic needs were never in jeopardy. I also can't exactly blame my parents: I'm under no illusion that having a bunch of kids is a breeze. I myself became so overwhelmed with just two children that I felt the need to hit pause on having more until I could come up for air.

Nevertheless, I think that in many ways my life is richer than it might have been had all my family's resources been poured into me. And coexisting with all those people pushed me to try things that I likely wouldn't have if I'd been an only child or one of just two. Which brings me back to all that singing, and the deep joy I've experienced as the only unmusical member of a sibling choir--descendants of a family with a long musical history.

My great-grandfather was a violinist in the Cleveland Philharmonic Orchestra. His daughter, my grandmother, earned a scholarship to the Metropolitan Opera. Her husband, my grandfather, was not only a composer who wrote liturgical music, motets, symphonies, and string quartets but also a beloved music teacher who believed that music was as crucial to the development of the mind as math. An attempt to live out this belief drove my mother to teach me and my siblings to sing together from an early age. She started with simple rounds, such as "Oh, How Lovely Is the Evening." Then she taught us to sight-read using solfege (the do-re-mi system memorably rendered in The Sound of Music), so we could tackle (or, in my case, stumble through) more challenging polyphonic tunes.

My siblings took to music with ease. Today, if you hand any one of them the sheet music of an unfamiliar song, they'll be singing it within the hour. If they mess up, you probably won't know. They'll wander from a given tune while maintaining harmony with it, then meander back without drawing notice. Then there's me, the one whose lack of innate ability seems to have defied both nature and nurture. To perform a song halfway confidently, I have to drill it into my neural pathways through rote memorization, as if I'm hammering down a railroad. If I get knocked off track, forget correcting course. I'm a train wreck.

And yet, at every opportunity, I've kept singing with my family. We sing when someone graduates, marries, or welcomes a new child. We still carol for neighbors, fellow churchgoers, and perfect strangers at every chance we get. My parents eventually divorced, but when my dad died a few years ago, my siblings and I gathered with our aunts, uncles, and cousins, and, with my mother conducting us as usual, sang as his coffin was lowered into the grave.

By one view, this part of my life--the 10,000 hours I've spent honing a craft I do not have the talent or passion to master--is a missed opportunity. Perhaps, had I grown up in a smaller family, I would have devoted that time and energy to some other skill to which I was better suited. Yet that prospect only saddens me, because singing with my family is among my most cherished pastimes. It's what I'm homesick for when homesickness strikes.

Life in a big family is all about making do--with the hand-me-down winter coat that only sort of fits, with the sport that you only sort of like, with the fact that you will always be the worst singer in the group. You could see this as indignity. But I see it as a reason to be grateful. I get to sing because my family chooses, over and over, to make do with me.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/12/ode-big-families/681005/?utm_source=feed
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Trump to Russia's Rescue

After a year of misfortune, Putin is about to have a friend in the White House.

by Tom Nichols




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


Dictatorships seem stable and almost invulnerable, until the day they fall. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's regime crumbled in days in the face of an offensive led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or HTS, a group that the United States considers a terrorist organization. But the Syrian civil war is, for now, mostly over. Hundreds of thousands are dead.

I wrote more than a decade ago in favor of Western intervention in Syria, back when the butcher's bill was still in the tens of thousands, and finally gave up when Assad repeatedly used chemical weapons and got away with it. I predicted at the time that President Barack Obama's decision against military action would undermine America's position in the Middle East, embolden Iran, and give Russia its first major outpost in the region. Some of my worst fears, sadly, came true, while bodies piled up in the Syrian rubble for the next decade. (Obama's defenders point to congressional opposition, but he claimed that he had the authority to act alone, and I think he was right. His last-minute reversal, a case study I used to teach at the Naval War College, stunned his national-security team, and it's not, in my view, a pretty story.)

I would not even begin to predict Syria's future, but I can identify one of the biggest losers (besides Assad, of course) now that this nightmare is over: Vladimir Putin.

That is, unless Donald Trump rides to his rescue.

Syria was a symbol of Russia's desire to return to superpower status, a perch in the Middle East that even Putin's Soviet predecessors never achieved. It's hard to overestimate the value of such a position--close to the West's energy resources and important waterways--to any Russian government, past or present. In 1973, the Soviets tried to jump into the region when they invited the United States to join them in putting Soviet and American troops between Israel and Egypt during the Yom Kippur War. The White House rejected the proposal, and the Kremlin then said that it would go in with or without the United States. The Nixon administration's response was to order U.S. forces to raise their global nuclear-alert status. The Soviets got the message.

Some 40 years later, Russian jets were streaking over Middle Eastern skies so regularly that U.S. and Russian military commanders had to keep a line open between them to deconflict their operations.

As Russia's geopolitical position in Syria has collapsed, Putin's prestige and credibility have taken a serious hit. Putin has long prided himself on being an ally who never cuts and runs. As my friend Nick Gvosdev, a veteran Russia-watcher who serves as the director of the national-security program at the Foreign Policy Research Institute, told me today: "In the Middle East, Putin has often contrasted the fecklessness of American presidents with his steadfast support to those he views as Russia's loyal partners. He has marketed this consistency as a selling point as to why he is a better mediator for regional disputes."

Putin, however, helped seal Assad's fate when Russia invaded Ukraine, dividing Russian attention and capabilities so badly that when HTS and other rebels launched their offensives, Moscow was unable to offer much help. Now the world has seen Assad chased from his own palace while Putin did nothing, a spectacle that casts doubt both on Putin's power and on the value of his word.

Putin is also in other jams of his own making. The Russian economy is suffering from sanctions and from the costs of his military adventure in Ukraine. On the ground in Ukraine, his troops are advancing slowly through a meat grinder in a war that was supposed to be over in a week. North Koreans are fighting alongside Russians, and a senior Russian military officer was blown up in the streets of Moscow. The sprawling Russian Federation now looks like a banana republic that needs assistance from Pyongyang's hermit kingdom and can't even keep one of its own generals safe in the national capital.

Putin's very bad year could be a very good opportunity for the West and for the besieged Ukrainians, if the Americans and their allies continue to strain Russia's military on the battlefield and Russia's economy in the global marketplace--in other words, if someone other than Trump were about to become the leader of the free world.

Trump openly admires Putin, and has reportedly spoken with him multiple times since leaving the White House in 2021. He is unlikely to press the West's advantage. Instead, at a press event yesterday, Trump called President Joe Biden's decision to allow the Ukrainians to use U.S.-supplied long-range weapons to strike deeper inside Russia "stupid," and complained that he hadn't been consulted. "I don't think that should have been allowed, not when there's a possibility--and certainly not just weeks before I take over," Trump said, adding that he might reverse Biden's policy.

And what exactly would Trump do differently? During his campaign, Trump said he could end the war in a day. Now he says that the war is "a tough one; it's a nasty one," with people "being killed at levels that nobody's ever seen." (Fact check: People have been killed at such levels in many modern wars, but it's to Trump's credit if he's concerned.) Trump claims to want a peace deal; the problem is that in practice, any "peace deal" means letting Putin keep his imperial acquisitions while he gears up for renewed fighting.

Trump has named retired General Keith Kellogg as his special envoy for Ukraine and Russia. Kellogg (who accepts the risible Russian line that the war was spurred in part by Moscow's fears that Ukraine would join NATO) has argued for continuing to arm Ukraine if Russia won't agree to a cease-fire. This might seem a hard line, but it's pure theater: Putin knows this game, and he will simply repeat his Crimea playbook from 2014 and 2015, agreeing to peace negotiations while engaging in chicanery and cease-fire violations behind the scenes. The weapons to Ukraine will dry up, the West will look away in shame, and Putin's tanks will roll again as soon as he's caught his breath.

I hope I'm wrong and that wiser heads prevail on Trump to take advantage of Putin's misfortunes. (I'm not sure who such people would be in a circle that includes adviser Elon Musk and possible Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.) More likely, Trump will go on with his campaign of retribution at home while the Russians do as they please.

Events in Syria have opened a historic opportunity, but sometimes the man and the moment do not meet.

Related:

	Why Syria matters to the Kremlin
 	How Russia could maintain a foothold in Syria






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The crumbling foundation of America's military
 	RIP to the Axis of Resistance, Arash Azizi writes.
 	The words that stop ChatGPT in its tracks




Today's News

	An official with Ukraine's security service said Ukraine was responsible for a bombing that assassinated the chief of Russia's nuclear-, biological-, and chemical-protection forces.
 	Luigi Mangione, who is accused of killing UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, was indicted by a New York grand jury on one count of murder in the first degree in furtherance of terrorism, two counts of murder in the second degree, and weapon and forgery charges. A lawyer for Mangione declined to comment on the indictment.
 	A tech consultant was found guilty of second-degree murder in the fatal stabbing of the tech executive Bob Lee, who helped create Cash App.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Bogota is rationing its water. More places should practice going without crucial resources, Elizabeth Rush argues.
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Bob Dylan's Carnival Act

By James Parker

Everything, as Charles Peguy said, begins in mysticism and ends in politics. Except if you're Bob Dylan. If you're Bob Dylan, you start political and go mystical. You start as an apprentice hobo scuffing out songs of change; you become, under protest, the ordained and prophetic mouthpiece for a sense of mass disturbance otherwise known as the '60s; and then, after some violent gestures and severances, you withdraw. You dematerialize; you drop it all, and you drift into the recesses of the Self. Where you remain, until they give you a Nobel Prize.


Read the full article.
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Listen. These are the 10 best albums of 2024, according to our music critic.

Examine. Can the rodeo save a historic Black town? Read about one woman's quest to rescue Boley, Oklahoma.

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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        How Liberal America Came to Its Senses
        Jonathan Chait

        A decade ago, cultural norms in elite American institutions took a sharply illiberal turn. Professors would get disciplined, journalists fired, ordinary people harassed by social-media mobs, over some decontextualized phrase or weaponized misunderstanding. Every so often, I would write about these events or the debates that they set off.But I haven't written about this phenomenon in a long time, and I recently realized why: because it isn't happening any more. Left-wing outrage mobs might still f...

      

      
        In Praise of Mercy
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        Earlier this month, nearly 1,500 Americans found themselves the recipients of very good news: President Joe Biden had granted them executive clemency. Thirty-nine were given full pardons. "America was built on the promise of possibility and second chances," the White House's press release read. "As President, I have the great privilege of extending mercy to people who have demonstrated remorse and rehabilitation." Biden's office was at pains to clarify that while the president had shown mercy, he...

      

      
        An Autistic Teenager Fell Hard for a Chatbot
        Albert Fox Cahn

        My godson, Michael, is a playful, energetic 15-year-old, with a deep love of Star Wars, a wry smile, and an IQ in the low 70s. His learning disabilities and autism have made his journey a hard one. His parents, like so many others, sometimes rely on screens to reduce stress and keep him occupied. They monitor the apps and websites he uses, but things are not always as they initially appear. When Michael asked them to approve installing Linky AI, a quick review didn't reveal anything alarming, jus...

      

      
        Musk Posted. Republicans Listened.
        Russell Berman

        Elon Musk was born a South African, so he's ineligible to serve as either president or vice president of the United States. But he is swiftly showing, by dint of his enormous wealth and growing influence with the person Americans actually elected as president, that neither of those titles are necessary to dominate Washington.Over the course of a few hours yesterday, Musk may have singlehandedly tanked a carefully negotiated bipartisan compromise to fund the government for the next three months an...

      

      
        A Nonreligious Holiday Ritual
        John Hendrickson

        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.Low winter sun casts slanted light, a specific hue that's at once happy and sad--highly fitting for this time of year. Nearly every city-dweller I know clings to the fleeting moments of gratifying glow during the final dark days of the calendar.This year, the winter solstice will arrive at 4:20 a.m. ET on Saturday, December 21. Because o...

      

      
        A Mysterious Health Wave Is Breaking Out Across the U.S.
        Derek Thompson

        Americans are unusually likely to die young compared with citizens of other developed countries. The U.S. has more fatalities from gun violence, drug overdoses, and auto accidents than just about any other similarly rich nation, and its obesity rate is about 50 percent higher than the European average. Put this all together and the U.S. is rightly considered a "rich death trap" for its young and middle-aged citizens, whose premature death is the leading reason for America's unusually short lifesp...

      

      
        Postpone Your Pleasures
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.My father-in-law, with whom I was very close, spent most of his life on the same working-class street in Barcelona's El Clot neighborhood. Born in 1929, he saw Spain's bloody civil war taking place literally in front of his house. His family experienced a lot of suffering. Some died; others spent years in jail or were forced into exile. He himself spent a year in a refugee camp, an experience tha...

      

      
        The Luxury Makeover of the Worst Pastry on Earth
        Ellen Cushing

        On the internet, there exists a $102 loaf of bread that people talk about like it's a drug. It's a panettone--the fruitcake-adjacent yeasted bread that is traditional to Italy, and to Christmastime--and it is made by the California chef Roy Shvartzapel. Like most panettone, it looks like a giant muffin, with a dramatic domed top and gold-printed paper wrapping around its sides. It is, according to the box, "carefully crafted" by, among other things, "an endless drive to control time and nature, and...

      

      
        A Biting Satire of the Art World's Monstrousness
        Sophia Stewart

        When she coined the term art monster in 2014, Jenny Offill didn't anticipate how fervently readers would take to it. In her novel Dept. of Speculation, Offill's narrator--a writer, wife, and new mother--confesses in a now oft-quoted passage that when she was younger, "My plan was to never get married. I was going to be an art monster instead." She concedes that this idea was unorthodox: "Women almost never become art monsters because art monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane thin...

      

      
        The Cost of Lawlessness on the West Bank
        Gershom Gorenberg

        It was a normal morning during the autumn olive harvest. On a hillside northeast of Ramallah, on November 8, a group of roughly 15 or 20 Palestinians from the village of Deir Jarir were picking dark olives, the most important agricultural product in the occupied West Bank, from low, young trees.With them were volunteers from the Israeli group Rabbis for Human Rights, along with Rabbi Arik Ascherman, the leader of Torat Tzedek, a group whose name translates to "Torah of Justice." They'd come to he...

      

      
        A Gala for Right-Wing Revenge
        Ali Breland

        Gavin McInnes, a co-founder of the Proud Boys, was extremely upset with me. He started listing things that I should feel (ashamed and terrible about myself) and that he wished would happen to me (trouble sleeping at night). "You should," he told me gravely and slowly, as though he were about to give me some very important advice, "slit your wrists."The transgression I'd committed against him was being a journalist in his presence. I had just been introduced to McInnes at table 49 of the New York ...

      

      
        The Pro-Eating-Disorder Internet Is Back
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The glorification of dangerous thinness is a long-standing problem in American culture, and it is especially bad on the internet, where users can find an unending stream of extreme dieting instructions, "thinspo" photo boards, YouTube videos that claim to offer magical weight-loss spells, and so on. There has always been a huge audience for this type of content, much of which is highly visual and emotionally charged, and spreads easily.Most of the large social-media platforms have been aware of t...

      

      
        The 10 Best Albums of 2024
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Editor's Note: Find all of The Atlantic's "Best of 2024" coverage here. Vulgar year, vulgar music. Kendrick Lamar and Drake made a show out of accusing one another of depravity. Pop entered a renaissance thanks to smart young women sharing impure thoughts. Taylor Swift released a sprawling confession of lust-crazed misjudgment. Hip-hop's "sexy drill" scene continued to flourish. Acclaim flowed to artists who defied genre, distribution conventions, and the very format of the album: Cindy Lee's two...

      

      
        You Are Cordially Invited to an Event That Could Ruin Your Life
        Megan Garber

        "I'd want to know if anybody nominated for a high-level job in Washington legitimately assaulted somebody ... If people have an allegation to make, come forward and make it ... We'll decide whether or not it's credible." -- Senator Lindsey Graham, December 2024Dear Accuser,You may have heard the open call we recently issued to you and others who have leveled allegations of sexual assault against [decent family men / hardworking public servants]. We write now to extend the invitation to you directly. Y...

      

      
        The Crumbling Foundation of America's Military
        Mark Bowden

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.I. Supply and DemandHere, in the third decade of the 21st century, the most sought-after ammunition in the U.S. arsenal reaches the vital stage of its manufacture--the process tended by a young woman on a metal platform on the second story of an old factory in rural Iowa, leaning over a giant kettle where tan flakes of trinitrotoluene, better known as the explosive TNT, are stirred slowly into a brown slurry.S...

      

      
        Why Reading Books in High School Matters
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsLast month, Rose Horowitch wrote the article "The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books," which sparked a lot of debate. Professors told Horowitch that their students felt overwhelmed at the thought of finishing a single novel, much less 20, so they've begun to drastically shrink their assignments. They blamed cell phones, standardized tests, and extracurriculars, and they mostly agreed that the shift began in high ...

      

      
        Bob Dylan's Carnival Act
        James Parker

        Everything, as Charles Peguy said, begins in mysticism and ends in politics. Except if you're Bob Dylan. If you're Bob Dylan, you start political and go mystical. You start as an apprentice hobo scuffing out songs of change; you become, under protest, the ordained and prophetic mouthpiece for a sense of mass disturbance otherwise known as the '60s; and then, after some violent gestures and severances, you withdraw. You dematerialize; you drop it all, and you drift into the recesses of the Self. W...
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        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Dictatorships seem stable and almost invulnerable, until the day they fall. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's regime crumbled in days in the face of an offensive led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or HTS, a group that the United States considers a terrorist organization. But the Syrian civil war is, for now,...

      

      
        Trump Has Found the Media's Biggest Vulnerability
        Jonathan Chait

        Now that the election is over, Donald Trump has returned to one of his most cherished pastimes: filing nuisance lawsuits. Abusing the legal system was a key precept of Trump's decades-long career as a celebrity business tycoon, and he kept it up, out of habit or perhaps enjoyment, during his first term as president.The newest round of litigation is different. Trump has broadened his targets to include not just reporters and commentators but pollsters. On Monday, his lawyers filed an absurd lawsui...

      

      
        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 Beacon in the Clouds
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, O. Nayak, M. MeixnerDay 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a beacon in the clouds. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope features a bright H II region in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a satellite galaxy of our Milky Way. This nebula, known as N79, is a region of interstellar atomic hydrogen that is ionized, seen here by Webb's Mid-InfraRed Instrument (MIRI). N79 is a massive star-forming complex spanning roughly 1,630 light-years across. This particular...

      

      
        Why Online Returns Are a Hassle Now
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.A few months ago, a men's suit jacket appeared on my doorstep. What I had actually ordered was a pink dress. I emailed the retailer, and thus began a weeks-long back-and-forth involving photos of the jacket, photos of tags, and check-ins with customer-service representatives. For the first time in my on...

      

      
        Images of Krampus--Saint Nick's Dark Companion
        Alan Taylor

        Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibly to drag back to his lair in a sack. In the dark winter months, Krampus associations in villages hold parades, playfully frightening onlookers on Krampusnacht by chasing them and hitting them with sticks during a ...

      

      
        Gas Will Be the First Big Climate Fight of the Trump Era
        Zoe Schlanger

        When the tanker ships come toward the tiny town of Cameron, Louisiana, Travis Dardar, a shrimp fisherman, can hear their wake coming before he sees it, he told me earlier this year. They're there to pick up natural gas that's been supercooled to a liquid state at a sprawling export facility, built atop hundreds of wetland acres in the past few years, and to transport that gas to ports in Europe and Asia.On the Gulf Coast, the rapid expansion of the United States' gas-export ambitions is impossibl...
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How Liberal America Came to Its Senses

The period of left-wing illiberalism that began about a decade ago seems to have drawn to a close. The final cause of death was the reelection of Donald Trump.

by Jonathan Chait




A decade ago, cultural norms in elite American institutions took a sharply illiberal turn. Professors would get disciplined, journalists fired, ordinary people harassed by social-media mobs, over some decontextualized phrase or weaponized misunderstanding. Every so often, I would write about these events or the debates that they set off.

But I haven't written about this phenomenon in a long time, and I recently realized why: because it isn't happening any more. Left-wing outrage mobs might still form here or there, but liberal America has built up enough antibodies that they no longer have much effect. My old articles now feel like dispatches from a distant era.

The beginning and end of any cultural moment is difficult to pin down. But the period of left-wing illiberalism that began about a decade ago seems to have drawn to a close. None of the terms or habits will disappear completely; after all, anti-Communist paranoia continued to circulate on the right for decades even after the era of McCarthyism ended in 1954. Nonetheless, the hallmarks of this latest period--the social-media mobbings, the whispered conversations among liberal onlookers too frightened to object--have disappeared from everyday life. The era lasted almost exactly 10 years. The final cause of death was the reelection of Donald Trump.

The illiberal norms that took hold a decade ago have gone by many terms, including political correctness, callout culture, cancel culture, and wokeness--each of which has been co-opted by the right as an all-purpose epithet for liberalism, forcing left-of-center critics of the trend to search for a new, uncontaminated phrase. The norms combined an almost infinitely expansive definition of what constituted racism or sexism--any accusation of bigotry was considered almost definitionally correct--with a hyperbolic understanding of the harm created by encountering offensive ideas or terms.

Whatever you want to call it, two main forces seem to have set this movement in motion. The political precondition was the giddy atmosphere that followed Barack Obama's 2012 reelection, which appeared, based on exit polls--although these were later found to have been misleading--to reveal a rising cohort of young, socially liberal nonwhite voters whose influence would continue to grow indefinitely. The rapid progression of causes like gay marriage seemed to confirm a one-way ratchet of egalitarian social norms.

The technological precondition was the rapid adoption of iPhones and social media, which allowed the memetic spread of new ideas and terms. Twitter in particular was the perfect forum for political correctness to flourish. It favored morally uncomplicated positions. It encouraged activists and clout-seekers to gain audience share and political influence by mustering braying crowds to render summary judgment on the basis of some fragment of video or text. The instant consensus that formed on Twitter felt like reality to those absorbed inside of it, an illusion that would take years to dispel.

Numerous analyses have identified 2014 as the year when the trend achieved exit velocity. It was in December 2013 that Justine Sacco, a publicist with only 170 Twitter followers at the time, dashed off a clumsy tweet attempting to make light of her white privilege before getting on a flight to South Africa. By the time she landed, a social-media mob was calling for her to lose her job, a request that her employer soon obliged. That same year, #cancelcolbert swept through social media, in response to a tweet by The Colbert Report that used cartoonishly over-the-top Asian stereotypes to make fun of the obvious racism of the Washington Redskins. Stephen Colbert wasn't canceled, but the premise that one misplaced joke could be punished with a firing was now taken seriously. (Both cases also demonstrated social-media mobs' difficulty distinguishing irony from sincerity.) That spring, Michelle Goldberg wrote possibly the first column diagnosing the rise of what she called "the return of the anti-liberal left" for The Nation.

The censorious elements of the new culture could be hard to acknowledge at a time when many of the same energies were being directed at deserving targets--most notably, police mistreatment of Black Americans (#handsupdontshoot) and sexual harassment and assault of women in the workplace (#MeToo). Partly for that reason, or out of a general discomfort with criticizing their allies, some progressives insisted either that nothing new was afoot in the culture and that reactionaries were manufacturing a moral panic out of thin air, or alternatively that there was something new, but it merely involved overdue accountability (or "consequence culture") for racist and sexist behavior.

Over time, both defenses grew untenable. Student protesters began routinely demanding that figures they disapproved of be prohibited from speaking on campus or, when that failed, shouting down their remarks. Seemingly innocent comments could generate wild controversy. In 2015, for example, Yale erupted in protest after a lecturer suggested that a school-wide email cautioning students about offensive Halloween costumes was infantilizing.

Jennifer Miller: What college students really think about cancel culture

Donald Trump's election in 2016 accelerated the dynamic. Everything about Trump's persona seemed to confirm the left's most dire warnings. He gleefully objectified women and had boasted about groping them. He made statements deemed racist even by fellow Republicans and inspired active support from white nationalists. And yet, at the same time, his victory seemed tenuous and reversible. He had squeaked into office on the tailwinds of a hyperventilated email scandal, and still lost the national vote by two percentage points.

The prevailing interpretation among Democrats was that Hillary Clinton had lost because she had failed to turn out enough nonwhite voters. The key to energizing those constituencies, many liberals believed, was to ramp up identity-based appeals to drive home the stakes of Trump's racism and misogyny. The retrograde behaviors Trump exhibited were simultaneously threatening enough to present a crisis, yet vulnerable enough to be defeated if the opposition could summon enough energy.

That energy took many forms, not all of them equally productive. Protesters tried to shut down campus appearances by right-wing speakers such as the provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos and the conservative race-science theorist Charles Murray. These tactics ignored the possibility that any charge of racism might be erroneous, or that it might be possible to overreact to its scale, and had no limiting principle.

Inevitably, the scope of targets widened. Harvard fired the first Black faculty dean in its history after students protested his work for Harvey Weinstein's legal defense, establishing a new norm that the sins of misogynists and racists would now attach to the defense lawyers who represent them. Censoriousness also applied retroactively. In 2019, the comedian Sarah Silverman said she was fired from a movie over a resurfaced 2007 photo from a sketch in which her oblivious character wore ludicrously offensive blackface in an effort to see whether Black or Jewish people faced worse treatment. (The whole joke was that she mistook angry reactions to her racist getup for anti-Black discrimination; once again, a satirical take on racism was treated as racism itself.) A NASCAR driver lost a sponsorship over a report that his father had used the N-word--in the 1980s.

This is just a tiny sample of the kinds of events that had become routine. If you think we are still living in that world today, you have forgotten how crazy things got.

The mania peaked in 2020. By this point, Twitter's influence had reached a level where large swaths of reporting in major newspapers were simply accounts of what Twitter was talking about. When the coronavirus pandemic struck, social media almost totally eclipsed real life--especially for liberals, who were much likelier than conservatives to stick with social distancing. This gave the summary judgments delivered by online crowds a new, inescapable force. George Floyd's murder seemed to confirm the starkest indictment of systemic racism. Progressive Americans, many of them white and newly aware of the extent of racism in American life, set out to eradicate it. Much of that energy, however, was trained not outward, at racist police officers or residential segregation patterns, but inward, at the places where those progressives lived and worked.

Many of the most famous and consequential cancellations played out during this period. A New York Times op-ed by Senator Tom Cotton calling for deploying the National Guard to stop riots was deemed "dangerous" by Times staffers, leading to the ouster of James Bennet, the editorial-page editor. Bennet's critics insisted that Cotton's argument would pave the way for attacks on peaceful protesters, but even criticizing violence became risky behavior in progressive circles. The Democratic data analyst David Shor lost his job after retweeting a study by a Black academic suggesting that violent demonstrations had helped Richard Nixon's campaign in 1968.

In classic witch-hunt logic, the guilt often spread to those who failed to join in the condemnations of others. In June 2020, The Washington Post published a surreal story about how its cartoonist, Tom Toles, had hosted a Halloween Party two years earlier in which one attendee had shown up dressed as "Megyn Kelly in blackface." (The costume, intended to lampoon Kelly for her comments defending blackface, did not go over well at the time, and the designer apologized shortly afterward.) The article, which resulted in Toles's guest being fired from her job as a graphic designer, implied that Toles was guilty of secondhand racism for not confronting her. The next summer, a contestant on The Bachelor was found to have attended an antebellum-themed fraternity party during college, and when the show's longtime host defended her as having been caught up in rapidly changing social norms, the ensuing uproar forced him out of his job. (Again, these cases reflect just a tiny sample.)

But by late 2021, with COVID in abeyance and Joe Biden occupying the presidency, things began calming down quickly. Trump's (temporary) disappearance from the political scene deescalated the sense of crisis that had fueled the hysteria. And Elon Musk's disastrous 2022 Twitter takeover accelerated the decline. By driving away much of Twitter's audience and suppressing the virality of news reports and left-leaning posts, Musk inadvertently shattered the platform's monopolistic hold on the political attention economy, negating the most important arena for identifying and punishing dissidents.

The aftermath of the October 7, 2023, attack on Israel further chipped away at the foundations of left-wing illiberalism by showing how easily its premises could be co-opted by the other side. Many Jews who had previously supported the left's approach to racial issues began to apprehend that their allies considered them oppressors, rather than the oppressed. Meanwhile, the response from supporters of Israel turned the cancel-culture debate on its head. In the face of anti-Israel protests, congressional Republicans hauled several university presidents into hearings, where they were berated and urged to adopt sweeping policies not only against anti-Semitic conduct, but against any speech that made Jewish students feel threatened. Suddenly, the rhetoric of safety and harm that had been used by the left was being deployed against it, and principled free-speech defenders were sticking up for the right of protestors to chant "Death to Israel." This put even more strain on the already unraveling consensus that allegations of racial discrimination must be treated with total deference.

Conor Friedersdorf: How October 7 changed America's free-speech Culture

In the end, progressive illiberalism may have died because the arguments against it simply won out. Although a handful of post-liberal thinkers on the left made an earnest case against the value of free-speech norms, deflections were much more common. It was just the antics of college undergraduates. When it began happening regularly in workplaces, the real problem was at-will employment. And, above all, why focus on problems with the left when Republicans are worse? None of these evasions supplied any concrete defense for sustaining dramatic, widely unpopular culture change. Eventually, reason prevailed.

Much of blue America is now experiencing a determined reaction against the excesses of that bygone period. Many important organizations that had cooperated with mob-driven cancellations came to experience regret, installing new leaders or standards in an explicit attempt to avoid a recurrence. The New York Times, perhaps liberal America's most influential institution, has made a series of moves reflecting implicit regret at its treatment of figures like Bennet and the science writer Donald McNeil, including publishing a pro-free-speech editorial and defying demands by activists and writers that it stop skeptically covering youth gender treatment.

Corporations have pulled back on the surge in spending on diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives that began in 2020, and some universities may follow. Many elite universities have stopped requiring job applicants to submit DEI statements, which have been widely criticized as a de facto ideological screening device. The sociologist Musa al-Gharbi has found that the upsurge in attention by scholars and journalists to race and gender bias peaked a few years ago, as did reports of cancellations.

One interpretation of these shifts, suggested by the conservative Times columnist Ross Douthat, is that the trend has merely settled in at an elevated plateau. The repressive machinery might be less fearsome than it was a few years ago, but it is still far more terrifying than in, say, 2010.

I believe that the illiberal-left movement has not merely declined. It is dead, or at least barely breathing. When was the last time you saw a social-media mob have any effect outside social media? Who is the last person to be publicly shamed and unjustly driven out of their high-status job over some misunderstood joke or stray comment? Indeed, the roster of cancellation victims has not only stopped growing, but begun ticking downward. Five years ago, Saturday Night Live fired the comedian Shane Gillis before his first appearance on the show in response to outrage over offensive jokes he had made on a podcast. This past February, he was brought back as a guest host. David Shor, who lost his job in 2020 for suggesting that violence is politically counterproductive, helped direct advertising by the Democratic Party's most powerful super PAC this year.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Is wokeness one big power grab?

Douthat and other critics of left-wing illiberalism suggest that bureaucratized diversity represents a kind of consolidated machinery of the social revolution. But this misses the sheer hysteria that was the hallmark of the cancellation era. What made social-media mobs so fearsome was the randomness of their actions, and the panicked submission that often followed. Bureaucracy, however annoying it can be, inherently involves process. A corporate department is unlikely to terminate an employee simply because he was guilty of a "bad look" or failed to "read the room," or any other buzzword that once swiftly turned people into nonpersons.

One reason the demise of political correctness has failed to register fully is that critics have redefined it as "wokeness." And wokeness can mean a lot of things, some of them noble, some of them silly. Land acknowledgments are woke. Hate Has No Place Here yard signs are woke. But those forms of wokeness are not illiberal or coercive.

The left-wing ideas about race and gender that spawned the recent era of progressive illiberalism remain in circulation, but this fact should not be confused for the phenomenon itself. The repressive effect of political correctness may spring from ideological soil, but it requires other elements in order to grow and spread. And the political atmosphere that fostered the conditions of 2014-24 has grown chilly.

Many anti-political correctness moderates feared that another Trump victory would revive left-wing illiberalism, just as it had in 2016. Instead, the immediate response on the left has been almost diametrically opposite. Rather than confirming the most sweeping condemnations of American social hierarchy, Trump's second election has confounded them.

This time around, Trump managed to win the popular vote, making his victory seem less flukish. More important, he won specifically thanks to higher support among nonwhite voters. This result upended the premise that undergirded political correctness, which treated left-wing positions about social issues as objectively representing the interests of people of color. Now that the election had confirmed that those positions alienated many minority voters themselves, doubts that had only been whispered before could be shouted in public more easily. On Morning Joe, for example, Mika Brzezinski read aloud a Maureen Dowd column blaming the defeat on "a worldview of hyper-political correctness, condescension and cancellation" that featured "diversity statements for job applicants and faculty lounge terminology like 'Latinx,' and 'BIPOC.'"

Establishment Democrats were not alone in reaching such conclusions. "We have to make it OK for someone to change their minds," Rodrigo Heng-Lehtinen, the executive director of Advocates for Transgender Equality, told The New York Times. "We cannot vilify them for not being on our side. No one wants to join that team." Cassie Pritchard, a labor activist in Los Angeles, conceded on X that the left had miscalculated. "I think there was a time where it felt like the liberal-left coalition had essentially won the culture war, and now it was simply a matter of enforcement," she wrote. "But that's clearly wrong. We didn't, and a lot of us overestimated our power to enforce our preferred norms."

Once political correctness had expanded to the point where it could affect candidates for office at a national scale, it would inevitably begin to self-destruct. A small group of committed activists can dominate a larger organization by intimidating a majority of its members into silence, but that tactic doesn't work when people can vote by secret ballot.

Trump's success reveals the limits of a political strategy that was designed to impose control over progressive spaces on the implicit assumption that controlling progressive spaces was enough to bring about political change. What will come after the era of political correctness within the left is, hopefully, a serious effort to engage with political reality. While the illiberal left is in retreat, the illiberal right is about to attain the height of its powers--and, alarmingly, some of the institutions that once gave in too easily to left-wing mobs are now racing to appease the MAGA movement. A new era of open discourse in progressive America cannot begin soon enough.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/12/cancel-culture-illiberalism-dead/681031/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In Praise of Mercy

Clemency is a tool for correcting the vengeful tendency to punish rather than forgive.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




Earlier this month, nearly 1,500 Americans found themselves the recipients of very good news: President Joe Biden had granted them executive clemency. Thirty-nine were given full pardons. "America was built on the promise of possibility and second chances," the White House's press release read. "As President, I have the great privilege of extending mercy to people who have demonstrated remorse and rehabilitation." Biden's office was at pains to clarify that while the president had shown mercy, he hadn't shown too much mercy. Those receiving clemency in the form of commutations were all under home confinement only, and those receiving pardons had all been convicted of nonviolent criminal offenses. Almost two weeks prior, Biden had also pardoned his son Hunter, who had been convicted of gun-related felonies and was facing tax charges. Hunter received the full measure of presidential mercy.

Blowback came swiftly in both instances. Biden was denounced for pardoning his son, because he reneged on prior commitments not to interfere in Hunter's cases and also because Democrats worried that the move would provide Donald Trump with ammunition for his claims of Democratic corruption as well as justification for his own planned pardons. The president and his team likely expected as much.

What they might not have expected was for the public to react so angrily to the bigger batch of commutations and pardons. Citing clemency picks she disagreed with, Senator Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota called for pardon reform, suggesting that the job be outsourced to a review committee tasked with making recommendations. She wasn't the only one disappointed with Biden's selections--online outrage surrounded the commutation of the ex-judge Michael Conahan's sentence, who had accepted cash kickbacks from a juvenile detention center for sentencing minors to time behind bars. Conahan was sentenced to 17 and half years in prison, then was released to home confinement during the pandemic, and is now free.   "I am shocked and I am hurt," Sandy Fonzo, the mother of a boy who had committed suicide after being placed in a center by Conahan, said in a statement. "Conahan's actions destroyed families, including mine, and my son's death is a tragic reminder of the consequences of his abuse of power. This pardon feels like an injustice for all of us who still suffer."

She's right, in a way. Mercy is often at odds with justice. Justice means each person receiving their due; mercy means withholding a merited punishment--one can't exactly have mercy on someone who has done no wrong, as that would be simply giving them their due. Mercy can be right or wrong, but in theory as well as in practice, it isn't especially interested in being fair; it registers as inegalitarian and arbitrary. Justice, in contrast, is partially defined by fairness. Biden's latest efforts in this domain have therefore struck some as unjust.

But it's also the case that a more capacious understanding of justice sometimes requires mercy. That is why Biden should heed another call for clemency--this time commuting the death sentences of all 40 people on federal death row to life sentences instead. That, in my view, would serve to correct unfairness in the capital-punishment regime. Justice here demands something beyond simple fairness; it also asks for mercy to perfect its completion. Even if these sentences are in some sense appropriate, as many argue, mercy serves a more profound justice than the kind meted out by simple deserts.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Any parent would have done the same

Last week, the ACLU released a collection of dozens of letters from individuals, groups, and organizations all asking that Biden step in. Many of the letters pointed out that the death penalty is applied unfairly, especially where race and skin color are concerned. That capital punishment in America is a racist institution is indisputably true--the only question is what to do about it. Supporters of capital punishment generally speak of reforming death-penalty proceedings to create more equitable outcomes, but they never seem to propose laws aimed at doing so; even if they did, people already sentenced to death would still face execution. Clemency is made for just this sort of situation, wherein existing law has no other remedy for unfairness in the judicial process. In that sense, mercy can act in service of justice, rather than against it.

It's also the case that there is more to justice than fairness, even by Joe Biden's own lights. A letter sent by the Catholic Mobilizing Network asked Biden to take to heart Pope Francis's calls for "forgiveness, reconciliation, and an end to every form of death penalty," and "to act in the spirit of mercy and the kind of justice that upholds the dignity of all life, no matter the harm one has caused or suffered." This kind of justice places paramount value on human life with fairness as a subordinate but influential good. It reckons what is due to a person differently than more narrow notions of justice.

American society tends to favor swift and harsh punishments; it recoils from mercy. Our problem is not and has never been too much mercy, but rather too little. Clemency is an opportunity to correct for this militant and vengeful tendency.

None of this portends a favorable response from the public were Biden to take this step; in fact, these commutations would almost guarantee the opposite, as federal death row includes Dylann Roof, the gunman responsible for murdering nine Black churchgoers studying the Bible in the 2015 shooting at Mother Emanuel AME in Charleston, South Carolina; Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, one of the Boston Marathon attackers whose pressure-cooker bombs took the lives of three and injured 281; and Robert Bowers, who murdered 11 people during morning services at the Tree of Life synagogue in 2018 in Pittsburgh. The rest of the list comprises people convicted of less infamous crimes (several, for instance, murdered prison guards) but who are still guilty of terrible things--worse than anything done by anyone Biden has pardoned so far. Clemency in these 40 cases would entitle Biden to the legacy of a true humanitarian, but could equally damn him to infamy as a feckless bleeding heart who gave Republicans a parting gift on his way out the door. Mercy is something done not for oneself, but for other people. And if Biden's clemency won't ever be applauded in history, then it will be in eternity.
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An Autistic Teenager Fell Hard for a Chatbot

My godson was especially vulnerable to AI companions, and he is not alone.

by Albert Fox Cahn




My godson, Michael, is a playful, energetic 15-year-old, with a deep love of Star Wars, a wry smile, and an IQ in the low 70s. His learning disabilities and autism have made his journey a hard one. His parents, like so many others, sometimes rely on screens to reduce stress and keep him occupied. They monitor the apps and websites he uses, but things are not always as they initially appear. When Michael asked them to approve installing Linky AI, a quick review didn't reveal anything alarming, just a cartoonish platform to pass the time. (Because he's a minor, I'm not using his real name.)



But soon, Michael was falling in love. Linky, which offers conversational chatbots, is crude--a dumbed-down ChatGPT, really--but to him, a bot he began talking with was lifelike enough. The app dresses up its rudimentary large language model with anime-style images of scantily clad women--and some of the digital companions took the sexual tone beyond the visuals. One of the bots currently advertised on Linky's website is "a pom-pom girl who's got a thing for you, the basketball star"; there's also a "possessive boyfriend" bot, and many others with a blatantly erotic slant. Linky's creators promise in their description on the App Store that "you can talk with them [the chatbots] about anything for free with no limitations." It's easy to see why this would be a hit with a teenage boy like Michael. And while Linky may not be a household name, major companies such as Instagram and Snap offer their own customizable chatbots, albeit with less explicit themes.

Read: You can't truly be friends with an AI

Michael struggled to grasp the fundamental reality that this "girlfriend" was not real. And I found it easy to understand why. The bot quickly made promises of affection, love, and even intimacy. Less than a day after the app was installed, Michael's parents were confronted with a transcript of their son's simulated sexual exploits with the AI, a bot seductively claiming to make his young fantasies come true. (In response to a request for comment sent via email, an unidentified spokesperson for Linky said that the company works to "exclude harmful materials" from its programs' training data, and that it has a moderation team that reviews content flagged by users. The spokesperson also said that the company will soon launch a "Teen Mode," in which users determined to be younger than 18 will "be placed in an environment with enhanced safety settings to ensure accessible or generated content will be appropriate for their age.")



I remember Michael's parents' voices, the weary sadness, as we discussed taking the program away. Michael had initially agreed that the bot "wasn't real," but three minutes later, he started to slip up. Soon "it" became "her," and the conversation went from how he found his parents' limits unfair to how he "missed her." He missed their conversations, their new relationship. Even though their romance was only 12 hours old, he had formed real feelings for code he struggled to remember was fake.



Perhaps this seems harmless--a fantasy not unlike taking part in a role-playing game, or having a one-way crush on a movie star. But it's easy to see how quickly these programs can transform into something with very real emotional weight. Already, chatbots from different companies have been implicated in a number of suicides, according to reporting in The Washington Post and The New York Times. Many users, including those who are neurotypical, struggle to break out of the bots' spells: Even professionals who should know better keep trusting chatbots, even when these programs spread outright falsehoods.



For people with developmental disabilities like Michael, however, using chatbots brings particular and profound risks. His parents and I were acutely afraid that he would lose track of what was fact and what was fiction. In the past, he has struggled with other content, such as being confused whether a TV show is real or fake; the metaphysical dividing lines so many people effortlessly navigate every day can be blurry for him. And if tracking reality is hard with TV shows and movies, we worried it would be much worse with adaptive, interactive chatbots. Michael's parents and I also worried that the app would affect his ability to interact with other kids. Socialization has never come easily to Michael, in a world filled with unintuitive social rules and unseen cues. How enticing it must be to instead turn to a simulated friend who always thinks you're right, defers to your wishes, and says you're unimpeachable just the way you are.



Human friendship is one of the most valuable things people can find in life, but it's rarely simple. Even the most sophisticated LLMs can't come close to that interactive intimacy. Instead, they give users simulated subservience. They don't generate platonic or romantic partners--they create digital serfs to follow our commands and pretend our whims are reality.



The experience led me to recall the MIT professor Sherry Turkle's 2012 TED Talk, in which she warned about the dangers of bot-based relationships mere months after Siri launched the first voice-assistant boom. Turkle described working with a woman who had lost a child and was taking comfort in a robotic baby seal: "That robot can't empathize. It doesn't face death. It doesn't know life. And as that woman took comfort in her robot companion, I didn't find it amazing; I found it one of the most wrenching, complicated moments in my 15 years of work." Turkle was prescient. More than a decade ago, she saw many of the issues that we're only now starting to seriously wrestle with.



For Michael, this kind of socialization simulacrum was intoxicating. I feared that the longer it continued, the less he'd invest in connecting with human friends and partners, finding the flesh-and-blood people who truly could feel for him, care for him. What could be a more problematic model of human sexuality, intimacy, and consent than a bot trained to follow your every command, with no desires of its own, for which the only goal is to maximize your engagement?



In the broader AI debate, little attention is paid to chatbots' effects on people with developmental disabilities. Of course, AI assistance could be an incredible accommodation for some software, helping open up long-inaccessible platforms. But for individuals like Michael, there are profound risks involving some aspects of AI, and his situation is more common than many realize.



About one in 36 children in the U.S. have autism, and while many of them have learning differences that give them advantages in school and beyond, other kids are in Michael's position, navigating learning difficulties and delays that can make life more difficult.

Read: A generation of AI guinea pigs

There are no easy ways to solve this problem now that chatbots are widely available. A few days after Michael's parents uninstalled Linky, they sent me bad news: He got it back. Michael's parents are brilliant people with advanced degrees and high-powered jobs. They are more tech savvy than most. Still, even with Apple's latest, most restrictive settings, circumventing age verification was simple for Michael. To my friends, this was a reminder of the constant vigilance having an autistic child requires. To me, it also speaks to something far broader.



Since I was a child, lawmakers have pushed parental controls as the solution to harmful content. Even now, Congress is debating age-surveillance requirements for the web, new laws that might require Americans to provide photo ID or other proof when they log into some sites (similar to legislation recently approved in Australia). But the reality is that highly motivated teens will always find a way to outfox their parents. Teenagers can spend hours trying to break the digital locks their parents often realistically have only a few minutes a day to manage.



For now, my friends and Michael have reached a compromise: The app can stay, but the digital girlfriend has to go. Instead, he can spend up to 30 minutes each day talking with a simulated Sith Lord--a version of the evil Jedi from Star Wars. It seems Michael really does know this is fake, unlike the girlfriend. But I still fear it may not end well.
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Musk Makes a Mess of Congress

The billionaire may have just tanked a bipartisan bill to fund the government. All he needed was a few hours on X.

by Russell Berman




Elon Musk was born a South African, so he's ineligible to serve as either president or vice president of the United States. But he is swiftly showing, by dint of his enormous wealth and growing influence with the person Americans actually elected as president, that neither of those titles are necessary to dominate Washington.

Over the course of a few hours yesterday, Musk may have singlehandedly tanked a carefully negotiated bipartisan compromise to fund the government for the next three months and provide billions of dollars in aid for disaster relief and farmers. The deal was the work of House Speaker Mike Johnson, who, like Musk, is (er, has been) a close ally of President-Elect Donald Trump. To secure support from Democrats--who still hold the Senate for another few weeks--Johnson agreed to add a host of unrelated provisions, including a long-sought but politically dicey pay raise for lawmakers.

Republicans weren't happy. The 1,547-page bill, written behind closed doors and dropped in their lap a week before Christmas, represented everything they say they hate about how Congress operates. Yesterday, Senator John Cornyn of Texas, not known as a conservative rabble-rouser, called it a "monstrosity." But Johnson believed that he could get enough Republicans to join most Democrats in passing the bill in time to avert a government shutdown due to start Friday night and allow Congress to adjourn for the holidays.

Then Musk started posting.

"Stop the steal of your taxpayer dollars!" "This bill is criminal." "KILL BILL!"

With dozens of dashed-off posts, the billionaire co-chair of the Trump-invented Department of Government Efficiency demonstrated the political power he's amassed in the two years since he completed his takeover of Twitter, the platform he renamed X. He declared that any lawmaker who voted for the bill "deserves to be voted out in 2 years"--an implicit threat to use his money to fund their opponents. This was governing-by-tweet, Trump's signature method. For several hours, the president-elect was silent; Musk had taken charge. By the time Trump weighed in against the bill yesterday afternoon, his opposition was assumed, even anti-climactic.

Franklin Foer: What Elon Musk really wants

Notably, the Republican who spoke for Trump was Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, the vice president-elect whom Musk has seemingly shunted off to the sideline during the post-election transition. In a joint statement issued through Vance's X account, Trump and Vance called on Republicans to scrap the "Democrat giveaways" in the bill while adding an increase in the debt ceiling. The demand complicates Johnson's job: Republicans will be reluctant to pass a politically unpopular hike in the nation's borrowing limit without significant help from Democrats. And House Democrats immediately vowed to oppose any proposal that wiped away the deal they first agreed to. Government funding runs out tomorrow night, and for the moment, Republicans appear to have no idea what they'll do.

This is the new reality Johnson will face beginning next year as speaker--if he's even able to secure re-election when the House reconvenes on January 3. Trump embraced the Louisiana Republican after his win last month, but the mess the speaker created--and that Musk exacerbated--has thrown his future into doubt. At least one House Republican, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, has vowed to oppose him on the floor. Others are reportedly wavering. Johnson can't afford to lose many more. His majority at the start of the next Congress will be two seats slimmer than it is now; if more than three Republicans refuse to vote for him, he won't be speaker.

Even if Johnson wins, his job will be difficult if not impossible. Navigating a sizable majority was maddening enough for a Republican speaker with the mercurial Trump in the White House--just ask the now-retired Paul Ryan. Now slice that margin down to a few seats and add Musk to the mix. Republicans will have a larger advantage in the Senate, but at least when it comes to legislation, that won't matter much if bills can't get out of the House.

Johnson's best hope might be that Trump tires of Musk or takes umbrage at his flex of power. The president-elect does not like to be upstaged. Democrats, too, would like to see Musk pushed aside. They quickly began referring to Musk as "co-president" and "president-elect," an obvious attempt to drive a wedge between him and Trump.

But some Republicans want Musk to be given even more power. In an X post this morning, Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky noted that the speaker of the House need not be a member of Congress. "Nothing would disrupt the swamp more," he suggested, "than electing Elon Musk."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/12/elon-musk-congress-gop-shutdown/681108/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Nonreligious Holiday Ritual

The winter solstice is a pristine time for the simple act of <em>noticing</em>.

by John Hendrickson




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.


Low winter sun casts slanted light, a specific hue that's at once happy and sad--highly fitting for this time of year. Nearly every city-dweller I know clings to the fleeting moments of gratifying glow during the final dark days of the calendar.

This year, the winter solstice will arrive at 4:20 a.m. ET on Saturday, December 21. Because of the tilt of the Earth's axis, those of us in the Northern Hemisphere will find ourselves at the farthest possible point from the sun. A day later, we'll begin inching back toward it. Whereas the summer solstice is built for revelry--short sleeves, sizzling barbecues, the thunk of an icy cooler--the winter solstice is a quieter, more reflective time. Maybe you have no plans to mark the solstice beyond staying inside and letting the short day skate by (understandable). But for anyone inclined to venture outside, the solstice is a pristine time for the simple act of noticing.

In 1894, the poet Edith M. Thomas published an essay in The Atlantic titled "From Winter Solstice to Vernal Equinox." The opening sentence is particularly evocative. "My first glimpse of the morning was through a loophole of the frosted window pane," Thomas writes. "I saw the morning star and a light at a neighbor's, both of which struck out a thousand sparkles on the frosted glass. I was reminded of saline flakes and spars in a white cavern suddenly illuminated by a torch." Thomas keeps her senses dialed into the present, heightening her powers of observation: "Looking off to the distant woods, my attention was attracted by the mysterious play of two wind-blown smoke-plumes proceeding from farmhouse chimneys."

Commemorating the solstice is an ideal ritual for those of us who feel pulled toward upholding seasonal traditions even if we're ambivalent about organized religion. In December 1930, an unnamed Atlantic contributor wrote: "Our Christmas puddings and cake, like our gaudy tree, our holly wreaths and mistletoe, are part of the symbolism that unites us not only to our living fellows, but to all the human beings who have celebrated the winter solstice with feasting and mirth." The writer affectionately refers to themselves as a "heathen," given that they attend mass only once a year--a midnight service on Christmas Eve--and do not subscribe to an established religion. Of course, even without any religious institution, nodding at the solstice can be a way to tap into your spiritual side.

Nearly 100 years later, in an Atlantic section called The Conversation, two readers, Ruth Langstraat and Roxanne WhiteLight, shared their tradition of exchanging writing as a gift: "Several years ago, my wife and I felt we needed a better way to celebrate or mark the winter season of change. We had become so tired of the materialistic push that feels like such a part of that time. We now celebrate 'Turning' during the 12 days from the solstice until the new year. Each year, we decide on a theme and 12 elements of that theme ... Then we each write a poem following the simplest form of a cinquain, a five-line stanza. And we read those poems to each other."

Winter is the perfect time to find a comforting lamp and put pen to paper, but there's no mandate that what you write has to be joyful. The poet Louise Gluck captured the stark Northeast essence of this time of year with just a few simple phrases--"spiked sun," "bone-pale"--in her 1967 poem "Early December in Croton-on-Hudson," published in The Atlantic. In the poem, Gluck describes the sight of a recent snow fastened "like fur to the river." Tragically, as my colleague Zoe Schlanger recently reported, snow this time of year is now an anomaly for millions of Americans: Our winters are getting warmer and wetter.

But they're still dark as ever. Perhaps with so much dismal winter(ish) reality to contend with, it's time to seriously consider my colleague Charlie Warzel's argument that we should leave our Christmas trees up until March. In 2022, Charlie wrote of the January emptiness symbolized by his recently kicked-to-the-curb tree: "When I stare at this hole, I begin to feel as if a light has gone out in the world." He went on: "There is no reason to embrace the new year in darkness. It is time we institute a new practice of keeping up our trees and our lights while we ride out the winter months. Normalize prolonged festivity!"

Fighting that darkness with light is really what choosing to recognize the solstice is all about. In addition to all of the usual Christmas songs, I make a point of listening to "Snow Is Falling in Manhattan," by Purple Mountains, from the final project of David Berman. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote in one of two tributes to the songwriter after he died in 2019, "Berman sketched a winter evening in New York City as a beautiful apocalypse." Such a stark juxtaposition--beginning and end, up and down, happy and sad, light and dark--is part of the spirit of December 21. As Berman sings:

Snow is falling in Manhattan
 Inside I've got a fire crackling
 And on the couch, beneath an afghan
 You're the old friend I just took in.
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A Mysterious Health Wave Is Breaking Out Across the U.S.

America is suddenly getting healthier. No one knows why.

by Derek Thompson




Americans are unusually likely to die young compared with citizens of other developed countries. The U.S. has more fatalities from gun violence, drug overdoses, and auto accidents than just about any other similarly rich nation, and its obesity rate is about 50 percent higher than the European average. Put this all together and the U.S. is rightly considered a "rich death trap" for its young and middle-aged citizens, whose premature death is the leading reason for America's unusually short lifespans.

But without much media fanfare, the U.S. has recently experienced a boomlet in good health news. In May 2024, the U.S. government reported that drug-overdose deaths fell 3 percent from 2022 to 2023, a rare bright spot in a century of escalating drug deaths. In June, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration reported that traffic fatalities continued to decline after a huge rise in 2020 and 2021--and that this happened despite a rise in total vehicle miles traveled. In September, the U.S. government announced that the adult-obesity rate had declined in its most recent count, which ended in August 2023. Also in September, FBI analysis confirmed a double-digit decline in the national murder rate.

Read: America fails the civilization test

How rare is this inside straight of good news? Some government estimates--such as rates of obesity and overdose deaths--have reporting lags of one to two years, meaning that these causes of mortality are not necessarily all currently declining. Still, by my count, this year marks the first time in the 21st century that obesity, overdose deaths, traffic fatalities, and murders all declined in the official data analysis. The level of premature death in the U.S. is still unacceptably high. But progress isn't just about where you are; it's also about what direction you're going in. And by the latter definition, 2024 was arguably the best year for American health reports in decades.

It would be convenient--for both efficient punditry and public-policy clarity--if a small number of factors explained all of these trends. After all, if we could isolate a handful of lessons, we could carry them forward and unleash a golden age of American health. Unfortunately, reality is messy and does not always comport with our preference for simple explanations.

Take, for example, the decrease in overdose deaths, which might be the most surprising news of the bunch. "This is the largest decline we've seen in recent data, going back at least back to 1999, which is remarkable because overdoses have been going up so steadily," Charles Fain Lehman, a fellow at the Manhattan Institute, told me. But the exact cause of the decline is mysterious. "I could tell you a policy story," he said, "such as the fact that we've made it easier for people to access drug-addiction treatment and we've significantly expanded the availability of Narcan"--an opioid antagonist that rapidly reverses the effects of overdose.

Read: An anti-overdose drug is getting stronger. Maybe that's a bad thing?

But Lehman said he's not convinced that these policy changes explain all--or even most--of the decline in overdose deaths. "Most of the evidence suggests that the effect size of these interventions should be small and universal across states," he said. "But instead the U.S. is seeing a decline in overdose deaths that is both large and geographically concentrated in the East, where the overdose crisis started."

According to Lehman, these facts point to other explanations. Maybe the overdose surge is burning out on its own. Drug waves tend to crest and fall in the absence of a coordinated policy response, because the people most likely to get hooked on any one generation of deadly drugs can't remain indefinitely addicted--they either recover, seek treatment, or die. Or maybe a surge in suicides in 2021 created an unusual and unsustained spike in mortality. "This is grim, but for lack of a better phrase, folks who died during the pandemic can't die later, and so maybe we should have always expected overdose deaths to decline" after the COVID crisis, he said.

Another possibility is that the fentanyl available on the street became weaker because of relatively lax immigration enforcement under the Biden administration. "There's an idea known as the 'iron law of prohibition,' which says that the more intensive the law enforcement, the more intense the drug," Lehman said. Perhaps as the risk of contraband confiscation at the border declined, cartels adjusted by moving more units of narcotics across the border while switching to a less concentrated product on a per-unit basis.

The frequency of maybes and perhapses in the above paragraphs makes my point. The decline in overdose deaths was either the direct result of good policy, the ironic result of bad policy, the mathematically inevitable result of lots of addicts dying during the peak pandemic years, or some combination of all three. Celebrating a nice-looking chart is much easier than understanding exactly what is making the line change direction.

A similar theme of uncertainty holds for the obesity story. This fall, the National Health and Nutrition Examination reported that the prevalence of obesity among U.S. adults declined from 41.9 percent to 40.3 percent in its latest sample of several thousand individuals. "Obesity prevalence is potentially plateauing in the United States," one CDC official told The Washington Post. "We may have passed peak obesity," the Financial Times' John Burn-Murdoch wrote of the news.

Read: The 'peak obesity' illusion

Obesity has declined before by the government's count, only to continue rising within a few years. One reason to think that this time is different is the rise of GLP-1 drugs, such as Ozempic and Mounjaro, which are remarkably adept at reducing appetite, leading to weight loss. Roughly one in eight Americans has taken a GLP-1 drug, and one in 16 is currently doing so, according to a survey by the health nonprofit KFF. It seems inevitable that as more Americans take therapies that put a lid on their appetite, obesity should mechanically decline.

Another possibility is that the developed world might be running up against a natural limit in overall obesity. In 2023, a team of Greek researchers wrote that obesity rates might stabilize in developed countries in the next few years, as "obesity has reached a biological limit ... [or] a saturation threshold for the proportion of people who can become obese." In fact, international evidence suggests that obesity has already "stabilized in children and adolescents of most economically advanced countries since 2000," they wrote. (They also conceded that "the trends in adults are mixed and ambiguous and do not unequivocally support the obesity plateau hypothesis.")



Finally, there's the sudden decline in violent crime in the past few years--by some accounts, one of the fastest declines in homicide rates since the 1960s. One explanation is that the early 2020s marked the second time in a decade when the U.S. experienced the double whiplash of what some sociologists call the "Ferguson effect." This theory holds that public outrage about police shootings reduces police activity and leads to an increase in violent crime. Adherents of this theory argue that in 2014, the death of Michael Brown created a backlash against policing, and in 2020, the death of George Floyd created another; in both cases, a high-profile killing created social unrest, which, they argue, may also have reduced police activity, possibly causing an overall increase in violent crime. As the health emergency wound down, policing picked up, and the spell of violence broke.

Another related explanation is that violent crime surged when lockdowns and other social disruptions unmoored young men from their routines in 2020 and 2021. But in the "great normalization" of 2022, young people returned to their pre-COVID schedules, and violent behavior quickly reverted to its pre-COVID rates. As John Roman, the director of the Center on Public Safety and Justice at NORC at the University of Chicago, told The Atlantic's Roge Karma, the beginning of the decline in violent crime coincided with the beginning of the 2022-23 school year, when pre-pandemic norms resumed for America's teenagers.

This theory--that the pandemic created a brief bubble of abnormal and deadly behavior--would also explain why the U.S. saw an increase in auto fatalities during the first years of the pandemic. In March 2022, The Atlantic's Olga Khazan summarized the berserk sociology of the moment pithily: "Everyone is acting so weird!" But, with time, people acted a little less weird. They resumed, among other things, their pre-pandemic manners of driving--that is to say, normally reckless, rather than completely out-of-control reckless.

Read: The murder rate is suddenly falling

Public policy may have played a small but meaningful role in declining crime and auto fatalities too. One creative explanation, from Bloomberg's Justin Fox, is that Joe Biden's American Rescue Plan sent hundreds of billions of dollars to governors and mayors, which allowed them to increase law-enforcement spending to crack down on both violent criminals and out-of-control drivers. In fact, state and local government spending increased in 2022 by nearly 8 percent, its largest annual increase since the Great Recession. This coincided with a voter push toward tougher policing standards, as "Minneapolis voters rejected a plan to replace the city's police department," "San Franciscans threw out their progressive district attorney," and "New Yorkers elected a former cop as mayor," Fox wrote.



At the heights of government power, there is currently a "rift" in the debate over "how to make America healthier," as Gina Kolata of The New York Times recently pointed out. On one side are techno-optimists such as Elon Musk, who trust in science and technology. "Nothing would do more to improve the health, lifespan and quality of life for Americans than making GLP inhibitors super low cost to the public," he posted on X. On the other side, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is deeply skeptical of technology--as varied as nuclear power plants and the polio vaccine--and he has stressed that "lifestyle" is the more important determinant of health.

Kennedy gets this much right: Our lifespans are shaped as much by our behavior as they are medically determined by the health-care system. But rather than scaremongering about effective vaccines, we should be laser-focused on the truly scary causes of premature death in America and what it really takes to eliminate them--and on figuring out what's gone right in the past few years.
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Postpone Your Pleasures

And enjoy them all the more.

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.

My father-in-law, with whom I was very close, spent most of his life on the same working-class street in Barcelona's El Clot neighborhood. Born in 1929, he saw Spain's bloody civil war taking place literally in front of his house. His family experienced a lot of suffering. Some died; others spent years in jail or were forced into exile. He himself spent a year in a refugee camp, an experience that affected him for the rest of his life. Every time he wanted to make a point about society or culture, he always started with: "Well, during the civil war ..."

One evening, a few months before he died, he read  in his local paper an article of mine about unhappiness. "You have a lot of complicated theories," he told me, "but the real reason people are unhappy is very simple." I asked him to elaborate. "They don't enjoy their dinner," he responded. I asked him what he meant. "Well, during the civil war, we were always hungry," he said. "But one day a year--Christmas--we got to eat whatever we wanted, and we were so happy. Today, people snack all day long, are never hungry, don't enjoy their dinners, and aren't happy--even on Christmas."

That is a somewhat reductive hypothesis about global unhappiness, to be sure. But he was not wrong in his main contention: Happiness rises, paradoxically, when you do not get whatever you want, whenever you want it. Rather, well-being requires that you discipline your will and defer your gratifications. Understanding this and taking action to change your habits can make you a much happier person.

Read: The politics of a long-dead dictator still haunt Spain

In the behavioral sciences, the most famous study of deferred gratification is the so-called marshmallow experiment undertaken in 1970 by the psychologists Walter Mischel and Ebbe B. Ebbesen. This research project brought 32 young children into a laboratory, where they were offered either animal crackers or pretzel sticks (the marshmallow was an option that came only in later experiments). Before they were allowed to eat the treat, however, the researchers offered an upgrade: If the children could wait by themselves for 15 minutes without eating the snack, they would get a second one. All of the kids accepted the deal, and the researchers left the room and observed each child through a one-way mirror. Ten subjects succeeded in waiting and got the additional snack; 22 of them gave in to their desire and gobbled up the treat before the 15 minutes had elapsed.

Mischel and his colleagues were interested in the long-term differences between kids who were able to defer their gratification and those who weren't, so they followed the participants as they grew up. In papers published decades later, the psychologists found that the two groups diverged significantly. For example, the ones who waited went on to get significantly higher scores on their SAT exams. Those who didn't wait used drugs more frequently in adolescence and got less education. The researchers' conclusion was clear: Being able to defer gratification leads to a more successful--and ultimately more satisfying--life.

As is the case for much research in behavioral science, these conclusions were later contested, by scholars who used larger, more diverse samples of kids and methods that carefully controlled for family background and cognitive ability. For example, one 2018 study concluded that being able to delay gratification has by itself only a weak effect on educational outcomes, and is insignificant in predicting anti-social behavior. Although these revised findings suggest that being able to say no to your immediate desires might not be a universal panacea, newer research has shown that a capacity to defer gratification does consistently deliver one important increase: in well-being. For example, scholars writing in 2014 in the Journal of Personality showed that people who score a high level of self-control enjoy significantly better mood and life satisfaction than those who lack such self-discipline.

One practical example of this happiness effect involves materialistic values and how people spend money: As I have previously written, borrowing money (for discretionary consumption) lowers happiness, whereas saving raises it. You might predict from that finding that people who see money as a sign of success would likely be savers who prefer to delay gratification. Yet on the contrary, two psychologists demonstrated in a 2017 study that people who regard money as the measure of success tend to be spenders: When they have money, they typically use it immediately to acquire things--because they identify having possessions as a source of happiness. The researchers found that these people were less happy than people who didn't behave this way.

To what degree the ability to defer gratification is down to nature or conditioned by nurture is unclear, but what we do know--because neuroscientists have demonstrated it--is that those who postpone their pleasure exhibit different brain activity when facing temptation from those who want to get their jollies right away. One study, from 2011, showed that people good at delaying indulgence have more activity in the prefrontal cortex (indicating that executive decision-making is taking place) when doing so than people who give in to their desire more easily, who in turn have more activity in the ventral striatum (a region that processes reward). Suggestive also are animal studies that have shown how mice taught to delay a reward enjoy a smoother, more regulated dopamine release than mice without this skill.

Read: Why rich kids are so good at the marshmallow test

Although the evidence is mixed on the long-term implications of the marshmallow test, being able to defer gratification is clearly valuable for well-being. Even if some people may be naturally better at postponing rewards, we also have some evidence that the skill can be cultivated from an early age. If this is something you could work on, here are two ways to get started. They may appear contradictory, but done right, they in fact complement each other.

1. Think about the future.
 A research-proven approach to improving your capacity for deferred gratification is to imagine yourself in the future. In 2011, a team of researchers interested in how to elicit saving behavior employed digital aging techniques and virtual reality to enable people to interact with elderly versions of themselves. They found that after doing so, the participants were more willing than other people to accept awards of money at a future date rather than immediately.

You can use this finding in creative ways. For example, if you are hankering for a portion of junk-calorie carbohydrates at 4 p.m., have a conversation with a 6 p.m. version of yourself who forwent the snack and is hungry for a good healthy dinner. Or say you are in college and have a big exam tomorrow but have just gotten invited to a party: Have a chat with the unhappy future you who took the exam after partying instead of studying.

2. Don't think about the future.
 Paradoxically, a second technique for delaying gratification is to stop thinking about the future, in the form of purposeful mindfulness, the practice of paying attention nonjudgmentally to the present moment. Scholars in 2018 undertook an experiment in which a group of participants were asked to complete a survey of their willingness to defer rewards. Half of the group were then given an exercise in mindfulness breathing, while the other half (the control group) watched a music video. Afterward, when both groups retook the survey, the mindfulness practitioners were significantly more likely than before to defer rewards (whereas the music-video watchers showed no change).

Despite any initial impression otherwise, this second result is not at odds with the first finding: Its conclusion is that being more conscious when you make decisions will lead you to optimize your choices. So you can bring the two injunctions together and combine them to best effect: Think clearly about what you're doing right now, and then think clearly about how you will reflect on your action later.

So before you buy that sweater, think about how you are feeling at this moment. Do you really need this sweater, or are you just self-soothing with a bit of retail therapy? Next, imagine yourself looking at the sweater in two months' time. Does it give you delight or remind you that you have to make a credit-card payment?

Arthur C. Brooks: Four rules for identifying your life's work

My father-in-law was right that deferring gratification leads to greater happiness. The good news is that you don't need to be in the middle of a civil war to make this skill worth cultivating. But I always wondered whether he was right in his specific example: Does snacking lower well-being by ruining your enjoyment of proper meals? I have been unable to find any studies of this precise curiosity, so I had to triangulate some related research findings to come to a convincing answer.

Researchers who were studying the eating behavior of children reported in 2017 in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior that kids enjoyed food more when they followed structured meal settings--such as eating at the same times each day and dining in a family setting. They also tended to be less fussy about what they were eating. This is broadly supportive of my father-in-law's theory. And I certainly never saw him eat a snack.

What I did see, however, was his complete unwillingness to save money and a reckless openhandedness about spending it. And this negative example supported his theory even more--though in a sad way, as he constantly ducked creditors and struggled to meet his basic needs in old age. Perhaps the inability to save was also an effect of the privations of his 1930s childhood: If you never know whether you've got enough to get through the month, why save the money you have now? Even though he suffered as a result of his spendthrift ways, I took a valuable lesson from his example in this too.

So my seasonal advice: Go to your holiday dinner good and hungry. But don't buy your holiday feast on credit.
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The Luxury Makeover of the Worst Pastry on Earth

How panettone, the once-reviled Italian Christmas treat, became a high-end commodity

by Ellen Cushing




On the internet, there exists a $102 loaf of bread that people talk about like it's a drug. It's a panettone--the fruitcake-adjacent yeasted bread that is traditional to Italy, and to Christmastime--and it is made by the California chef Roy Shvartzapel. Like most panettone, it looks like a giant muffin, with a dramatic domed top and gold-printed paper wrapping around its sides. It is, according to the box, "carefully crafted" by, among other things, "an endless drive to control time and nature, and a passion to please the senses." (Okay!) Dan Riesenberger, a panettone maker in Columbus, Ohio, told me Shvartzapel's version has "mind-blowing texture." Rachel Tashjian Wise, a fashion critic at The Washington Post, tried the one that Shvartzapel made for Gucci (!) last year and told me in an email that "it. is. spectacular," emphasis hers. A bakery TikToker, one of the many who have posted about Shvartzapel's product, described eating it as "a spiritual experience." I will take their word for it, because I have no way of knowing myself: Shvartzapel sold out of Christmas panettone on December 1.

People liking pastries is not really revolutionary, nor is the idea of internet fame for snacks. But the weird thing about this one is that people do not really like panettone, generally or historically speaking. At their best, the panettoni I've had were forgettable; otherwise, they were dense, sweet, stale, cloying, and aggressively perfumed, like a dry sponge that had spent too much time in a Bath & Body Works. In 2013, The Guardian ran a story headlined "Save Us From Panettone--The Festive Delicacy Nobody Likes." A few years later, Lovin Malta, which bills itself as Malta's biggest online publication, called the local luxury "literally the worst thing on the face of the earth." Even people who have devoted their lives to panettone acknowledge that it has an image problem. Riesenberger called it "a regiftable item"; Shvartzapel told me that when he first started selling his panettoni, in 2015, many people wondered who would spend so much money on a product that "nobody in America even likes."

The problem with most panettone, the fancy panettone guys will tell you, is not the panettone--it's the mass production. Good panettone is finicky and labor intensive, made in a multiday, multiphase process: fermenting, rising, mixing, rising, mixing, shaping, cutting, baking, hanging upside down like a bat so its top doesn't cave in while it cools--each stage of which can conceivably go wrong. Structures collapse; starters get overly acidic; dough rises too much, or not enough, or unevenly, or oddly. "Every time, it humbles you," Riesenberger said. Brian Francis, a writer and home cook based in Toronto, tried making one three years ago; "in short," he told me, "it was a journey into hell." Many grocery-store panettoni are produced in large quantities using cheap ingredients, then stored for months before being sold for Christmas. This makes them dry, or necessitates the use of preservatives, or more likely both. A Riesenberger panettone, which sells for $105, requires $20 in ingredients--local pasture-raised eggs, high-quality chocolate, wild yeast, special Italian flour he hunts down online--and about four days of skilled labor and close attention to make, before it is shipped fresh.

Read: The simple secret of French baking

Certain fetish foods have a life cycle: They are hated, and then they are elevated by well-meaning obsessives via the use of premium ingredients and better production techniques, and then liking these foods becomes a symbol of taste and sophistication, of being in on something. "Getting it," in the figurative sense, becomes as much a prize as having it, in the material sense. "You see the unboxing videos, and it starts this spiral effect of: I need to try this, I need to understand what's going on here," the food influencer Katie Zukhovich told me. "I don't think people can imagine that panettone is so good because it's always been so fine."

We've done this before. Canned fish was depressing before a few savvy, Millennial-oriented brands started putting high-quality seafood in beautiful containers, after which "hot girls eat tinned fish" became something people would actually say out loud. Licorice, one of the universally most reviled flavors known to the human tongue, is now the subject of endless video taste tests after having received a European glow-up. Panettone was the worst thing on Earth, and then it was redeemed.

Now we are in the third phase of the trend: The market is saturated, both with very good versions and also with mediocre but well-branded ones, and also with different products that are not food at all but that signal insider status in the same way that a tote bag printed with anchovies does. As I write this, TikTok contains more than 60,000 videos hashtagged #panettone. Gucci sells a $140 panettone, though it is no longer baked by Schvartzapel; Dolce & Gabbana and Moschino also sell them, in partnership with Italian manufacturers. Online gift guides are lousy with it, as are specialty food shops. Last winter, Anthropologie sold a panettone-shaped candle for $98. When I got on the phone with Stephen Zagor, an adjunct professor of food entrepreneurship at Columbia University, he told me that "it seems like panettone is taking on a life in excess of itself."

An expensive panettone does not really need to taste good, even though many do. "Food is two things," Zagor said. "It is what exists in reality, and it is the image that we create online and how we perceive it. And they're not always the same ... People buy the ethereal and not the reality." In his classes, Zagor talks about "taking the common and making it special, and taking the special and making it common": creating a product that's decadent but not too inaccessible, one that appeals both to the top of the market and to its aspirational underclass. A hundred bucks is an awful lot to spend on a snack, but if you think of premium panettone not as food, exactly, but as entry into a certain consumer stratum--one that is discerning, sophisticated, and at least a little rich--it's a bargain.

No wonder high-end clothing companies have gotten in on panettone. It is, the fashion writer Becky Malinsky told me in an email, "a digestible (no pun intended!) way to gift an easily recognizable luxury name without spending, say, $2,300 on a handbag." High-fashion panettone allows brand-conscious consumers to own an otherwise unattainable label, and clout-conscious fashion houses to participate in a trend popular among young, influential people, without diluting their brands--panettone is, after all, still a fussy, old-world, high-priced Italian good, just one that happens to be handcrafted out of flour and sugar instead of silk or leather.

Read: Something weird is happening with Caesar salads

Dolce & Gabbana's panettone is manufactured in Sicily by a 71-year-old company and then shipped worldwide inside chic little collectible tins with a hand-painted look. A few weeks ago, I ordered one. It was the size of your average single-serve coffee-shop pastry and cost me $44.95 before shipping. It was dramatically more expensive than the grocery-store panettone I'd bought for comparison purposes--45 cents a gram versus 2.2 cents a gram--and marginally more delicious, which was really not very delicious at all.

Clearly, I had played myself. My ultra-fancy panettone--the one that looked and was expensive, the one that bore the outward signals we've come to associate with high quality and traditional craft--was all the things that the fancy panettone guys had warned me to avoid: It had been mass-produced and was filled with preservatives and other ingredients few nonnas would recognize. (Maybe, in retrospect, I should have been tipped off by the fact that it was available on Amazon Prime.) But I had bought the $45 muffin, and I wanted it to transform me: For a minute there, I began to convince myself that maybe panettone just tastes that way and I was the problem.

A few days later, one of Riesenberger's panettoni arrived in the mail. It was nearly a foot tall, with a crackly, almond-sugar topping; deep pockets of rich chocolate and pistachio; and a texture simultaneously dense like custard and light like clouds. I finally got it, and I finally get it. His panettone was as different from the other two as watching a movie about a drug trip is to doing the drugs yourself. It was spectacular--emphasis very much mine.
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A Biting Satire of the Art World's Monstrousness

Ella Baxter's new novel explores why creative genius so often seems to be at odds with being a good person.

by Sophia Stewart




When she coined the term art monster in 2014, Jenny Offill didn't anticipate how fervently readers would take to it. In her novel Dept. of Speculation, Offill's narrator--a writer, wife, and new mother--confesses in a now oft-quoted passage that when she was younger, "My plan was to never get married. I was going to be an art monster instead." She concedes that this idea was unorthodox: "Women almost never become art monsters because art monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane things." The phrase, which Offill said she'd intended as something of a joke, gripped the imaginations of creative, middle-class women. "She used it as if we all already knew it and, given the response, I guess we did," Lauren Elkin, who last year published a book called Art Monsters: Unruly Bodies in Feminist Art, said of Offill's coinage. "But then, I was like, now Jenny has given it to us and it's entered the feminist lexicon, how will we use it?"

It turns out loosely, and often. In a barrage of think pieces, women enchanted by the term wondered whether creative genius requires total domestic negligence--a willingness, as Claire Dederer, the author of the 2023 book Monsters: A Fan's Dilemma, put it, to "abandon the tasks of nurturing in order to perform the selfish sacraments of being an artist." This discourse wasn't new. In 1971, the art historian Linda Nochlin argued that women, saddled with "1,000 years of guilt, self-doubt, and objecthood," had long been dissuaded from pursuing the arts, which were cast as a diversion fueled by "selfishness, egomania." Decades later, some women saw Offill's art monster as an invitation to deprogram, and they began to reclaim the self-involved artist "not as a villain, but as an aspiration," as Willa Paskin wrote. Today, many observers remain stuck on the same question: Are women artists selfish enough?

Read: It's okay to like good art by bad people

Sabine, the protagonist of Ella Baxter's bracing second novel, Woo Woo, certainly is. A conceptual artist living in Melbourne, Sabine is a textbook art monster who has, in her own words, "prostrated herself before the altar of art." Her life, she says, revolves around the making and study of art; she claims to spend most of her time in her home studio, at galleries, and in the pages of art-history books, though she also devotes an awful lot of it to scrolling on TikTok. At 38, she's found success (her CV boasts various grants and international exhibitions) and earned particular acclaim for her "gothic skins"--essentially, wearable life-size puppets that look like different versions of her and draw heavily from tropes of femininity (crone, siren, waitress, Venus). Sabine is ostensibly a feminist artist, but we never learn what moves her to make art in the first place; her work lacks a coherent politics. She describes one performance piece, in which she wears a gothic skin called Perimenopausal and sits in a self-dug hole next to a freeway, as having "something to do with the patriarchy, something to do with capitalism."

Woo Woo takes place in the addled week leading up to Sabine's "career-defining" solo exhibition, a series of self-portraits called Fuck You, Help Me. The bold title conceals artistic ambivalence: Sabine confesses to her gallerist that she is "a bit hazy on what 'Fuck You, Help Me' is technically about." As the show nears, anxiety over its reception consumes her. Then things get weird: She begins receiving visits from the ghost of the experimental artist Carolee Schneemann and troubling correspondence from a potential stalker. Delusions of grandeur follow. She harasses a TikTok commenter who calls her work "Not good art," watches porn in a McDonald's, defecates in her backyard. At the behest of her gallery, she hosts TikTok livestreams to promote the exhibition, each video capturing her deterioration. Her husband, Constantine, remarks, "I swear the week you exhibit is like watching someone go through a prolonged psychosis."

Sabine's mental state is perhaps, in part, a response to the demands placed on contemporary artists. To find success in a crowded field with dwindling resources, Baxter's novel suggests, being a creative genius is not enough. You must also be a jockeying careerist. Making art demands introspection; promoting it, though, requires performance, if not outright salesmanship. This conflict pervades Woo Woo. During a gallery-mandated livestream, Sabine declares that she is "wary of the pressure to market myself instead of my art," yet she's also keen on "differentiating herself" from the other artists her gallery represents. Later, ahead of an interview with a major art magazine, she calibrates her brand: Should she introduce herself as a "creative mongrel" or first acknowledge "the privilege of being a celebrated artist in this economy"? When the interviewer arrives, he lobs open-ended questions--"Where do your ideas come from?" "What about your drive to create?"--but demands "instant answers."

Sabine's response to these competing expectations is to turn self-promotion into an extension of her art. The first time we meet her, she's directing Constantine as he takes photos of her to publicize the exhibition: "Pure, uncompromising rigour is needed to make transcendent, supernatural art," she declares vaguely as she poses. She doesn't even mind doing the livestreams, because, as she says, "recording anything with a camera made it into art."

At its best, Woo Woo is a sharp, scathing satire of the monstrousness of the contemporary art world--namely, its competitiveness, pretensions, and suffocating insularity. Baxter has an acerbic pen, aided by an ear for dialect--she wields both internet- and therapy-speak, not to mention the willfully opaque language of the art world, to great effect in skewering her target. You needn't be a selfish monster to make art, Baxter posits, but you may well become one in the process of promoting what you've made.

Woo Woo also wrings the glamour out of art monsterdom, complicating the feminist reclamation of this typically male cultural figure. Sabine is insufferable--a bad spouse and a bad friend, simultaneously needy and negligent. And despite her self-proclaimed devotion to her art, we never get the sense that her work is all that good. What's more, Baxter casts her relationship with feminism as questionable at best through her interactions with her husband. Constantine is superhumanly supportive of Sabine (he is as steadfast as his name suggests), but Sabine resents his professional ambitions and co-opts the language of feminism to cast her personal grievance as a political concern: His career aspirations, she says, bear "all the hallmarks of the patriarchy."

Read: A powerful indictment of the art world

With her depiction of Sabine and Constantine's marriage, Baxter doesn't only push back on the claim (repeated by Offill's narrator and a recent spate of books) that husbands are the enemies of women's art. She questions just how empowering the art monster really is as a feminist symbol. A woman artist's decision to be selfish in pursuit of her work might understandably seem subversive and empowering, not to mention a sign of seriousness and commitment to one's craft. But a gender-flipped art monster isn't really all that radical; as Mairead Small Staid has smartly argued, the feminist reclamation of art monsterdom "doesn't upend the rules of a male-dominated canon but adheres to them" by perpetuating the dusty idea that artists should be held to different standards than other human beings. The novel's marketing copy alleges that it is "about what it means to make art as a woman," but Sabine's egomania conforms to that of the archetypal male artist; at one point, Baxter writes that Sabine can't "believe she was anything less than a young god," which that most famous art monster, Pablo Picasso, often told himself too.

In the novel's climax, Sabine attempts to make real her inner monstrousness. Using animal bones and raw parts from a butcher's shop, she transforms herself into a giant pig and confronts her stalker. The moment stands out as the first time we see Sabine feel truly called to create--that is, to make art for a reason beyond professional ambition or personal vanity. We see her struck by vision, sourcing the materials, executing the performance. We see the process behind the product. Perhaps underneath the monster is an artist after all.
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The Cost of Lawlessness on the West Bank

Settler violence against Palestinians is rising, and Israel seems unwilling to stop it.

by Gershom Gorenberg


Israeli soldiers in Beit Furik, a town in the occupied West Bank where Jewish settlers burned the property of Palestinian families (Nasser Ishtayeh / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)



It was a normal morning during the autumn olive harvest. On a hillside northeast of Ramallah, on November 8, a group of roughly 15 or 20 Palestinians from the village of Deir Jarir were picking dark olives, the most important agricultural product in the occupied West Bank, from low, young trees.

With them were volunteers from the Israeli group Rabbis for Human Rights, along with Rabbi Arik Ascherman, the leader of Torat Tzedek, a group whose name translates to "Torah of Justice." They'd come to help with the harvest and to act as a buffer between the Palestinians and any Israeli settlers who might decide to give them trouble.

A few minutes after they began, a settler came down the hillside, cursing and shouting at everyone to leave. A shaky video from a volunteer's phone shows him shoving villagers and Ascherman. A dozen or more young male settlers soon followed, wearing masks and waving clubs. At another nearby grove, settlers hurled stones, injuring one of the Palestinian pickers.

Next to show up was a handful of Israeli soldiers. The commander presented his phone, showing a freshly issued order declaring the groves a closed military area, off-limits to civilians. Ascherman protested, pointing to a 2006 Israeli supreme-court ruling banning the army from closing an agricultural area to Palestinian farmers in order to end a clash in which the farmers themselves were under attack.

Then the police arrived. They arrested not the settlers but Ascherman, along with a staff member of Rabbis for Human Rights named Dolev Assaf, and a volunteer wearing a T-shirt with the words Fuck Ben-Gvir, referring to Itamar Ben-Gvir, the far-right minister of national security, who oversees the police. Ascherman was released under a court order banning him from the West Bank for 15 days. At the hearing, he told me, a police investigator referred to him as an "anarchist."

This account is based on videos and on interviews with Ascherman, Assaf, and others. No settlers were arrested or identified. But the settlers succeeded in their apparent goal: The farmers of Deir Jarir were kept off their land and could not harvest their olives. The settlers went unpunished.

Assaf Gavron: What settler violence is doing to Israel

The threats, the violence, and the unfair outcome were what made that day outside Ramallah a normal one. The Israeli human-rights group Yesh Din ("There Is Law") has documented 114 incidents of violence by settlers or soldiers against Palestinians engaged in harvesting olives in the 49 days from October 1 to November 18. The distinction between soldiers and settlers has blurred, particularly during the current war. Yesh Din stressed that its list of attacks on Palestinians was not complete. These were only attacks connected to the olive harvest.

The larger picture is especially grim: Settler violence against Palestinians in the West Bank has leaped, as reported by the Israeli media and human-rights groups. Especially since the establishment of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's current hard-right government two years ago, "you see this explosion, this eruption" of settler violence, Sarit Michaeli, the international-outreach director for the rights organization B'Tselem, told me. And in that time, law enforcement has virtually vanished, the attorney Roni Pelli of the Association for Civil Rights in Israel told me.

Keeping statistics on the violence has been beyond B'Tselem's resources, Michaeli said, because it would require investigating each case. Deciding what to count as an incident is also "a minefield," she said. Some cases are obvious, such as when masked settlers entered the village of Huwara, in the northern West Bank, on December 4; set fire to a house and two vehicles; and attacked one man with staffs and stones, reportedly fracturing his skull. Other cases are harder to categorize, such as when settlers return to an olive grove and threaten farmers they've previously attacked, causing the farmers to flee.

Here's one sign of the escalation: In September 2023, B'Tselem reported that over the previous two years, about 480 Palestinians had abandoned their homes and fled from six hamlets in the West Bank, in large part because of settler attacks. A little more than a year later, at the end of this past October, Palestinians from 20 additional communities and single-farm families had left their homes--a total of nearly 1,200 people in just more than half the time.

In principle, Israel's national police force should be a source of statistics on crimes by Israelis against Palestinians in the West Bank. In reality, there's been a "sharp drop" in the number of Palestinians willing to file complaints, Yesh Din's executive director, Ziv Stahl, told me, as trust of the police has diminished dramatically. (Spokespeople for the Israeli police and military declined to comment for this story.)

Violence in the West Bank goes both ways; Palestinians have attacked Israeli soldiers, police, and civilians. Last Wednesday, for instance, a Palestinian gunman opened fire on an Israeli bus in the West Bank, killing a 12-year-old boy and wounding three other passengers. The difference is that the Israeli army and security services seek to prevent these attacks and to catch the perpetrators. The bus attack set off a 10-hour manhunt, at the end of which the perpetrator surrendered to Israeli forces. In the case of settler violence, such efforts appear to be sporadic and half-hearted.

This problem dates to the early years of Israeli settlement in occupied territory. In 1982, then-Israeli Deputy Attorney General Yehudit Karp issued a report that detailed the failure of Israeli police to investigate offenses by settlers against Palestinians. As Karp told me in a 2009 interview, the army and police had regarded their role as protecting Israelis, not Palestinians.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

However difficult to record and quantify, the trend is clear: In recent years and months, settler attacks on Palestinians have grown in frequency, and the perpetrators have faced fewer consequences. Three factors are responsible. A new form of settlement has brought more radical settlers closer to Palestinian communities that are hard to protect, because they are scattered and rural. The Hamas attack on Israel and the subsequent war in Gaza have elevated tensions between Israelis and Palestinians in the West Bank. And Netanyahu's government has put extremist settlers, including Ben-Gvir, in key positions of authority.

Until the 1990s, most Israeli settlements in the West Bank took one of two forms: large suburban towns near the Green Line--the pre-1967 border--and smaller exurbs deeper in occupied territory. The exurban settlements were intended to prevent even a partial Israeli withdrawal, and they attracted particularly ideological, religious-nationalist settlers. Yet even they actually covered only a small part of West Bank land.

In the 1990s, after the Oslo Accords, a new type of settlement sprang up. Many of these so-called outposts began as a handful of mobile homes on a hilltop near an established settlement. Their purpose was to fill in gaps between the older settlements, break up Palestinian-populated land, and thereby prevent the creation of a contiguous Palestinian state. In 1998, then-Foreign Minister Ariel Sharon set the tone in a radio interview, telling settlers they should "run, should grab more hills ... Everything we don't grab will be in [the Palestinians'] hands." Many of the outposts were home to the most extreme of all settlers. I have been visiting settlements for many years in the course of my reporting; when I went to the outposts, I was dismayed by the radical readings of Judaism I heard--at the extreme, asserting the settlers' right to the real estate around them, the olive trees, the fruits of the harvest. Clashes with local Palestinians increased.

Yet the outposts were mere dots on hilltops, and the settler movement's leaders and government backers feared that the settlement project still lacked control of the countryside. Beginning a bit more than a decade ago, the movement supported another burst of new settlements--most of them farms, each populated by a family and a few young people. According to a recent Haaretz report, there were just 23 such farms in 2017--and about 90 today.

The farm campaign is backed by Amana, an organization that has played a major role in settlement building for decades. In an interview last year in a settler magazine, Amana's head, Ze'ev (Zambish) Hever, said that the organization's goal is to hold as much open land as possible in reserve for future settlement. To that end, most farm settlers herd goats, sheep, or cattle over large areas. These farms "hold two and a half times as much land" as all the previous settlements combined, Hever said.

Officially, the farms are illegal--they were established without government approval--but very few have been forced to evacuate, especially under the current government. Hagit Ofran, who works for Settlement Watch, an investigative project that is part of Peace Now, told me that the farm settlements are even receiving state support. Through one channel, she said, some farms have received grazing permits on what Israel had previously (and controversially) designated state-owned land. Through another channel, farms have been allocated funds for security equipment, including all-terrain vehicles, camera systems, and drones.

Drones, Ofran said, are sometimes used to frighten Palestinians' herds and drive them off the land. Incidents of settlers from the farms harassing Palestinians are a daily matter, she asserted.

Graeme Wood: 'You started a war, you'll get a Nakba'

Many of the farms are at the southern end of the West Bank and on the hills overlooking the Jordan Valley, where pasture land fades into desert. A number are near Palestinian herding hamlets, B'Tselem's Michaeli said--"some of the poorest" Palestinian communities. Once a farming outpost is established, she said, the nearby Palestinians start to experience incidents of arson, cut water pipes, and the like. The result, Michaeli said, is "like a war of attrition" in rural areas. And behind the scenes, the government backs one side.

Throughout occupied territory, clashes between settlers and Palestinians spiked when the war began last year. Understandably, many settlers feared that they'd be the next target of a Hamas onslaught. "I'm not discounting the trauma and fear" that Israelis, including settlers, experienced after October 7, Michaeli told me. But some settlers, she asserted, also seized a "golden opportunity" to harass their Palestinian neighbors.

Six weeks after the start of the war, the Association for Civil Rights in Israel and other groups sent a letter to Netanyahu, the military chief of staff, and the national police chief listing a dizzying number of settler attacks. Nine Palestinians had been killed; 160 families had been forced to leave their homes. In the village of Kisan, the letter said, "settlers attacked village residents and fired live rounds, in front of soldiers," wounding several residents. At Khirbet Yarza, settlers "stole about 50 cows." The army and the police, the letter indicated, had failed to protect Palestinians in the West Bank.

In many cases, the settlers had worn army uniforms. That apparently fits another pattern: Regular army units that had been deployed in the West Bank were redeployed to fight in Gaza. To protect settlements, the military called up settlers for reserve duty and assigned them to regional defense units. So in some cases, said Pelli, the civil-rights lawyer, the "settlers who rioted" in a village are the same people as the soldiers who are supposed to deal with the incident. And in these or other cases, settlers who had previously harassed villagers apparently now did so in uniform, with even greater impunity. In July, Major General Yehuda Fox, the outgoing head of the Israel Defense Forces' Central Command, which is responsible for the West Bank, acknowledged the increase in settler violence and admitted, "It was my responsibility to act. And, unfortunately, I did not always succeed."

The makeup of Netanyahu's government has contributed to the sense among settlers of being beyond the law. The ruling coalition includes two far-right parties headed by settlers. Netanyahu gave one of them, Bezalel Smotrich, the head of the Religious Zionist Party, control over most aspects of settlement, including granting legal status to outposts established in defiance of Israeli law. One such outpost is home to a Knesset member from Smotrich's party, Simcha Rothman, a key figure in the government's effort to eviscerate Israel's judicial system.

Ben-Gvir, also a settler and the leader of the Jewish Power Party, received the Ministry of National Security, which administers the national police force. By law and tradition, the minister's control of the police is limited, with operative decisions, such as how to handle an investigation or a disturbance, the sole province of professional police, not politicians. But Ben-Gvir has repeatedly crossed that line.

Gershom Gorenberg: Netanyahu's other war

The effect on how the police handle--or don't handle--settler violence is best illustrated by the case of Avishai Mualem, the officer in charge of the serious-crimes investigation unit in the West Bank police district. In a Knesset subcommittee hearing in March, Mualem testified that the number of complaints filed with the police regarding violence by settlers had dropped by half since the beginning of the war, compared with the same period the year before. In the southern sector of the West Bank, the South Hebron Hills, half of the complaints had been false, he said. He blamed "anarchists"--apparently meaning Israelis who volunteer to assist Palestinians.

In early November, the outgoing defense minister, Yoav Gallant, summoned Mualem's superior, the commander of the West Bank district, for a meeting. Gallant reportedly meant to reprove the officer for failing to do enough about settler violence. A source in Gallant's office told the Israeli media that Ben-Gvir had blocked the meeting--and had asserted that "there is no such concept as 'settler violence.'"

Mualem was arrested on December 2 by an independent unit in the state attorney's office that investigates crime within the police force. Mualem is alleged to have failed to arrest Jews suspected of terror attacks, at Ben-Gvir's request, and leaked police-intelligence information to the minister, all in return for rapid advancement. Because of the alleged quid pro quo, the potential charges include bribery. Mualem denies the allegations. But if the claims are correct, then the police failure to crack down on settler violence is a matter of policy, dictated by Ben-Gvir.

Settlers who attack Palestinians surely suspect as much. And the price that Palestinians in the West Bank pay for the resulting lawlessness includes the loss of crops, homes, and lives.

Israelis pay a less obvious price that is nonetheless quite real. From its start, the settlement enterprise has been tainted by disregard for the rule of law. The first Israeli settlement, in the Golan Heights in the summer of 1967, received funds fraudulently allocated by a government ministry. Soon after that, the first settlement in the West Bank was established in knowing violation of international law. A 2005 report detailed how the outposts established in the previous decade, in violation of Israeli law, received funding and other support from government ministries. Enforcement of the law against violent settlers has been sporadic all along.

The goal of settlement in occupied territory has always been to change the borders of Israel. But an essential element of a democratic state is the rule of law. The failure to stop settler violence is the latest sign that in the bid to expand Israel's territory, the settlement project corrodes the foundations of the state itself.
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A Gala for Right-Wing Revenge

The mood that dominated an annual soiree for the New York Young Republicans: gleeful promises of retribution for Trump's perceived enemies.

by Ali Breland




Gavin McInnes, a co-founder of the Proud Boys, was extremely upset with me. He started listing things that I should feel (ashamed and terrible about myself) and that he wished would happen to me (trouble sleeping at night). "You should," he told me gravely and slowly, as though he were about to give me some very important advice, "slit your wrists."



The transgression I'd committed against him was being a journalist in his presence. I had just been introduced to McInnes at table 49 of the New York Young Republicans Club annual gala when he started laying into me. I hadn't even had the chance to ask him any questions. Several minutes later, he got into an argument with a New York Times reporter, whose notebook he grabbed and surreptitiously passed to another guest before storming off.



I hadn't come to get yelled at (though had I anticipated this happening). I'd done so because the event has become one of the most prominent gatherings in MAGA world, where fringe online trolls and members of far-right parties from across the world hang out with the GOP's power brokers. Two prominent members of the incoming Trump administration--Dan Scavino Jr., soon to be the deputy chief of staff, and senior adviser Corey Lewandowski--spoke at the event. Donald Trump's former attorney-general nominee, Matt Gaetz, milled around in the crowd. (After attending in person last year, Trump delivered remarks via phone this time around, in addition to a prerecorded video address in which he praised Gavin Wax, the club's president.)



The theme of the evening was revenge: During the forthcoming Trump administration, various speakers said, there would be hell to pay. Enemies of the state would be arrested and put in jail, or deported. The intensity of McInnes's disdain for the media was an outlier, but only barely. The media and Democrats "need to learn what populist nationalist power is on the receiving end," Steve Bannon, the former Trump adviser, said onstage in his keynote speech. "I mean investigations, trials, and then incarceration." Trump, he said, "has got a kind heart and big soul. But that's not us, right? We want retribution."



It would be tempting to write off this rhetoric as the ramblings of a fringe faction of the right--and with provocateur influencers such as Jack Posobiec, James O'Keefe, and Martin Shkreli in attendance, the fringe was there. But throughout the night, other speakers closer to the establishment spoke about their desire for vengeance, sometimes directed at the media and other times at immigrants, Democrats, and even the homeless. "I think we need more Daniel Pennys in this country, because we have far too many Jordan Neelys," incoming Representative Brandon Gill said during his remarks onstage, referring to the 26-year-old who had recently been acquitted of criminally negligent homicide after putting Neely in a fatal chokehold. (Neely, a homeless man with a history of mental illness, was reportedly threatening passengers on the subway.) Gill continued his speech by saying that Congress's success would be determined by the number of "illegal aliens that we deport over the next two years."



Trump and his supporters haven't exactly been quiet about their fantasies and promises. Trump talked about mass deportations all throughout the campaign, and has doubled down since his victory. But there is a meaningful difference between being aware of the rhetoric and truly experiencing its full force. As a reporter who covers the far-right internet, I've seen countless posts from people like Gill and Bannon talking about deporting as many immigrants as possible or incarcerating Democrats and the press. But to hear these men fervently say it and watch a crowd of more than 1,000 erupt into cheers and laughter in response added a new dimension. They don't just want policies, and they're not just shitposting to provoke people online; they want their enemies to suffer, and they want to relish their pain. "Reckoning is coming, and there will be retribution and there will be accountability," Lewandowski said onstage. "And that accountability will be to the highest levels."



Read: You should go to a Trump rally



Seeing MAGA in person also betrays other hints of the direction the party will take in Trump's second term. Members of several far-right European parties were in the crowd. "We have many friends in the New York Young Republican Club," Martin Kohler, the chairman of the Berlin youth wing of Germany's Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) told me, explaining that his party had hosted Wax in Berlin. "They invited us to come over for the gala." The politically ascendant AfD is among Germany's furthest-right parties. Although it disputes allegations that it is a neo-Nazi party, many of its members have been outed as having ties to neo-Nazis. They have reportedly discussed "remigration," the process of deporting nonwhite residents, including naturalized citizens and their descendants. (Trump used this term in a Truth Social post in September). Sam Venis, another journalist in attendance, told me that he met several people at the gala who said that they were members of the Forum for Democracy, a far-right party in the Netherlands whose leader has also advocated for "mass remigration" so that Europe does not "Africanize" and instead remains predominately white. The gala closed with a speech from Miklos Szantho, the director-general of the Center for Fundamental Rights, an organization in Hungary that supports Viktor Orban, the country's authoritarian prime minister.



The presence of these European far-right parties was fitting. They have rallied around punishing their enemies by "reclaiming" their country from immigrants and the cosmopolitans they think have taken it over: They want revenge. Once Trump takes office, the MAGA right will begin to exact it. "Tonight, for me, is a night of hope," Kohler said. "Here in the U.S., something is about to change."
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The Pro-Eating-Disorder Internet Is Back

One of the thorniest content-moderation problems grows out of control on X.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The glorification of dangerous thinness is a long-standing problem in American culture, and it is especially bad on the internet, where users can find an unending stream of extreme dieting instructions, "thinspo" photo boards, YouTube videos that claim to offer magical weight-loss spells, and so on. There has always been a huge audience for this type of content, much of which is highly visual and emotionally charged, and spreads easily.



Most of the large social-media platforms have been aware of this reality for years and have undertaken at least basic measures to address it. On most of these platforms, at a minimum, if you search for certain well-known keywords related to eating disorders--as people who are attracted or vulnerable to such content are likely to do--you'll be met with a pop-up screen asking if you need help and suggesting that you contact a national hotline. On today's biggest platforms for young people, Instagram and TikTok, that screen is a wall: You can't tap past it to get to search results. This is not to say that these sites do not host photos and videos glamorizing eating disorders, only that finding them usually isn't as easy as simply searching.



X, however, offers a totally different experience. If you search for popular tags and terms related to eating disorders, you'll be shown accounts that have those terms in their usernames and bios. You'll be shown relevant posts and recommendations for various groups to join under the header "Explore Communities." The impression communicated by many of these posts, which typically include stylized photography of extremely skinny people, is that an eating disorder is an enviable lifestyle rather than a mental illness and dangerous health condition. The lifestyle is in fact made to seem even more aspirational by the way that some users talk about its growing popularity and their desire to keep "wannarexics"--wannabe anorexics--out of their community. Those who are accepted, though, are made to feel truly accepted: They're offered advice and positive feedback from the broader group.



Technically, all of this violates X's published policy against the encouragement of self-harm. But there's a huge difference between having a policy and enforcing one. X has also allowed plenty of racist and anti-Semitic content under Elon Musk's reign despite having a policy against "hateful conduct." The site is demonstrating what can happen when a platform's rules effectively mean nothing. (X did not respond to emails about this issue.)



This moment did not emerge from a vacuum. The social web is solidly in a regressive moment when it comes to content moderation. Major platforms had been pushed to act on misinformation in response to seismic events including the 2016 presidential election, the coronavirus pandemic, the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, the rise of QAnon, and the January 6 insurrection, but have largely retreated after backlash from Donald Trump-aligned Republicans who equate moderation with censorship. That equation is one of the reasons Musk bought Twitter in the first place--he viewed it as a powerful platform that was operating with heavy favor toward his enemies and restricting the speech of his friends. After he took over the site, in 2022, he purged thousands of employees and vowed to roll back content-moderation efforts that had been layered onto the platform over the years. "These teams whose full-time job it was to prevent harmful content simply are not really there," Rumman Chowdhury, a data scientist who formerly led a safety team at pre-Musk Twitter, told me. They were fired or dramatically reduced in size when Musk took over, she said.

Read: I watched Elon Musk kill Twitter's culture from the inside

Now the baby has been thrown out with the bathwater, Vaishnavi J, an expert in youth safety who worked at Twitter and then at Instagram, told me. (I agreed not to publish her full name because she is concerned about targeted harassment; she also publishes research using just her last initial.) "Despite what you might say about Musk," she told me, "I think if you showed him the kind of content that was being surfaced, I don't think he would actually want it on the platform." To that point, in October, NBC News's Kat Tenbarge reported that X had removed one of its largest pro-eating-disorder groups after she drew the company's attention to it over the course of her reporting. Yet she also reported that new groups quickly sprang up to replace it, which is plainly true. Just before Thanksgiving, I found (with minimal effort) a pro-eating-disorder group that had nearly 74,000 members; when I looked this week to see whether it was still up, it had grown to more than 88,000 members. (Musk did not respond to a request for comment.)



That growth tracks with user reports that X is not only hosting eating-disorder content but actively recommending it in the algorithmically generated "For You feed, even if people don't wish to see it. Researchers are now taking an interest: Kristina Lerman, a professor at the University of Southern California who has published about online eating-disorder content previously, is part of a team finalizing a new paper about the way that pro-anorexia rhetoric circulates on X. "There is this echo chamber, this highly interlinked community," she told me. It's also very visible, which is why X is developing a reputation as a place to go to find that kind of content. X communities openly use terms like proana and thinspo, and even bonespo and deathspo, terms that romanticize eating disorders to an extreme degree by alluding fondly to their worst outcomes.



Eating-disorder content has been one of the thorniest content-moderation issues since the beginning of the social web. It was prevalent in early online forums and endemic to Tumblr, which was where it started to take on a distinct visual aesthetic and set of community rituals that have been part of the internet in various forms ever since. (Indeed, it was a known problem on Twitter even before Musk took over the site.) There are many reasons this material presents such a difficult moderation problem. For one thing, as opposed to hate speech or targeted harassment, it is less likely to be flagged by users--participants in the communities are unlikely to report themselves. On the contrary, creators of this content are highly motivated to evade detection and will innovate with coded language to get around new interventions. A platform that really wants to minimize the spread of pro-eating-disorder content has to work hard at it, staying on top of the latest trends in keywords and euphemisms and being constantly on the lookout for subversions of its efforts.



As an additional challenge, the border between content that glorifies eating disorders and content that is simply part of our culture's fanatical fixation on thinness, masked as "fitness" and "health" advice, is not always clear. This means that moderation has to have a human element and has to be able to process a great deal of nuance--to understand how to approach the problem without causing inadvertent harm. Is it dangerous, for instance, to dismantle someone's social network overnight when they're already struggling? Is it productive to allow some discussion of eating disorders if that discussion is about recovery? Or can that be harmful too?

Read: We have no drugs to treat the deadliest eating disorder

These questions are subjects of ongoing research and debate; the role that the internet plays in disordered-eating habits has been discussed now for decades. Yet, looking at X in 2024, you wouldn't know it. After searching just once for the popular term edtwt--"eating disorder Twitter"--and clicking on a few of the suggested communities, I immediately started to see this type of content in the main feed of my X account. Scrolling through my regular mix of news and jokes, I would be served posts like "a mega thread of my favourite thinsp0 for edtwt" and "what's the worst part about being fat? ... A thread for edtwt to motivate you."



I found this shocking mostly because it was so simplistic. We hear all the time about how complex the recommendation algorithms are for today's social platforms, but all I had done was search for something once and click around for five minutes. It was oddly one-to-one. But when I told Vaishnavi about this experience, she wasn't surprised. "Recommendation algorithms highly value engagement, and ED content is very popular," she told me. If I had searched for something less popular, which the site was less readily able to provide, I might not have seen a change in my feed.



When I spoke with Amanda Greene, who published extensively about online eating-disorder content as a researcher at the University of Michigan, she emphasized the big, newer problem of recommendation algorithms. "That's what made TikTok notorious, and that's what I think is making eating-disorder content spread so widely on X," she said. "It's one thing to have this stuff out there if you really, really search for it. It's another to have it be pushed on people."



It was also noticeable how starkly cruel much of the X content was. To me, it read like an older style of pro-eating-disorder content. It wasn't just romanticization of super thinness; it looked like the stuff you would see 10 years ago, when it was much more common for people to post photos of themselves on social media and ask for others to tear them apart. On X, I was seeing people say horrible things to one another in the name of "meanspo" ("mean inspiration") that would encourage them not to eat.

Though she wasn't collecting data on X at the moment, Greene said that what she'd been hearing about anecdotally was similar to what I was being served in my X feed. Vicious language in the name of "tough love" or "support" was huge in years past and is now making its way back. "I think maybe part of the reason it had gone out was content moderation," Greene told me. Now it's back, and everybody knows where to find it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/12/eating-disorder-content-x/681036/?utm_source=feed
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The 10 Best Albums of 2024

This year's most exciting artists rejected consensus and did things their way.

by Spencer Kornhaber



Vulgar year, vulgar music. Kendrick Lamar and Drake made a show out of accusing one another of depravity. Pop entered a renaissance thanks to smart young women sharing impure thoughts. Taylor Swift released a sprawling confession of lust-crazed misjudgment. Hip-hop's "sexy drill" scene continued to flourish. Acclaim flowed to artists who defied genre, distribution conventions, and the very format of the album: Cindy Lee's two-hour rock epic was released via GeoCities, Mk.Gee blended hair metal and ambient music, Charli XCX's Brat landed less like an album than a fashion line.

What's happening? The internet's culturally fracturing effects are becoming terminal, killing any shared sense of how things are done. Pop stars and punks alike are embracing the great dissolving by saying exactly what they feel, exactly how they want to say it. Although my top picks span a variety of genres, many of them have a similar spewing quality. They play like glorious run-on sentences, full of oversharing and id.

Follow along on Spotify.



10. Sabrina Carpenter, Short n' Sweet

Listen to: "Coincidence"



9. Ka, The Thief Next to Jesus

Listen to: "Borrowed Time"



8. Mannequin Pussy, I Got Heaven

Listen to: "Loud Bark"



7. Sega Bodega, Dennis

Listen to: "Kepko"



6. Hurray for the Riff Raff, The Past Is Still Alive

Listen to: "Alibi"



5. Beyonce, Cowboy Carter

Listen to: "Riiverdance"



4. Floating Points, Cascade

Listen to: "Vocoder (Club Mix)"



3. Kim Gordon, The Collective

Listen to: "BYE BYE"



2. Charli XCX, Brat and Brat and It's Completely Different but Also Still Brat

It's not just a color, not just a meme, not just a presidential campaign's desperate bid for coolness--but it's also not just a really fun album. Brat is an evolutionary branching moment for music, consolidating long-brewing cultural shifts and pointing the way ahead. The main leap forward is the approach to vocals, which connect rap's penchant for melody in syncopation, Swift-pop's flair for sassy specificity, and electronic music's insistence that production--filters, beats, samples--is songwriting. This sneaky complexity transforms bubblegum pop into something more like an everlasting gobstopper: You can enjoy it endlessly, turning over flavors of gossip, escapism, and emotional revelation.

That Brat is a codex of fresh musical language was made clear on the remix album, which invited a wide cast of performers to try on Charli's style of cyborg confessionalism. The results were revelations for each participant: Lorde had never sounded so down to earth; Robyn had never been this swagged out. The remixes aren't better than the main album per se. But they do nudge Brat's affective landscape--anxiety fighting recklessness, creating bittersweet estuaries and steep spires of ecstasy--to greater extremes, confirming the core belief of Charli's career: Pop can still take new shapes.

Listen to: "Girl, so Confusing Featuring Lorde"



1. Mount Eerie, Night Palace

Like some charcoal scenebook, the album is a study in stark textures--guitar distortion, click-clacking drums, Elverum's kindly, boyish voice. Stylistically, the songs wander from jaunty rock to roaring metal to solemn spoken word, but every verse is united by a low hum of feeling, the sense of great truth slowly rising into view. With forthrightness and flashes of humor, Elverum memorializes his individual life in the context of the land he occupies, the matter that he's made of, and the void beyond all of that. If you fear our world is changing, here's a staggering reminder that it always has been.

Listen to: "I Spoke With a Fish"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/12/best-albums-2024-mount-eerie-charli-xcx-kim-gordon/680852/?utm_source=feed
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You Are Cordially Invited to an Event That Could Ruin Your Life

How could any woman resist Senator Lindsey Graham's generous summons to speak publicly about her claim of sexual assault?

by Megan Garber




"I'd want to know if anybody nominated for a high-level job in Washington legitimately assaulted somebody ... If people have an allegation to make, come forward and make it ... We'll decide whether or not it's credible." -- Senator Lindsey Graham, December 2024



Dear Accuser,

You may have heard the open call we recently issued to you and others who have leveled allegations of sexual assault against [decent family men / hardworking public servants]. We write now to extend the invitation to you directly. You have been personally selected to share your "experience" of sexual assault with the United States Senate. Congratulations!

Your hearing will take place in person at [specify venue] and will be streamed across our digital platforms. If the "story" you tell proves to be especially [timely / compelling / salacious] or politically [convenient for us / inconvenient for our friends across the aisle], footage of your testimony might also be aired live on cable-news channels or repackaged for prime-time highlight reels.

In short, this is a rare and exciting opportunity for you to [specify benefit of participation for Accuser; if none, substitute "serve your country"]. Indeed, this invitation has already offered several benefits:

First, it has allowed us to (re)introduce the phrase "legitimately assaulted" into the public lexicon.

Second, to be very honest with you, Accuser, we as a group have been slightly concerned about our standing with some women of late. Publicizing this invitation has allowed us to emphasize how willing we are to [tolerate / humor] your accusations before we [assess / dismiss] them.

Third, if you [ignore / decline / are honestly a bit baffled by] our invitation, we may publicize your refusal to cooperate with us and express our dismay at your defiance.

Fourth, as we publicize your refusal, we will [assume / imply / insist] that your silence proves you to be a [liar / fraud / hussy].

Fifth, we will use this evidence of your dishonesty and fraudulence to cast doubt on any assault claim made by you and/or other Accusers, now and in the future.

These, we feel, are reasons enough to accept our offer. However, since we are keenly aware of all that Accusers stand to gain from coming forward, we understand that you, too, might be seeking more personalized benefits from your participation. In the spirit of accommodation, then, we are happy to outline some additional perks:

Self-promotion: Your participation will most likely make you famous--briefly, or perhaps permanently. Your sexual history will become a topic of local investigation and national conversation. So will your story more broadly. Widespread exposure on this level is something that most brands can only dream of.

Self-esteem: Feedback from others can make all the difference in a journey of self-improvement, and your participation will be assessed by a diverse group of reviewers eager to offer their opinions not only on your appearance, but also on your overall demeanor and person. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to gather constructive criticism from a potentially worldwide audience.

Self-improvement: Would you like to build your emotional resilience? You could spend months working with a therapist ... or you could spend a few hours being interrogated by some of the nation's most powerful politicians. Instant grit! Furthermore, because any disclosure you make comes with the possibility that you could be sued for defamation, participation will encourage you to choose your words more carefully than you ever have before--a mindfulness practice that will serve you for the rest of your life.

Self-knowledge: How many people would be willing to uproot their lives for this all-risk/no-reward opportunity? Very few. Are you one of them? There is only one way to find out: If you have an allegation to make, come forward and make it. We'll decide whether or not it's credible.

We would be delighted for you to join us, and you are welcome for the opportunity. We await your prompt response. If you have questions in the meantime, we would be happy to put you in touch with some of our past attendees. Anita Hill, Christine Blasey Ford, and several more of our previous participants can attest that their experiences with us have been truly life-changing.

Sincerely,

The United States Senate




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/12/lindsey-graham-pete-hegseth-sexual-assault-accuser-satire/681039/?utm_source=feed
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The Crumbling Foundation of America's Military

The U.S. failed to produce weapons and ammunition fast enough to supply Ukraine. Could it equip its own armed forces in the event of war?

by Mark Bowden


Artillery shells awaiting shipment at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant (Hannah Beier / Getty)



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


I. Supply and Demand

Here, in the third decade of the 21st century, the most sought-after ammunition in the U.S. arsenal reaches the vital stage of its manufacture--the process tended by a young woman on a metal platform on the second story of an old factory in rural Iowa, leaning over a giant kettle where tan flakes of trinitrotoluene, better known as the explosive TNT, are stirred slowly into a brown slurry.

She wears a baggy blue jumpsuit, safety glasses, and a hairnet. Her job is to monitor the viscosity and temperature of the mix--an exacting task. The brown slurry must be just the right thickness before it oozes down metal tubes to the ground floor and into waiting rows of empty 155-millimeter howitzer shells, each fitted at the top with a funnel. The whole production line, of which she is a part, is labor-intensive, messy, and dangerous. At this step of the process, both the steel shells and the TNT must be kept warm. The temperature in the building induces a full-body sweat in a matter of minutes.

This is essentially the way artillery rounds were made a century ago. Each shell is about two feet high and six inches wide, and will weigh 100 pounds when filled with the explosive. At the far end of the production line, after the shells are filled and fitted with a fuse--or, as the military has it, a "fuze"--the rounds, hundreds of them, are loaded on railcars for the first step in their journey to war. Each train carries such a large concentration of TNT that there's a solid concrete barrier, 20 feet high and 20 feet wide, between the rails and the building. The finished shells are delivered from plant to port by rail and by truck, under satellite surveillance.

The young woman works in the melt-pour building. It is the tallest structure on the grounds of the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant, which sits on 30 square miles of prairie, forest, and brush in the southeastern corner of the state, not far from the Mississippi River. Built in 1940, it's a relic. It's also currently the only place in America for high-volume production of 155-millimeter artillery shells, the key step of which is known as LAP (for "loading, assembling, packing")--turning empty shells into live ordnance. The building looks perfectly mundane, like many old factories in rural towns. There's only one clue to what's going on inside: giant chutes, like water slides, slope down to the ground from the upper floors. These are for escape, although one doubts that anyone could clear the blast radius of a building where TNT is stored in tons. There hasn't been a serious accident at the Iowa plant in years, but 70 names are inscribed on a memorial at the entrance for men and women killed on the job, most of them by explosions.

The Iowa production line is at once essential and an exemplar of industrial atrophy. It illustrates why the richest military on Earth could not keep up with the demand for artillery ammunition after Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022. At that time, the U.S. was manufacturing about 14,000 shells a month. By 2023, the Ukrainians were firing as many as 8,000 shells a day. It has taken two years and billions of dollars for the U.S. to ramp up production to 40,000 shells a month--still well short of Ukraine's needs. A big part of the reason is that we still make howitzer rounds the way our great-grandparents did. There are better, faster, safer ways. You can watch videos online of automated plants, for example, operating in Europe. Some new American facilities are starting up, but they are not yet at capacity.

The problem isn't just howitzer shells. And it isn't only that the U.S. can't build drones, rockets, and missiles fast enough to meet the needs of Ukraine. America itself lacks stockpiles of the necessary components. A massive rebuilding effort is now under way, the largest in almost a century, but it will not--cannot--happen fast. And even the expanded capacity would not come close to meeting requests the size of Ukraine's, much less restore our own depleted reserves. Take drones, for instance. In December 2023, Ukraine's president, Volodymyr Zelensky, called for the domestic production of 1 million annually to meet war needs--and Ukraine has met that goal. In the meantime, the supply of drones provided by the U.S. to Ukraine has numbered in the thousands, and many of those have not fared as well on the battlefield as Ukraine's homemade, often jerry-rigged models and off-the-shelf Chinese drones. Other allies have stepped up with materiel of many kinds--artillery, armored vehicles, aircraft--but fighters in Ukraine are still coping with disabling shortages.

"It's a miracle the U.S. military has anything that blows up, ever."

At stake here is more than the fate of Ukraine. As a new administration prepares to take power--led by a man, Donald Trump, who has been hostile to Zelensky and his country's cause, and who admires Russia and Vladimir Putin--the future of American aid to Ukraine is at best uncertain. It could very well diminish or even come to an end. But the obstacles the U.S. has faced in trying to supply Ukraine during the past two years have revealed a systemic, gaping national-security weakness. It is a weakness that afflicts the U.S. military at all levels, and about which the public is largely unaware. The vaunted American war machine is in disarray and disrepair.

"Shocking is not overstating the condition of some of our facilities," said Representative Donald Norcross, chairing a House Armed Services subcommittee hearing on munitions manufacture a month after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Ted Anderson, a retired Army officer who is now a principal partner of Forward Global, a defense consultancy, told me, "You would stay awake all night if you had any idea how short we are of artillery ammo."

In 2023, the U.S. Army Science Board expressed concern that the nation's industrial base "may be incapable of meeting the munitions demand created by a potential future fight against a peer adversary." Mackenzie Eaglen, a defense analyst at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and one of the authors of the Science Board's report, immersed herself in this world of procurement and manufacturing for nearly a year. "When I was done," she told me, "the only thing I could think was It's a miracle the U.S. military has anything that blows up, ever."

II. What Happened?

This is not just a bump in the road, and it is not just about munitions. The U.S. military, the richest in the world, confronts a deep, institutional deficiency. If that truth is hard to accept, it's partly because the reality is so profoundly at odds with our history. In December 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt called on America to become "the arsenal of democracy." He had the foresight to gear up the arms industry almost a year before the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The war machine then performed astonishing feats. The Navy outbuilt every other country in the world combined, launching more than 1,000 new warships along with fleets of cargo vessels, troop carriers, and tankers. Production of aircraft was even more astonishing. In all the years prior to 1939, only about 6,000 aircraft had been manufactured in America. Over the next five years, American factories rolled out 300,000. They also built 86,000 tanks and more than 2 million trucks. Production of ammunition accelerated so fast that by 1943, there were 2.5 billion rounds on hand, and the volume was creating storage problems. American arms won the war.


A Chrysler factory in Detroit producing M3 tanks rather than cars or trucks, 1941 (Library of Congress)



That mighty manufactory was scaled back markedly when the war ended, then geared up once more during the Korean conflict and the Cold War. By 1961, it was again such a colossus that President Dwight Eisenhower warned about the growing influence of the "military-industrial complex." This is how many of us think of it still: menacingly big, cutting-edge, professional, vigilant, lethal, and outrageously expensive. The Pentagon's nearly $1 trillion annual budget is more than the defense spending of the next nine biggest militaries combined. It is a preposterous sum that pays for an industrial infrastructure that includes mining operations, chemical plants, factories, storage depots, arsenals, ships, trains, aircraft, launching pads, and research labs. It is less an industry than an ecosystem. Today it is global and so complex and mutable that it has become nearly impossible to map.

From the April 2023 issue: Jerry Hendrix on the end of American naval dominance

Leaving aside an enormous privatized service sector that supports government operations, the military's industrial infrastructure has three overlapping parts. The first and oldest is the military's own organic industrial base: factories, depots, and arsenals scattered all over America. Some of these, particularly those considered most vital or secret, are owned and operated by the military itself. Most, like the Iowa plant, are so-called GOCOs (government owned, contractor operated). This organic industrial base supplies the basics: ammo, vehicles, equipment.

The second part of the industrial war machine is the corporate manufacturing sector, dominated today by the Big Five contractors: Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, Boeing, General Dynamics, and Raytheon. These companies enjoy profitable deals to develop and build sophisticated weapons systems.

The third, and newest, part of the war machine is the tech sector, including Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Palantir, SpaceX, Anduril, and a large number of smaller firms. These are responsible for the software and hardware that have become a crucial element of modern war--drones and associated technology, as well as AI and systems for electronic surveillance, communications, data analysis, and guidance. The rapid evolution of drones in the Russia-Ukraine war, where automated attack and defense strategies change almost daily, illustrates how vital the tech sector has become.

Together these sectors support what remains the most potent fighting force on the planet. But the foundation is crumbling. Much has been written about the Pentagon's devotion to big, expensive, and arguably outdated weapons platforms: fighter jets, bombers, guided missiles, aircraft carriers. Little notice has been paid to the deterioration of its industrial base, which underpins everything. There are plenty of reasons for what has happened. Strategic planning failed to foresee a sudden demand for conventional arms. The post-Cold War "peace dividend" put most military contractors out of business. Budget wars in Congress have created funding uncertainty that dissuades long-term investment in arms manufacture. As for munitions, much of the dirty and dangerous work of making them has been outsourced overseas, to countries where labor is cheap and regulations--environmental, safety--are few. Meanwhile, in every kind of military manufacture, from the most to the least sophisticated, we depend for raw materials and components--uranium, chemicals, explosives, computer chips, spare parts, expertise--on an expansive global supply chain, in some cases involving the very countries (China, Russia) we are most likely to fight.

III. A Case Study

The howitzer round, a relatively simple munition, illustrates the problems we face. The howitzer itself is a centuries-old weapon, a mobile firing tube bigger than a mortar and smaller than a cannon. It is often mounted on wheels and is usually used in groups. It is convenient for throwing substantial shells over an army's own forces and into the ranks of a nearby enemy. A 155-millimeter howitzer shell has a blast radius of more than 150 feet, sends fragments even farther, and can damage or destroy vehicles and fortified positions.

Today's howitzer round has a variety of parts, each requiring its own production process. The steel casing is made with a specially formulated alloy called HF-1 (the initials stand for "high fragmentation"), designed to withstand the tremendous pressure of being shot out of a cannon but also frangible enough to shatter into shards when it explodes at the target. Most of this kind of steel is imported from Japan and Germany, but some of it also comes from China. Into each steel casing is poured explosive material--what the military calls "energetics"--that today is generally TNT: 24 pounds of it per round. Currently, no TNT is manufactured in the U.S. Nearly all of what we use is imported from Poland and is made with chemical precursors from other countries--including, again, China. To increase U.S. production tenfold would require 2.4 million pounds of TNT monthly, which is why the military is shifting to a newer explosive, IMX, that will ultimately replace TNT entirely, but not anytime soon. The U.S. already has stockpiles of this material, and more of it is being made: The Army has nearly tripled its IMX order from the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, in Tennessee.

Then there's the need for copper, a band of which is wrapped around the base of each shell to seal it tightly inside the firing chamber; this enables the shell to spin out of the rifled tube, improving its accuracy. To propel the round, there is another energetic at its base, nitrocellulose, which is manufactured at the Radford Army Ammunition Plant, in Virginia. Its chemical ingredients are imported from all over the world. To ignite the propellant, each round has a primer, essentially a small brass cup and a copper pin with its own small amount of explosive powder. At the tip of the round is the fuze, which contains a battery that is activated when the round begins spinning. The small mechanical and electronic components of the fuze determine when and where the round explodes, whether on impact or in the air above the target. Each of these components must be mass-produced, and each has its own complex manufacturing story.


Rolls of steel (left) stored at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant (right) (Hannah Beier / Getty; Aimee Dilger / SOPA / Getty)




At the Scranton facility, 155-millimeter howitzer shells drying on a conveyor belt (Aimee Dilger / SOPA / Getty)



Making energetics, in particular, is expensive, difficult, and, traditionally, a major source of pollution. In the U.S., old Army-ammunition plants figure prominently in the more than 600 military facilities the EPA has designated as Superfund sites--priority cleanup areas. Today the Iowa plant is clean enough that the land around it is used for recreational hunting and fishing and is considered a haven for some endangered species. But in years past, after the plant was steam cleaned to prevent the buildup of explosive dust and residue, the streams in nearby Burlington ran pink, which is the color TNT turns when exposed to sunlight. The plant is still regularly steam cleaned, but with strict and expensive runoff controls--the cost of environmental stewardship is steep. So, on top of other obstacles that stand in the way of a rapid surge in production--not just of howitzer shells but of any military ordnance and equipment--you can add the legitimate demands of "good government": environmental regulations, safety regulations, and all the built-in safeguards against waste and fraud.

One more thing: Workers capable of handling jobs at the military's industrial plants don't just walk in off the street. "Generally, it takes two years for an average line worker in munitions to be effective," the Science Board report noted. "For energetics, that timeline is extended to seven years."

Ramping up existing plants, like the one in Scranton that forges the steel casings for howitzer shells, is done by doubling and then tripling the number of eight-hour work shifts. This has been accomplished in the two years since the invasion of Ukraine; generous overtime benefits and new hires keep plants running around the clock. But the facilities themselves are antiques. A small fire broke out at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant in September, forcing the evacuation of the affected building. No one was injured, but the incident raised concerns about vulnerability. Portions of the plant date back to the 19th century. Originally built to maintain rails and railcars--it still sits astride a rail line in the city center--it became a giant steel foundry during the Korean War. Today many of its union workers are long-tenured and are second- and third-generation employees. Its dark and cavernous interiors could be sets for a Hollywood horror movie. Inside are giant vats where heavy billets of HF-1 steel are melted down and stretched into elongated cylinders. Glowing bright orange, they descend on metal rollers one by one to a noisy production line as they gradually cool to a dull gray. Each is then reheated until malleable inside a large device that pounds and tapers the top, creating an aerodynamic, bulletlike contour. To work as intended, the casings must exactly fit the firing tubes, so they are inspected and measured repeatedly along the line. The casings are then buffed to a high sheen. Much of this is hands-on work. Suspended from a wire, each shell passes through a spray-paint station, where the bright surface is coated a dull, army-issue green.

In Iowa, where the casings go for the LAP stage, shells are hoisted one by one onto an assembly line. Workers engrave ID numbers and the initials TNT on each. The shells are then stacked in neat rows on carts that hold about 50. A funnel is placed atop each, and workers guide the carts into a long wooden shed that stretches a few hundred yards to the melt-pour building. On the way, the shells are heated and cooled repeatedly, curing the metal for the TNT pour. One at a time, the carts are rolled into position beneath the melt-pour kettle, two stories above. The slurry flows down through the steel tubes to completely fill each shell. From there, the shells are rolled through a covered walkway to a building where each round is separately X-rayed. Technicians behind computer screens scan each image for imperfections in the pour.

When American ships began striking Houthi targets in Yemen in January, they fired more Tomahawks on the first day than were purchased in all of last year.

This painstaking process is eliminated in newer plants in other countries, where TNT is inserted with a more efficient method called "screw extrusion," one very thin layer at a time. The process virtually eliminates imperfections. It is not new. The modern form of the process was developed in the 1960s, and is yet another example of how static U.S. production methods have remained. The Army opened part of its first automated shell-production facility in Mesquite, Texas, early this year, and a new LAP plant is under construction in Camden, Arkansas. Crucial expansion of energetics production is under way at Holston, and of propellant production at Radford. Most of these projects are years from being completed. They will require skilled workers and customized new equipment. And once they are all fully operational, which could take years, they will need a lot of energetics. For that, in September 2023, the Army signed $1.5 billion in new contracts. Some of the contracts have gone to companies in the U.S., but others have gone to firms in Canada, India, and Poland.

The Pentagon hopes that this expansion will bring production of 155-millimeter howitzer shells to 100,000 rounds a month by 2026--up from the current level of 40,000 a month. NATO countries are also expanding production. All of this will help, but it will also increase competition for scarce minerals and explosives. Poland, for instance, has its own 144-mile border with Russia, and is engaged in its own military buildup. It may be one of the world's largest manufacturers of TNT, but it isn't going to sell all of it.

Ukraine is also desperately in need of missiles (Javelins, Stingers), anti-missile systems, and rocket-launching platforms such as the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System, better known by its acronym, HIMARS. These are far more sophisticated weapons, and for most of them, American manufacture has been at an all-time low. Production of Stingers, chiefly an anti-aircraft weapon, was off and on until 2023, when the manufacturer, Raytheon, called in retired engineers and production was fully resumed. Production of Tomahawks, the Navy's premier cruise missile, is anemic. When American ships began striking Houthi targets in Yemen in January, they fired more Tomahawks on the first day than were purchased in all of last year. The Navy has stockpiles, but clearly that rate of use is unsustainable. And missiles are far more complex than artillery rounds. They require a greater variety of scarce explosives as well as highly intricate electronics. While one howitzer round draws on about 50 different suppliers, a single missile depends on as many as 500, from dozens of countries.

From the June 2023 issue: Anne Applebaum and Jeffrey Goldberg on Ukraine's fight against Russia and the future of the democratic world

Imagine, as the Science Board did, that America was drawn unexpectedly into another significant war. If we are years behind meeting the demands of Ukraine, how would we fare if we had to provide naval support and ground troops to defend Taiwan? Or if a NATO country was invaded by Putin's Russia? Or if an expanding Middle East conflict draws the U.S. in more deeply? Worried about possible abandonment of Ukraine by Donald Trump, the Biden administration has stepped up deliveries of weapons and equipment--inevitably prompting concerns about the adequacy of our own stockpiles.


A Ukrainian soldier fires a howitzer against Russian troops, 2024. (Tyler Hicks / The New York Times / Redux)



America's lack of preparedness crept up on the country gradually. Ammo production reached a low after 2001, when the 9/11 attacks shifted the military's focus to al-Qaeda and other nonstate enemies. Arms manufacture had already slowed. Factories were closing. The brevity of the Gulf War, in 1991, when Saddam Hussein's army was swept from Kuwait in five days, had reinforced a belief that stocking and maintaining prodigious supplies of weapons and ammunition was no longer needed. Even the years of fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq, after 9/11, mostly involved intelligence, surveillance, and the small mobile infantry units of Special Forces. There was a brief upsurge in the production of heavily armored vehicles to counter mines and roadside bombs in Iraq, but even that long war did not halt the overall downward trend. An official Army history of the American weapons industry, completed in 2010, noted that "the current industrial base is the smallest it has been." And it has continued to shrink.



IV. The Last Supper

The hollowing-out of America's arms-manufacturing capacity is partly a granular story about factories and supply chains and the labor force. The size and complexity of the industrial base are important to understand. But the forces that shape manufacturing efforts in Iowa and Pennsylvania and elsewhere trace back to Washington, D.C. They involve politics, policy debates, military doctrine, expert predictions, taxpayer money, and, ultimately, the application of national will.

The way we've envisaged--and planned for--future wars has led us down a dangerous path. There were always voices warning of the need to anticipate the possibility of a protracted ground war somewhere--and warning, too, of the strain that such a war would place on U.S. arms production. For instance, in his 2020 book, The Kill Chain, Christian Brose, a former staff director of the Senate Armed Services Committee, considered how a U.S. clash with China over Taiwan--"peer competitors fighting with most, if not all, of the same weapons"--could easily erode into a brutal stalemate. Testifying before Congress in 2021, Admiral Philip Davidson, then the retiring head of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, cautioned that such a conflict could occur within the next six years--the so-called Davidson window.

But U.S. military doctrine emphatically was not focused on fighting or supporting a major ground war, and the prospect of such a war in Europe in the 21st century seemed especially unlikely. So did the potential need for millions of conventional artillery rounds in an age of missiles. It would be as if, after World War II, there had been a sudden call for mounted cavalry. "There was always some bit of a protracted-conflict scenario," Bill LaPlante, the undersecretary of defense for acquisition and sustainment, told me, using strategic jargon for bloody fighting on a massive scale with no end in sight. "But the idea that we would be spending or sending to another country 2 million rounds of 155"--the howitzer shells--"I don't think was really thought through." And if someone had raised the possibility, the response would have been: "I don't see that scenario."

It is part of the Pentagon's job to imagine unlikely scenarios.

War always upends expectations. Generals plot for surprise. And once wars begin, they evolve in unexpected ways. "Strategic judgments about future environments are often, one might say predictably, wrong," wrote Richard Danzig, a former secretary of the Navy, in his influential 2011 monograph, Driving in the Dark. Today he's an adjunct senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security (CNAS), a Washington think tank. He was previously a member of the Pentagon's Defense Policy Board.

At the Ukraine war's outset, most analysts in the defense community believed that it would last only days or weeks. Russia would roll over its smaller neighbor, oust Zelensky, and install a compliant regime. Instead, the invasion triggered a valiant defense that rallied the Western world. Two years later, the war has evolved into a stalemate, one that has been called "World War I with technology." Ukraine's army has mounted an effective defense in part by the heavy use of artillery, especially howitzers. LaPlante described a recent tour of World War I battlefields and the immediate resonance he felt with the war in Ukraine--the men dug into trenches, the continual bombardment, the relentless attrition. There had been an assumption, LaPlante said, that stealth and precision weaponry would somehow preclude this type of warfare, but "it turns out it didn't."

War planning occurs in a political and strategic context bigger than the Pentagon, which is another reason the U.S. finds itself where it is. Much of the reduction in America's arms-manufacturing capacity was deliberate--a consequence of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. In 1993, the heads of some two dozen of the military's biggest contractors were invited to a dinner at the Pentagon by then-Defense Secretary Les Aspin. Details of the meeting eventually emerged in press accounts. Such a gathering was unusual, and no agenda was announced, so the executives were understandably curious as they were shown into a plain, white-walled dining room off Aspin's office.

As a representative from Wisconsin, Aspin had, in 1990, led efforts in Congress to begin shrinking defense spending. The Berlin Wall had come down in 1989. The Soviet Union was fracturing. It was a heady time. The U.S. was no longer squared off against another superpower. Aspin had called for "a new kind of defense," and now, with Bill Clinton in the White House, he was charged with shaping it. Everyone at the dinner knew change was coming. No one was sure exactly what it would look like.

Norm Augustine, then the CEO of Martin Marietta and a onetime undersecretary of the Army, was seated next to Aspin at the dinner table. He asked what was going on.

"Well, in about 15 minutes you're going to find out," Aspin replied, "and you probably aren't going to like it."

After the meal, the group was led to a briefing room, where William Perry, Aspin's deputy, stood beside a screen and presented the plan: a dramatic reduction in defense spending. Perry explained that there were too many private contractors, and the Pentagon could no longer afford them all. The fallout would be drastic, he said. Charts showed various categories of purchasing. In some, only one contractor would likely be left with enough business to survive.

Augustine paid particular attention to the forecast for the aerospace industry. It showed that out of more than a dozen existing contractors in his field, perhaps only two or three would remain viable. He was stunned. For many of those in the room, it meant their companies were doomed. They would either go out of business or be sold or absorbed by a competitor. Augustine came to refer to the meeting as the Last Supper.

Perry, who would succeed his boss as defense secretary, was not wrong. Within a decade, the number of prime defense contractors--large companies that typically employ scores of subcontractors on big projects--fell from 51 to five. In terms of personnel, the military shrank by 15 percent. The effect on defense manufacturing was drastic: According to Augustine, the aerospace industry alone lost 40 percent of its employees in the 1990s. Of course, Pentagon spending cuts were not the only factor--American manufacturing in general had been in a long decline as lower wages overseas and the effect of free-trade agreements drained jobs away. But the impact of spending cuts was deep.

For the past three decades, the U.S. war machine's private sector has been dominated by the Big Five, confirming a 1997 prediction by John Mintz of The Washington Post: "By the end of his second term, it may emerge that President Clinton's most enduring legacy in national security will be his role in creating a handful of extraordinarily powerful defense contractors." Fewer players meant less competition, and because the five were so big, they undermined one of America's greatest strengths--its seemingly inexhaustible bounty of bright entrepreneurs with new ideas. The Big Five spent a lot on research and development and had the capacity to rapidly expand if a product took hold, but the galaxy of small entrepreneurial players was diminished. It became harder for start-ups to compete and thus to remain alive.

Some held on by gaming the system. Bill Greenwalt, a defense analyst with AEI, explained to me that many companies became experts at "just getting a couple million dollars doing a science project" floated by the Pentagon, and then, when that speculative R&D project was done, "raising their hand" for another. They were accustomed to the concepts they developed going no further. If they did, the next step, turning the idea into a prototype, needed a steeper level of funding. If the concept cleared that hurdle, an even bigger one loomed: winning the funds to expand production. These obstacles became known as "the valley of death," because so many promising ideas and even proven prototypes died trying to make the leaps. The Big Five were better positioned to succeed than were smaller upstarts. And the Pentagon, like all large bureaucracies, is inherently cautious. Bigness meant being able to underwrite prototypes and expand production lines quickly. The upshot was both to curtail innovation and to deflect attention away from basic needs.

One of the most famous examples of this dynamic was an unmanned aircraft invented by the Israeli aerospace engineer Abe Karem originally called Albatross, then Amber, and finally the GNAT-750. He won a Pentagon contract in the 1980s to design something better than the drone prototype offered by Lockheed Martin, known as the Aquila. And he delivered, building a machine that cost far less, required just three operators instead of 30, and could stay aloft much longer than the Aquila could. Everyone was impressed. But his prototype vanished into the valley of death. Although it was a better drone, Aquila looked good enough, and Lockheed Martin was a familiar quantity. But Aquila didn't work out. Neither did alternatives, including the Condor, from another of the Big Five, Boeing. Only after years of expensive trial and error was Karem's idea resurrected. It became the Predator, the first hugely successful military drone. By then, Karem's company had been absorbed into General Atomics--and Karem lost what would have been his biggest payday.

"There are hundreds of Abe Karems out there in America today, and they get frustrated by the department," Greenwalt said. "They move out to the commercial sector. Every one of those companies, I would argue, has probably got someone there who met the valley of death in DoD and is now doing something crazy in the commercial marketplace because that's where the money is."

The flow of defense dollars to the Big Five didn't just stifle innovation. It also concentrated a growing share of available dollars into weapons systems of the costliest and least ordinary kind. If there is one major lesson to be drawn from the war in Ukraine, apart from the need for an ability to produce drones, munitions, and missiles fast, it's that small and cheap beats big and expensive--which is the opposite of the assumptions that underlie much of America's military spending. Drone warfare continues to teach that lesson.

The Pentagon has launched expensive programs, still unfolding, to design and build small drone fleets. Meanwhile, Ukraine and Russia have both been using drones that can be bought off the shelf and adapted to military use, all for a tiny fraction of what the U.S. has spent. With its vibrant tech sector, Ukraine has excelled in configuring commercial drones for the rapidly changing conditions of the battlefield. For instance, the Ukrainians have recently made great strides in autonomous terminal guidance--preprogramming drones with target information so that if the weapon encounters electronic jamming, it will remain on course. Stacie Pettyjohn, the director of the defense program at CNAS, explained that the Pentagon has been working on this technology, too--but with a project that has been years in development and has cost hundreds of millions of dollars. "The Ukrainians are doing it for a few thousand dollars in some guy's garage," she said.

The same cost disparity is evident in defending against drone attacks--what LaPlante has called "the problem of our time." Patriot missiles, which cost $1 million apiece, were not intended for this. The Pentagon is pouring millions into developing countermeasures. But the answers are more likely to come from a tech start-up--from someone like Abe Karem. Over the past half century, the Pentagon has become more of a buyer than an inventor, but it remains a notoriously deliberate customer. Acquisition procedures, legal requirements, and funding issues slow to a crawl on the path from concept to production.


A bulletin board near the furnace area of Scranton's production floor (Michael S. Williamson / The Washington Post / Getty)



V. A Loss of Will

As shocking as the Last Supper may have been to industry leaders, the larger policy impulse made sense--as much sense as a drawdown did when World War II ended. It was painful, but defense spending has always been a roller coaster. The problem was not the drawdown itself but the structure left in place--heavily corporate in terms of major weapons systems, and yet astonishingly thin in terms of basic manufacturing. If some disaster--an accident, an attack--befell the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, the Army would quickly run out of bombs. All American aircraft carriers and submarines today are powered by small nuclear reactors. A single company makes them: BWX Technologies, in Lynchburg, Virginia.

Less money is only part of the issue. Congress controls the funding, and its dysfunction has had a profoundly negative effect on the military's manufacturing capacity. The decline of the American war machine reflects both corrosive partisanship and a loss of direction and will.

Most of the defense budget--more than 80 percent of it--is essentially allocated before the generals get their hands on it. The budget has, in effect, calcified. Its main expense categories have barely shifted in years. Personnel is the biggest fixed cost, at about 40 percent. The million-person-plus military earns pay and benefits, health first among them. Keeping pace with inflation, those costs steadily grow. More money is spent on health care for military members and their families each year than is spent on building ships. And then there's competition from private employers. Skilled welders, for instance, who have learned their craft in the Navy, can find ready employment in private shipyards when their tour of service ends--for higher pay and greater benefits. "Staying competitive with the private sector," Mackenzie Eaglen wrote in a 2022 AEI paper, "means the 'mandatory' spending bills get larger every year--whether the overall budget grows or not." The Pentagon, she reported, "spends almost ten billion more on Medicare than on new tactical vehicles, and more on environmental restoration and running schools than on microelectronics and space launches combined." The growth in personnel costs is so large that even when the Army has trimmed its ranks, the budget percentage has not gone down.

From the May 2018 issue: Phil Klay on the eroding morale of America's troops

Another huge chunk of the budget goes to operations and maintenance, which also increases as equipment ages. Keeping aircraft, ships, tanks, and troop carriers combat-ready is not optional.

The relatively small slice of the Pentagon budget available for other kinds of spending--at most 15 percent, and possibly half that amount--is still a lot of money, but competition for it is fierce. The manufacture of munitions, arguably the least sexy budget item, falls prey to the infighting. Would the Pentagon brass rather build a new generation of jets and ships and missiles, or instead notch up production of artillery shells that, under scenarios seen as likely, would never be used? Munitions have become known inside the Pentagon as a "bill payer"--something that can always be cut in order to make the budget balance.

Meanwhile, timely, coherent federal budgeting is no more. Congress routinely fails to pass appropriations bills on schedule, resorting to continuing resolutions. This keeps defense dollars coming but limits their use to existing projects. That would not be a problem if it happened only occasionally, but Congress has given the defense department a fully authorized budget on time only once in the past 15 years. This helter-skelter process constrains the Pentagon from adapting quickly to changing circumstances. New projects are put on hold, and there's no guarantee that money will eventually come. Private contractors need predictable dollar commitments to invest in new product lines, so they simply don't invest. As one senior Pentagon official described it to me, the phenomenon is "an own goal that we do to ourselves every year."

The U.S. today could not replicate the achievement of World War II. It could not build trucks and tanks and ships and airplanes in such volume.

When the demand for conventional ammo soared in 2022, established players in private industry--skeptical that the war in Ukraine would last long enough to make investment profitable--were reluctant to gear up. Some smaller companies have been tempted to step in but are also nervous about the risk. John Coffman, who owns a small munitions company called Armada Ammunition, based in Greensboro, Florida, is currently eyeing an opportunity to begin manufacturing howitzer ammo. He has hedge funds offering millions for him to begin making the rounds. He knows how to do it and has even lined up suppliers for the raw materials. The demand is clearly there--for the moment. But what happens if it suddenly isn't? Wars do end, or at least subside. "Then you have all this machinery and all this product that you just ordered," he says. And no guarantee that Washington will keep your company whole.

Coffman's situation is a microcosm of the one faced by any private manufacturer with military contracts. If Congress wanted to get serious about sustaining the military-industrial base, measures could be devised to give companies a cushion, a guarantee of security. Manufacturers nationwide faced the same dynamic during World War II, and the federal government stepped in and smothered the problem with dollars--efficiency or penny-pinching was not as important as getting the job done. The problem today is not the scale of global war. The way Congress works today would not just cripple arms and ammunition supply in a global war; it would cripple it in war on any scale.

VI. Driving in the Dark

John Quirk, a former Army officer who is now a senior staffer with the Senate Armed Services Committee, has been tracking the shortage of howitzer shells in particular. He told me that the military has made some progress: "What they have done, I would say with large success in the Army and the acquisition community, is the work of a guy by the name of Doug Bush."

Bush appears to be, in the words of one of his friends, "the perfect nerd for the job." Slender, prim, graying hair gone white at the temples, he is obsessively smart about abstruse things--a bureaucrat's bureaucrat. He is also the official who made that "own goal" remark.

Bush is the assistant secretary of the Army for acquisitions, logistics, and technology. It is a mouthful of a title that is usually dispensed with in favor of the spoken acronym ASA(ALT)--rhymes with basalt--an important but little-known position in the upper echelons of the Pentagon hierarchy. Bush is also the Army's science adviser and senior research and development official. The job is more than just building or buying what he is ordered to supply. It also means obtaining funding from Congress, which is hardly automatic.

Bush knows the Army (he is a West Point graduate and served for five years as an army officer in an infantry unit), and--perhaps more important--he knows Congress (he was a longtime staff member of the House Armed Services Committee). He became ASA(ALT) two weeks before Russia invaded Ukraine. When war came, he and his team began asking the basic questions: How much ammo would Ukraine need? Of what we had, how much would we need to hold back? Could we make more? How fast? Could we keep up with the demand? The answer to every one of these questions was either "We don't know" or, simply, "No."

Bush worked with Congress on "special authorities" for emergency contracts and helped persuade his old colleagues on Capitol Hill to pass, rapid-fire, a series of supplemental funding bills. One of the biggest challenges was just finding enough explosives. "We're going to use all the TNT capacity in the world we can get access to," Bush told me when we spoke at length this summer. But that addresses only short-term requirements. For the longer term, there needs to be major new energetics production--primarily of TNT and IMX--here in the United States. "So that's going to be hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of investment that we are going to build out as fast as we can," he said. In November, the Army awarded a contract to build a TNT plant in Kentucky. The U.S. has promised Ukraine more than 5 million artillery rounds, 500 million small-caliber ammo rounds, and much more. It has also committed billions of dollars to replenishing stockpiles for American forces. For all their accomplishments, what Bush and others have done is merely stabilize the patient in the ER. Systemic dysfunction remains.

Bill LaPlante, looking at the future from a different angle than Bush does, sees even more to be concerned about. If the U.S. finds itself on a back foot when it comes to 19th- and 20th-century technology, how will it confront challenges that are even more sophisticated? In his role as undersecretary of defense, he is tasked with making the kinds of predictions he knows not to trust. How does a huge institution that spends billions and employs millions make sound plans if its assumptions are consistently wrong? How do you prepare to be unprepared?

Today the most obvious threat is "high-volume fire"--large numbers of small, cheap kamikaze drones attacking all at once, swarming and overwhelming defenses. This isn't some futuristic scenario. It is happening in Ukraine. Imagine if the Iranians or Houthis could send 300 drones and missiles against one or two American ships in the Persian Gulf. The Defense Department is at work on ways to defeat such attacks--by means of AI-assisted targeting for rapid-fire weapons, for instance, or by directing a strong electromagnetic pulse to destroy the drones' robotic controls. Other potential threats include hypersonic missiles, electronic warfare, and cyberattacks--and these are only the threats that are known. "Just get over the fact that you're not going to predict everything," LaPlante told me. Rather, he advised, we need to "plan for adaptability."

LaPlante cited Danzig's Driving in the Dark as a blueprint. He said that its prescriptions for coping with uncertainty are guiding the Pentagon's thinking, at least for now. Metaphorically, Danzig's approach departs from the traditional fortress concept--a hardened wall of defenses--to embrace a more immunological strategy, more like the way the body defends itself against pathogens. New viruses appear, and the body adapts to counter them. Translating that into national defense means preparing to be surprised and prioritizing weapons systems that can, like antibodies, be altered and mass-produced swiftly. It means leaning on software, particularly AI, that can weigh alternatives and repurpose existing assets faster than people can. To counter the effects of the Last Supper, it means emphasizing shorter-term contracts with a more numerous variety of smaller companies, thereby encouraging both competition and innovation. (Cellphones offer an example of this dynamic; they're designed for the short term because they can so quickly become outmoded.) It means adopting manufacturing methods that can be rapidly repurposed when the need for some product suddenly ends. All of this, taken together, would radically alter the Pentagon's status quo and redraw the military-industrial map. Doing so will not be easy. It will require extraordinary cooperation among Congress, the Pentagon, and the private sector.

"I think we could, I really do," said General Randy George, the Army's chief of staff, and the person charged with making these decisions, when I asked him this spring if the U.S. was truly capable of pursuing a new strategy and way of doing business. "I think it would be painful. People would feel it. But I still am a believer in American ingenuity."


General Randy George (center, seated) at the Army National Training Center, Fort Irwin, California, 2024 (Eric Thayer / The Washington Post / Getty)



One experiment George mentioned is the Replicator initiative, which is as much an innovation in process as it is in war-fighting. It draws significantly upon what military experts have learned from Ukraine. As Deputy Defense Secretary Kathleen Hicks explains, it will rapidly produce "multiple thousands" of autonomous systems, including relatively small, inexpensive drones. These will also have a modular structure capable of being adapted in the field to a variety of ends. Using existing and planned Pentagon funds, the project will rely on a number of small producers to achieve the volume needed. The idea is to enable a faster jump over the steepest obstacle in the valley of death, the one from proven prototype to mass production.

Creating a more varied and competitive field of military contractors means investing in many that will fail--a high-risk game. Anyone who spends big on arms production needs predictable budgets and certainty of sales. So the Pentagon will have to shoulder some of that risk. And if the government is underwriting the effort, a lot will ride on who is leading the government.

The current push will take a decade or more to become fully functional, and will cost a lot more than even the generous sums Congress has been shelling out piecemeal over the past few years. The costs and risks of the direction LaPlante defines will meet resistance. The Big Five are a powerful lobbying force and will have allies in Congress and possibly in the new administration, whose plans and ambitions, and basic competence, are question marks. As always, there will be a strong penchant to stick with the familiar.

VII. The Choice

Even if the current experiments do morph into something permanent, they will represent a change in only one part of the procurement system. They will do nothing to address the fact that our national politics, which traditionally have united around issues of national defense, don't reliably do so any longer. They will not cure congressional dysfunction. They will not change our reliance on foreign supply chains. They will not obviate the need for environmental and safety regulations that add costs and slow down manufacturing. They will not alter the fact that war always confounds expectations, or that people will continue to balk at spending billions based on the proposition "What if?"

Absent a screaming national emergency, the U.S. has never been good at steering steadily in a clear strategic direction. The system for equipping the war machine is "peacetime designed," Douglas Bush explained. "The basis of it is not built for war."

One thing the U.S. should definitely do, he believes, is to stop thinking of America as the arsenal of democracy. Perhaps in theory we could go it alone--could press what's left of our manufacturing capacity to the single end of self-sufficient military production. But going it alone is not really an option. The task of supplying, running, and maintaining a modern war machine is beyond the capacity of any one nation. Starting from scratch and given three years to do it, the U.S. today could not replicate the achievement of World War II--could not build trucks and tanks and ships and airplanes in such volume. When we spoke, Bush suggested that it might be better to start thinking about an "arsenal of democracies"--that is, multinational partnerships among the major democracies, with America playing the major role. It would be maddening and messy and require immense energy devoted just to muddling through.

He didn't mention the underlying premise: For the idea to work, we need to have democracies. And they need to stick together.
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Why Reading Books in High School Matters

You'll understand when you're older.

by Hanna Rosin
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Last month, Rose Horowitch wrote the article "The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books," which sparked a lot of debate. Professors told Horowitch that their students felt overwhelmed at the thought of finishing a single novel, much less 20, so they've begun to drastically shrink their assignments. They blamed cell phones, standardized tests, and extracurriculars, and they mostly agreed that the shift began in high school. Young people don't read entire books in college because they rarely or never read them in high school. Horowitch, not long out of college herself, hypothesized that these young people might be perfectly capable of reading books, but maybe they never learned the value of reading a book versus other ways you could spend your time.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we make the case for reading books, one memory at a time. We talk to Horowitch about what she heard from professors, and we hear from several Atlantic writers about the books they read in high school that stuck with them, and how their views of these books and the characters in them changed over time.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Shane Harris: Reading is just so central to my mind to what it means to be human.
 Helen Lewis: Whatever you do when you read fiction is commit a small act of empathy. You think about situations that are not like your own. You think about people whose lives are not like your own.
 Spencer Kornhaber: Of course, there are ways to build empathy and curiosity about the world that aren't sitting down and reading a full-fledged novel. But the novel's proven to be a pretty reliable way of building up the brain and building up the ability to think about a world outside of your own, so it would be sad if that went away forever.
 Harris: I just think, What a magical time your teenage years are to form those kinds of impressions. And books have been the reliable way to do that, so it's alarming to me that kids would be cut off from that--voluntarily or through some other force.
 Ann Hulbert: I can't imagine having lived through adolescence without that as part of my life. I can't imagine life without having had these different worlds in which I could lose myself and feel like I was learning all about how human beings work, how society works, and what's possible to do with words, which, in the end, proved really important to me.


[Music]

Hanna Rosin: It may not be surprising that Atlantic writers and editors grew up with a deep connection to books, but American students today might not get to have that experience.

Rose Horowitch: I spoke with 33 professors, and the majority of them said that they noticed a clear change in their students in the last 10 years.

Rosin: This is Atlantic assistant editor Rose Horowitch.

Horowitch: A Columbia professor said that his students are overwhelmed at the thought of reading multiple books a semester, that they struggle to attend to small details while keeping track of the overall plot.

A professor at the University of Virginia told me that his students shut down when they're confronted with ideas they don't understand. And the chair of Georgetown's English department said that his students' struggle to focus comes up even when they're reading a 14-line sonnet.

Rosin: Rose wrote about this for the magazine, and what she found comes down to one basic point.

Horowitch: Students are really arriving in college struggling to read books in a way that they were not a decade ago.

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week: the strange disappearance of the book-reading American student--what's causing it, and what we lose throughout our lives when we don't read books as teenagers.

[Music]

Rosin: So is the idea, like, a book itself seems overwhelming?

Horowitch: That was what the professors were saying, that it really showed up when they were asking their students to kind of attend to something longer and that it just seemed like something that they were unaccustomed to.

Rosin: What were some examples they gave you? Because I'm sure they're adjusting how they used to assign. Because when I was in college, I was assigned many, many, many books per class versus how they're assigning now.

Horowitch: Well, I spoke with one professor who used to teach a survey course on American Literature, and then now he teaches "Short Works of American Prose."

Rosin: That's very specific. (Laughs.)

Horowitch: Yes, and--

Rosin: I'll just call the course "Short Works of American Prose." Yeah.

Horowitch: And he did see some advantages to that. You know, he was talking about how it is nice sometimes to really go deeper into a shorter text. But he was also talking about how, you know, you do have to change with the times and with what your students are showing up able to do.

Rosin: And what were some of the reasons that came up for why students couldn't get into the books anymore?

Horowitch: Well, definitely smartphones and social media and the fact that people's attention is just constantly pulled in many different directions, so they just don't get the practice or kind of accustomed to focusing on something for an extended period of time.

But one thing that I found really interesting that kept surfacing in my interviews, that professors were talking about: There was a change in the way that students were prepared to read when they arrived at college. It really seems that high schools are assigning far fewer books.

I spoke with some education experts who study high school and then with some high-school teachers themselves, and they were talking about how educational initiatives like No Child Left Behind and Common Core really emphasized informational texts and standardized tests.

And so in response, teachers at many schools shifted from books to short, informational passages to kind of mimic the format of reading-comprehension tests. And that has left less time for teaching books and just made it harder for students to read books, because they just have less experience doing it.

Rosin: So the root is what happens in high school.

Horowitch: Yes. It's that when these students arrive at college, nobody's ever asked them to do anything of the magnitude that a college syllabus is.

Rosin: Right. So you can't go from reading portions of books to suddenly reading like, you know, 20 novels for a course. That just doesn't make any sense.

Horowitch: Yes. Yeah. So it's sort of the change in the preparation that's leading to this problem.

Rosin: Yeah, one thing that your reporting evoked for me is not just, like, Kids today--they don't read, but a feeling of empathy for how much kids have to do in high school to get into college and how much pressure there is on kids. I almost felt like, Oh, telling them to read a novel--it's a luxury to read a novel when you could also be on the swim team or writing for the school newspaper or whatever. What do you think about that?

Horowitch: Yes, that was something that came up in my reporting a lot. It's not just, Oh, students today are lazy. It actually seems like students today are busier than they ever were before. And teachers were saying they can't believe what's on these students' schedules.

But because of grade inflation and also the pressure to get into a top school, students really have to differentiate themselves outside of the classroom. And that just takes an exceptional amount of time. You don't have the time in the day, maybe, to just sit down and read a long novel or finish all your class reading, because you do need to also be doing extracurriculars or getting a job or starting a charity or something. That just makes it really challenging to find the time to read.

Rosin: Right. Like, you can imagine if a high-school kid were to say, I actually don't want an internship this summer. I don't want to go to any camps. I don't want to work. I would like to spend my summer reading novels, it would almost land as an act of rebellion, and people might question that. It wouldn't be seen as an inherently valuable thing. It would make people nervous.

Horowitch: Yeah, I think you would have to be very courageous to do that because, you know, probably most students are going to get A's anyways, and so the colleges can't really tell, you know, who actually did the reading or not. And you really have to be different outside of the classroom in a way that leaves you much less time for reading.

Rosin: Right, and that might be considered lazy. Like, Oh, you're just sitting around, reading books all summer.

Horowitch: Yeah, I think one thing that came up is, sort of, that it might not be a shift in skills but just a shift in values, and young people are responding to that.

Rosin: What do you mean by "a shift in values"?

Horowitch: We are sort of not valuing young people reading, even if we kind of think that we do. And we lament the loss of it. We aren't actually setting up schooling and admissions in a way that shows that we actually do value just reading for reading's sake.

Rosin: Right. We all say we want people to read, but, in fact, the message we're actually conveying is: You need to have skills.

Horowitch: Absolutely. Yes. So we're sort of telling them, you know, Do everything you can to get into a competitive school, and then get a prestigious job. And I spoke with professors who were saying their students say that they love their humanities courses, but they need to major in something that is going to be more useful to a future career, and that's a real difference in the way that we conceive of what college is for.

Rosin: Right. So, Rose, the argument is that college professors are finding that people are unprepared to read books, and it's probably because they haven't read books in high school. And what I noticed in your reporting was that a lot of people didn't necessarily see the value of reading books. It's not just that they were afraid of them, or they didn't have the attention span--they didn't necessarily see the positive reason or what role books could play in your life.

So do you think the case needs to be made--like, it's not obvious why you should read books?

Horowitch: One hundred percent. I think that students sort of aren't getting the message as to why reading is important. They're kind of, instead, being told that they need to be using high school to prepare for college, and college to prepare for a job, and not that they need to be using all of these times to sort of just prepare to live.

Rosin: I love that: "to prepare to live." So how does something like a book--because it's obvious to me how skills help you live. Like, they help you get a job, and then the job pays the salary, and then the salary pays the mortgage. But how does a book help you prepare to live?

Horowitch: By reading about someone else or something else, I think it helps you reflect on yourself and sort of become more human and sort of figure out who you are. You end up learning the kind of life that you want to lead.

Rosin: Right. So it's like you're in that tender moment in your life where you're just starting to realize, There's a bigger world outside my family, outside my school. And who am I in that world? And, basically, What's out there? And this is your first guide--a book is your first guide--and I think that's why so many people remember the books they read in high school, and that's why they make such a lasting impression and stay with you, in a very different way than books you read later in life.

So if you love the book enough, it moves along with you.

Horowitch: Yeah. And, I mean, I had that with Anna Karenina. I think the first time I kind of idolized Anna, and then as I read it again--which I know is probably not how you're supposed to respond to the book, but as I read it again--I sort of was much more interested in Levin and Kitty and the other characters.

I had a professor who talked about how you read books to notice new things in them and also to see the way that you yourself have changed, in the way that you sort of come at it differently.

Rosin: Yeah. And there's only a handful of books you read like that, where you read them--I mean, I have, like, a dozen where I read them over and over again, and they're different always.

Rose, I wanted to thank you for having this conversation with me, because it actually gave us the idea to have a bigger conversation about books--and mostly about what you lose, basically throughout your whole life, when you don't read books as a young person, when you don't have books that you carry with you throughout your life.

So we asked a lot of people around The Atlantic, and also listeners, to share books that were most important for them at that age, which is what we're going to hear next. So very grateful to you for having this idea and, like, being the muse for this episode.

Horowitch: Well, thank you. Yeah, I'm super excited to hear what people sent in.

[Break]

Gal Beckerman: Reading books at that age was tremendously important to me. It's hard to think of this outside of my own biography, which was as a kid who grew up in a house without books, an immigrant household whose parents didn't graduate from high school, so books and literary culture was not a big part of our surroundings and sort of what I grew up with.

Rosin: We're going to broaden out now. We asked Atlantic writers to tell us about the books that helped shape them most in high school. So I'm going to step aside, but I promise to share mine at the end.

Beckerman: It didn't take me long to think through what book impacted me most in high school. Right away, Milan Kundera's The Unbearable Lightness of Being came to mind, a choice that I'm a little bit embarrassed about, as I imagine a lot of people will be embarrassed about what affected them most at that impressionable age. But it was a book that meant a lot to me. And I had a kind of a Kundera moment where I read everything I could by him.

The book, which is sort of an exploration of a group of friends and lovers around the Prague Spring, in 1968, is wonderfully romantic in the way that it engages with ideas. And for somebody who is 16: incredibly thrilling to encounter those ideas. Mostly, he's talking about existentialism. The title of the book, in a way, says it all.

These are characters who are sort of dealing with what you could call the paradox of freedom. On the one hand, they don't want to be pinned down. They don't want to be attached. They don't want to be weighed down by anything. They want to be free.

But at the same time, there is a kind of unbearableness to that freedom of being able to be anything and anyone. And so they seek opportunities to be grounded-- grounded by relationships, grounded by obligations. And this, I think, speaks to a teenager's mind as they're trying to figure out who they're going to be. How much lightness and how much weight do they want in their lives?

And I just remember, the distillation of that philosophy--of what is, essentially, Sartrean thought--into this very simple and evocative metaphor of lightness and weight really spoke to me when I was at that moment in my life where I wanted to kind of understand how I was going to shape my own identity through the choices that I made.

My name is Gal Beckerman, and I'm a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Jenisha Watts: The book that impacted me the most in high school was The Color of Water, by James McBride.

It is a memoir of a young Black man from Brooklyn trying to come to terms with who he is as a Black man, with having a white mother--or a Jewish mother. The great thing about the book is that he's also using his reporting skills, interviewing his mom and also telling his story. So the thing about the book is it's layered; it's two stories in one. You have James McBride telling his story, and then in the next chapter, you have his mom telling her story. So it kind of goes back and forth. It's intergenerational.

The book made a person like me be able to dream outside of my reality, outside of living in Kentucky. It was almost like the book was like, Look--you don't have to be a straight-A student. You can mess up. You can fail. You can get back up. And then you can still make something out of your life.

I was a senior in high school. My teacher's name was Miss Dees at the time. And I think she was a recent college graduate, because I remember her being young and disheveled. But she also, in a lot of ways, believed in me. I remember after the class, after reading the book, I got some kind of special award for English. And I think it was because of how I finished a book or maybe how I responded to the questions for the class. But I just remember her giving me that award.

It showed me that someone else was able to see me in a different way, outside of the classroom. She was viewing me then as more of a scholar or an intellect, you know? And like I said, like the character in the book, James, I wasn't the top student. I wasn't considered a student that had the most promise.

So when my teacher, Miss Dees, when she gave me that award, it was just like, Oh, I see you. I see what this book is doing for you. And I don't know--actually, I'm just now thinking about that. I didn't even think about it until, like--yeah, it just hit me. But yeah, Miss Dees--she was the one that kind of planted that seed in me.

My name is Jenisha Watts, and I am a senior editor at The Atlantic.

Walt Hunter: A book that I remember making a strong impact on me was John  Donne's Songs and Sonnets, from the early 17th century. This is a collection of poems that I found, initially, completely elusive but enthralling because of the language.

There's something about the extravagance that Donne brings into a simple metaphor. For example, a poem in which you're apart from your beloved: He used a metaphor of an old-fashioned compass with two legs, the kind you used to draw, and as one leg goes farther away from the other, they're still kind of united in their trajectory. That image is one that's always been, I think, present in my mind whenever I'm teaching poetry at all.

This book made it possible for me to teach poetry without fearing its difficulty, because I think that one of the things that students really fear when they come to poetry is that there's a huge barrier to entry for them. And although Donne is one of our most difficult poets, it's also very true that the images he uses are very clear, very excitingly distinct from a lot of other poetry.

And the music with which he writes is instantly memorable. And I think that one of the ways in which the poems have endured for me and ramified through my adult life is as little mantras that I can repeat in my head whenever I'm going through, you know, a difficult situation or a joyous situation.

"As virtuous men pass mildly away, / And whisper to their souls to go,"--I mean, these are just go-to lines and rhythms that I hold onto. They are other voices that live within me, and I find a lot of comfort in that.

I'm Walt Hunter, professor of English and chair of the English department at Case Western Reserve University. And I'm a contributing editor at The Atlantic, where I focus on poetry and fiction.

Rosin: So it's my turn. I was thinking about the book that stuck with me the longest, Portnoy's Complaint, the Philip Roth book, and I read it in high school.

We had read some Philip Roth in the class, and they'd said, Oh, go find another Philip Roth book. So I picked out Portnoy's Complaint, and it was just an absolute revelation because when you're in high school, you're reading dutifully. Like, you're trying to be a good literary citizen. You're trying to understand what serious things are and how grown-ups write. And I thought, This is literature? Like, This is hilarious, you know?

It was such a freeing revelation to realize that someone could write in such a funny way about such insane, ridiculous things. So then I went down that train. I was reading John Cheever and Saul Bellow and all the Philip Roth novels. And I just kind of imbibed the notion--not that those were specific. What I wish I had done was read them and think, Oh, this is the specific perspective of a specific kind of man at a specific kind of period.

And that would have been amazing because so many of them are incredible and so beautifully written. Instead, I think I absorbed them as like, This is what great literature is. This is the universal perspective. This is not, like, a specifically male perspective. It's just the universal perspective.

And if you've ever read those novels, the women are kind of flat, shall we say? Two dimensional? Their inner life doesn't matter as much, you know? And so I feel like it took me a long time to work through that. I went back and back again to those novels, and it took--sort of over the decades, I started to tune into how the female characters were portrayed, and I started to understand it more as, like, a singular perspective and not a universal perspective. And it just took me forever to kind of work through, you know, what it meant to have imprinted that as the things that matter at a young age.

Now it's been many decades, and I read many, many great female novelists--so many that I can hardly name them. And even of that era, like Renata Adler, and I was glad to have added that, but I was left with this feeling like I wish that instead of picking up Philip Roth, I had picked up, like, Virginia Woolf at that moment, when I was so impressionable. Because it's just hard to shake. These imprints that you have at that age are so impressionable.

I'm Hanna Rosin. And I am the host of Radio Atlantic.

That, of course, was my contribution. But we have many more--so many, in fact, that we're going to let this run into the holiday break. Next week's episode will include more Atlantic writers, as well as you, members of our audience who shared your thoughts and memories about the books you read in high school.

This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered, and Katherine Hu fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Thank you for listening. Have a lovely holiday, and enjoy a good book no matter what age you are.
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Bob Dylan's Carnival Act

His identity was a performance. His writing was sleight of hand. He bamboozled his own audience.

by James Parker




Everything, as Charles Peguy said, begins in mysticism and ends in politics. Except if you're Bob Dylan. If you're Bob Dylan, you start political and go mystical. You start as an apprentice hobo scuffing out songs of change; you become, under protest, the ordained and prophetic mouthpiece for a sense of mass disturbance otherwise known as the '60s; and then, after some violent gestures and severances, you withdraw. You dematerialize; you drop it all, and you drift into the recesses of the Self. Where you remain, until they give you a Nobel Prize.

James Mangold's A Complete Unknown, like all the best movies about rock stars--Sid and Nancy, Bohemian Rhapsody, Control--is a fairy tale. It takes liberties: Dylanologists will scream. It dramatizes, mythicizes, elides, elasticizes, and tosses twinkling magic showbiz confetti over the period between Dylan's absolutely unheralded arrival in New York in 1961 and his honking, abrasive, ain't-gonna-work-on-Maggie's-farm-no-more headlining appearance, four years later, at the Newport Folk Festival, where his new electric sound drove the old folkies berserk and the crowd (at least in Mangold's movie) bayed for his blood.

Timothee Chalamet plays Dylan, and he does it very well, with a kind of amnesiac intensity: He mooches, twitches, mumbles, makes things up, as if the young Robert Zimmerman, in the ferocity of his effort to shed his history and become Bob Dylan, has temporarily cauterized his own personality. Ed Norton, his high forehead glowing with benevolence, plays Pete Seeger, the folk-activist father figure whom Dylan will betray. Scoot McNairy, in an amazing wordless performance, plays Woody Guthrie, immobilized by Huntington's disease at the Greystone Park Psychiatric Hospital, in New Jersey. Dylan makes a pilgrimage to Greystone with his guitar and fumbles through a beautiful, uncanny bedside version of "Song to Woody":

Hey, hey, Woody Guthrie, I wrote you a song
 'Bout a funny ol' world that's a-comin' along
 Seems sick an' it's hungry, it's tired an' it's torn
 It looks like it's a-dyin' an' it's hardly been born

How did he do that? How did this nobody from nowhere, at the age of 20, contrive to sound simultaneously like the creaky religious past and the howling incoming future? It wasn't his musicianship: As a guitarist, he was stumpy and street-level, and his god-awful harmonica playing now sounds like a kind of comic punctuation, the harmonica less a musical instrument than a place to put his face after delivering an especially jagged line. But his young-old voice, with its swoops and smears and its relentless edge, was a vehicle for cutting through: The world would have to wait for John Lydon of the Sex Pistols to hear another voice so crystallized with frozen wrath.

And when his words, or his visions, reached the pitch of nightmare--I saw a room full of men with their hammers a-bleeding--he sounded not scared but aroused, as if by imminent and gleeful vindication. The musician Robyn Hitchcock, listening to Dylan while pent up in an English boarding school, felt the full revelation. As he describes it in his recent memoir, 1967, Dylan seemed "to have accessed (or created?) a world outside morality, faith, rules or superstition: [he'd] found the sad, doomed kingdom where things simply are--for no apparent purpose--and whose denizens haplessly await their fate."

A Complete Unknown, like all the best movies about rock stars, is a fairy tale.

One of the young Dylan's foundational fibs, as he skulked and sputtered around Greenwich Village, was that he had learned his songcraft while traveling with a carnival. This is important, because I've begun to suspect that a major division in American life, perhaps the major division, is the one between carnies and non-carnies; that is, between those who understand instinctively--animalistically, sometimes--that life is theater, that people will believe what they want to, and that all the most essential things happen in the imagination, and ... everyone else. Carnies don't have much respect for reality, because they know they can bend it and knock it around. Non-carnies are condemned to the facts--to what Stanley Elkin called the "plodding sequiturs."

Was young Bob a carny? He wanted to be, and compared with the courageous and sweetly high-minded Seeger, he certainly was. His identity was a performance. His writing was sleight of hand. He wowed and bamboozled his own audience. And when, in A Complete Unknown, he tries out the carnival story on Joan Baez (played by Monica Barbaro), embroidering it freshly with the addition of a cowboy guitar player called Wigglefoot, she looks at him and says--thrillingly deadpan--"You are so completely full of shit." Which is exactly what you say to a carny.


Timothee Chalamet as Bob Dylan in A Complete Unknown (Macall Polay / Searchlight Pictures)



And it was all very theatrical, very over-the-top, the way they lauded him and garlanded him and made him the Voice of a Generation. (Don't all those contemporary cover versions of his songs--with the exception of Hendrix's smoking "All Along the Watchtower"--now sound like misunderstandings, mistranslations?) The earnestness and humorlessness of the folkies was unbelievable. He had come to save us all. The line would be unbroken: From Woody Guthrie to Bob Dylan, the torch had been passed.

Except that, if you were Bob Dylan, there was no torch, and no one to pass it to, anyway. So he had to be perverse and disruptive and ungrateful and electrified, and make a noise that would horrify poor old Seeger: punk rock avant la lettre. A Complete Unknown makes an especial villain out of Alan Lomax, which is interesting: The venerable activist-archivist becomes, in the movie, a thuggish folk enforcer, cursing Dylan for his impurity and tussling with his manager Albert Grossman during the set at Newport.

It's in the Newport scenes, with the crowd roaring in distress, that the movie really does some fancy shuffling of events. History records that Lomax did actually brawl with Grossman. But no one at Newport shouted "Judas!" at Bob Dylan: That wouldn't happen until the following year, when he played the Free Trade Hall, in Manchester, England. And Ian Bell, in his Once Upon a Time: The Lives of Bob Dylan, makes the point that most of the festivalgoers at Newport--a hip audience, after all--would have known what to expect from Dylan that day: " 'Maggie's Farm,' supposedly the main cause of all the Newport trouble, is neither a secret nor a surprise to anyone with the slightest interest in Dylan by the time the festival begins." (Dylan's keyboardist Al Kooper has said that "85 to 90 percent" of the crowd was enjoying the Dylan performance.)

But so what? A Complete Unknown is a movie, and a movie--or a movie like this, which in one sense is a parable of artistic ruthlessness--needs a climax. And Bob Dylan, more than most rock stars, is a myth. In all senses of the word. He made himself up, he disappeared himself, and in doing so, he became a lens: Rays of otherworldly insight poured through him, and he trained them upon us like somebody frying ants with a magnifying glass.

He had shimmering visions and torture chambers in his mind; he could make God and Abraham talk with each other like two hustlers on a street corner; he let everybody down, ditched everybody, and then taught them how to be exhilarated by that abandonment. Something in me wants to talk about the hard rain that is falling right now, and to wonder who will step up to sing about it: who will be our minstrel of the End Times; our guiding, undeceivable voice; and so on. But to ask that kind of question--to think in those terms--is to lapse into the great mistake, isn't it? And here endeth the lesson of Bob Dylan.



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "Bob Dylan's Carnival Act." 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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Trump to Russia's Rescue

After a year of misfortune, Putin is about to have a friend in the White House.

by Tom Nichols




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


Dictatorships seem stable and almost invulnerable, until the day they fall. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's regime crumbled in days in the face of an offensive led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or HTS, a group that the United States considers a terrorist organization. But the Syrian civil war is, for now, mostly over. Hundreds of thousands are dead.

I wrote more than a decade ago in favor of Western intervention in Syria, back when the butcher's bill was still in the tens of thousands, and finally gave up when Assad repeatedly used chemical weapons and got away with it. I predicted at the time that President Barack Obama's decision against military action would undermine America's position in the Middle East, embolden Iran, and give Russia its first major outpost in the region. Some of my worst fears, sadly, came true, while bodies piled up in the Syrian rubble for the next decade. (Obama's defenders point to congressional opposition, but he claimed that he had the authority to act alone, and I think he was right. His last-minute reversal, a case study I used to teach at the Naval War College, stunned his national-security team, and it's not, in my view, a pretty story.)

I would not even begin to predict Syria's future, but I can identify one of the biggest losers (besides Assad, of course) now that this nightmare is over: Vladimir Putin.

That is, unless Donald Trump rides to his rescue.

Syria was a symbol of Russia's desire to return to superpower status, a perch in the Middle East that even Putin's Soviet predecessors never achieved. It's hard to overestimate the value of such a position--close to the West's energy resources and important waterways--to any Russian government, past or present. In 1973, the Soviets tried to jump into the region when they invited the United States to join them in putting Soviet and American troops between Israel and Egypt during the Yom Kippur War. The White House rejected the proposal, and the Kremlin then said that it would go in with or without the United States. The Nixon administration's response was to order U.S. forces to raise their global nuclear-alert status. The Soviets got the message.

Some 40 years later, Russian jets were streaking over Middle Eastern skies so regularly that U.S. and Russian military commanders had to keep a line open between them to deconflict their operations.

As Russia's geopolitical position in Syria has collapsed, Putin's prestige and credibility have taken a serious hit. Putin has long prided himself on being an ally who never cuts and runs. As my friend Nick Gvosdev, a veteran Russia-watcher who serves as the director of the national-security program at the Foreign Policy Research Institute, told me today: "In the Middle East, Putin has often contrasted the fecklessness of American presidents with his steadfast support to those he views as Russia's loyal partners. He has marketed this consistency as a selling point as to why he is a better mediator for regional disputes."

Putin, however, helped seal Assad's fate when Russia invaded Ukraine, dividing Russian attention and capabilities so badly that when HTS and other rebels launched their offensives, Moscow was unable to offer much help. Now the world has seen Assad chased from his own palace while Putin did nothing, a spectacle that casts doubt both on Putin's power and on the value of his word.

Putin is also in other jams of his own making. The Russian economy is suffering from sanctions and from the costs of his military adventure in Ukraine. On the ground in Ukraine, his troops are advancing slowly through a meat grinder in a war that was supposed to be over in a week. North Koreans are fighting alongside Russians, and a senior Russian military officer was blown up in the streets of Moscow. The sprawling Russian Federation now looks like a banana republic that needs assistance from Pyongyang's hermit kingdom and can't even keep one of its own generals safe in the national capital.

Putin's very bad year could be a very good opportunity for the West and for the besieged Ukrainians, if the Americans and their allies continue to strain Russia's military on the battlefield and Russia's economy in the global marketplace--in other words, if someone other than Trump were about to become the leader of the free world.

Trump openly admires Putin, and has reportedly spoken with him multiple times since leaving the White House in 2021. He is unlikely to press the West's advantage. Instead, at a press event yesterday, Trump called President Joe Biden's decision to allow the Ukrainians to use U.S.-supplied long-range weapons to strike deeper inside Russia "stupid," and complained that he hadn't been consulted. "I don't think that should have been allowed, not when there's a possibility--and certainly not just weeks before I take over," Trump said, adding that he might reverse Biden's policy.

And what exactly would Trump do differently? During his campaign, Trump said he could end the war in a day. Now he says that the war is "a tough one; it's a nasty one," with people "being killed at levels that nobody's ever seen." (Fact check: People have been killed at such levels in many modern wars, but it's to Trump's credit if he's concerned.) Trump claims to want a peace deal; the problem is that in practice, any "peace deal" means letting Putin keep his imperial acquisitions while he gears up for renewed fighting.

Trump has named retired General Keith Kellogg as his special envoy for Ukraine and Russia. Kellogg (who accepts the risible Russian line that the war was spurred in part by Moscow's fears that Ukraine would join NATO) has argued for continuing to arm Ukraine if Russia won't agree to a cease-fire. This might seem a hard line, but it's pure theater: Putin knows this game, and he will simply repeat his Crimea playbook from 2014 and 2015, agreeing to peace negotiations while engaging in chicanery and cease-fire violations behind the scenes. The weapons to Ukraine will dry up, the West will look away in shame, and Putin's tanks will roll again as soon as he's caught his breath.

I hope I'm wrong and that wiser heads prevail on Trump to take advantage of Putin's misfortunes. (I'm not sure who such people would be in a circle that includes adviser Elon Musk and possible Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.) More likely, Trump will go on with his campaign of retribution at home while the Russians do as they please.

Events in Syria have opened a historic opportunity, but sometimes the man and the moment do not meet.

Related:

	Why Syria matters to the Kremlin
 	How Russia could maintain a foothold in Syria
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Bob Dylan's Carnival Act

By James Parker

Everything, as Charles Peguy said, begins in mysticism and ends in politics. Except if you're Bob Dylan. If you're Bob Dylan, you start political and go mystical. You start as an apprentice hobo scuffing out songs of change; you become, under protest, the ordained and prophetic mouthpiece for a sense of mass disturbance otherwise known as the '60s; and then, after some violent gestures and severances, you withdraw. You dematerialize; you drop it all, and you drift into the recesses of the Self. Where you remain, until they give you a Nobel Prize.


Read the full article.
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Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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Trump Has Found the Media's Biggest Vulnerability

Most major media properties are tied to larger business interests that can benefit from government policy--or be harmed by it.

by Jonathan Chait




Now that the election is over, Donald Trump has returned to one of his most cherished pastimes: filing nuisance lawsuits. Abusing the legal system was a key precept of Trump's decades-long career as a celebrity business tycoon, and he kept it up, out of habit or perhaps enjoyment, during his first term as president.

The newest round of litigation is different. Trump has broadened his targets to include not just reporters and commentators but pollsters. On Monday, his lawyers filed an absurd lawsuit against the pollster J. Ann Selzer, accusing her of "election interference" and consumer fraud for a now-infamous poll released on the eve of the election that showed Trump losing to Kamala Harris in Iowa. (The lawsuit also names The Des Moines Register, which published the poll, and its parent company, Gannett, as defendants.) An even more important difference is the behavior of the targets of his threats. Unlike during his first term, when they mostly laughed off his ridiculous suits, much of the media's ownership class now seems inclined to submit.

Last Saturday, ABC News revealed that it had decided to settle a Trump lawsuit, donating $15 million to a future Trump presidential museum and paying $1 million in legal fees. The pretext for Trump's suit was an interview by George Stephanopoulos, a frequent Trump target, with Representative Nancy Mace, in which he said "Donald Trump has been found liable for rape by a jury." Stephanopoulos was describing a lawsuit in which the jury found that Trump had forcibly penetrated the writer E. Jean Carroll with his hands, but not with his penis--an act that is currently defined as rape under New York law, but that was not at the time the assault happened. This is an exceedingly narrow ground for a libel suit, not to mention an odd distinction upon which to stake a public defense. According to The New York Times, ABC decided to settle in part because Disney, its parent company, feared blowback.

ABC may not be alone in this. Since the prospect of a Trump restoration began to seem likely earlier this year, corporate titans have been transparently sucking up to him. Patrick Soon-Shiong, the billionaire owner of the Los Angeles Times, not only spiked that newspaper's endorsement of Harris, but since the election has demanded that an editorial expressing concern over Trump's Cabinet choices be balanced with opinions expressing the opposite view, according to multiple reports. The Washington Post's owner, Jeff Bezos, notoriously overruled his paper's planned endorsement of Harris as well. Bezos defended this decision as merely a poorly communicated and clumsily timed choice to halt presidential endorsements on journalistic principles that had nothing to do with Trump.

Paul Farhi: Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing

This would have been a reasonable editorial decision in the absence of context. The context, however, is that Trump intervened to stop the Pentagon from awarding a $10 billion contract to Amazon during his first term, and is in a position to dish out additional punishments to Bezos, including to his space business, during his second. Bezos has showered Trump with praise--"I'm actually very optimistic this time around," he said at an event earlier this month--which seems to undermine the rationale for stopping endorsements. How is it that a newspaper's editorial page endorsing a candidate exposes it to charges of bias, but public support by the owner for the president's agenda does not?

Amazon has pledged $1 million to Trump's inauguration committee. So has Meta, whose founder and CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, recently stood respectfully, with his hand over his heart, at a gathering at Mar-a-Lago as a recording of "The Star-Spangled Banner" performed by imprisoned defendants accused of participating in the January 6 insurrection played over the speakers. (According to reports, the identity of the singers was not announced, if you happen to think that would have made any difference in his behavior.)

The leverage point Trump has recognized is that most major media properties are tied to some larger fortune: Amazon, Disney, NantWorks (the technology conglomerate owned by Soon-Shiong), and so on. All those business interests benefit from government cooperation and can be harmed by unfavorable policy choices. Trump can threaten these owners because he mostly does not care about policy for its own sake, is able to bring Republicans along with almost any stance he adopts, and has no public-spirited image to maintain. To the contrary, he has cultivated a reputation for venality and corruption (his allies euphemistically call him "transactional"), which makes his strongman threats exceedingly credible.

What about the billionaires who don't own a legacy-media property? The idea of "Resistance" has fallen deeply out of fashion at the moment. But if any wealthy donors still care about defending free speech and democracy, they might consider a civil-defense fund for the less well-resourced targets of Trump's litigation spree--with the potential to expand into criminal defense once Trump officially takes over the Justice Department. The Register is unlikely to be the last small publication targeted by Trump. During the campaign, his mainstream Republican supporters explained away his repeated threats of revenge against his perceived enemies by insisting that he didn't really mean them. The latest flurry of absurd lawsuits makes clear that he very much does.
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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


Sandy Morris / HBO




 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


Simon Ridgway / HBO



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.


Gilles Mingasson / Disney



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.


Apple TV+



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.


Jake Giles Netter / Max



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.


Lauren Greenfield / INSTITUTE



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


Peacock



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 Beacon in the Clouds

Day 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a beacon in the clouds. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope features a bright H II region in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a satellite galaxy of our Milky Way. This nebula, known as N79, is a region of interstellar atomic hydrogen that is ionized, seen here by Webb's Mid-InfraRed Instrument (MIRI). N79 is a massive star-forming complex spanning roughly 1,630 light-years across. This particular image focuses on one of the three giant molecular cloud complexes, dubbed N79 South.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Why Online Returns Are a Hassle Now

Getting your money back is not as simple as it used to be.

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.


A few months ago, a men's suit jacket appeared on my doorstep. What I had actually ordered was a pink dress. I emailed the retailer, and thus began a weeks-long back-and-forth involving photos of the jacket, photos of tags, and check-ins with customer-service representatives. For the first time in my online-shopping life, I was facing a truly inconvenient return process. The company, it seemed, was going to great lengths to ensure I wasn't trying to defraud them.

After enjoying years of easy and free returns as the norm of online shopping, I was surprised by this experience. But perhaps I shouldn't have been: Retailers, dealing with the high costs of rampant returns since the start of the pandemic, plus a growing problem of return fraud, have begun to issue stricter, sometimes byzantine, return policies and processes over the past few years. You can return that shirt, an e-commerce site might say, but only within a 14-day window, or only for store credit. Yes, you can bring back that toaster, but you'll need to deliver it to a local shop--a practice that's known in industry terms as BORIS, or "buy online, return in store."

Return fraud--when people claim they never received a package that in fact arrived, or send back a shoebox full of rocks--is starting to mess with retailers' operations. To some extent, fraudsters have ruined the fun for rule-abiding customers. When companies put in place policies to deter the worst offenders, "average consumers get caught in that too," Sucharita Kodali, a retail analyst at Forrester, told me. (I saw that myself in my jacket-dress back-and-forth.) Still, fraud on its own didn't lead us here. Returns ballooned during the pandemic, when people were shopping online prodigiously, and have kept growing: Total returns are expected to hit nearly $900 billion in 2024, compared with $309 billion in 2019. The average return rate was about 8 percent in 2019, then almost 11 percent in 2020. By 2021, the rate was above 16 percent; that's about where returns are projected to be this year, too, according to surveys from the National Retail Federation and Happy Returns, a UPS company.

Free returns are the second-most-popular reason people shop with a given retailer, according to a 2024 Forrester survey (the first is free shipping). But stores are trying to make returns worth it for themselves, too. In addition to more complex return policies, some stores, such as REI, JCPenney, and DSW, are putting the onus on online shoppers by way of return or shipping fees (last year, one logistics company estimated that 40 percent of retailers were adding such fees). Restrictive return policies have the potential to deter shoppers, although it's too soon to say for certain if new rules have had any cumulative effect on shopping habits. Retailers need to balance the risk of some potentially annoyed customers with the massive costs of returns, Kodali noted. A single return of a $100 item can cost a store up to $30, according to one estimate--so this may be a trade-off brands are willing to make. And though people signal in surveys that they notice and care about free returns, shoppers may well gripe but keep spending.

The customer is famously always right--and for generations, going back to the early days of big-chain-store shopping, American retailers offered generous return policies in the hopes of keeping shoppers happy. People started getting accustomed to the idea that they could buy lots and return some (and that, in many cases, even a damaged or used item could be brought back in exchange for cash). The rise of Amazon and Zappos supercharged the dynamic of stores wooing shoppers to spend by absorbing the costs of returns. But in the current world of online retail--now that consumers are sending back more and more of what they buy online, totaling many billions of dollars in lost revenue for the stores--that logic has been tested.

The reality of returns is expensive, and it's also ugly. In many cases, your unwanted sandals or skirt won't be going to the next stylish customer. They are likely going in the trash--many retailers determine that the cost of vetting and repackaging merchandise is too high to be worth it. As Amanda Mull explained in The Atlantic in 2021, though some out-of-season or late-in-the-trend-cycle returned goods are sent to the T.J.Maxxes and Marshalls of the world for a second life, every year billions of pounds of returns are thrown away in the United States. Dealing with returns is so expensive and annoying that some 60 percent of retailers are issuing refunds and telling customers to just keep cheap goods rather than send them back.

Many shoppers aren't happy about seeing their free-returns rights rolled back. But the old way  was not sustainable in any sense of the word. The returns clampdown echoes the so-called end of the Millennial-lifestyle subsidy in the early 2020s, when services such as Uber were no longer subsidized by venture capitalists, and consumers had to pay full price for what they were once getting at a discount. Luring shoppers in with pricing perks and overconvenience can only last for so long. Eventually, reality sets in.

Related:

	The free-returns party is over.
 	The nasty logistics of returning your too-small pants




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Ukraine's hardest winter
 	The outrage over 100 Men only goes so far.
 	Trump has found the media's biggest vulnerability.
 	The pro-eating-disorder internet is back.




Today's News

	In a secret vote earlier this month, the House Ethics Committee agreed to release the report into the alleged misconduct and illegal activity of former Representative Matt Gaetz, according to CNN.
 	House Republicans released a report recommending that the FBI investigate former Representative Liz Cheney over her work on the January 6 subcommittee.
 	California declared a state of emergency over bird flu, which has been detected in 645 herds of dairy cattle in the state, according to officials. Governor Gavin Newsom called the decision a "proactive action."




More From The Atlantic

	You are cordially invited to be viciously interrogated by Lindsey Graham.
 	Gas will be the first big climate fight of the Trump era.




Evening Read


Evelyn Freja / Connected Archives



12 Years Later, Two Different Tales of Grief for Sandy Hook Parents

By John Hendrickson

On the night of his daughter's death, Robbie Parker remembered the Christmas cards. Back at home, hours after his 6-year-old had been murdered in her classroom at Sandy Hook Elementary, he thought about the portrait: he and his wife Alissa, posing with their three little girls, Madeline, Samantha, and Emilie. Alissa had mailed all the cards the day before.
 Amid the shock and chaos, Robbie couldn't stand the thought of their friends and family opening the envelopes and seeing Emilie, his deceased first grader.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Universal Pictures



Watch (or skip). The Wild Robot (available to rent online) is a heartwarming but heavy-handed fable about the primacy of human values, Elvia Wilk writes.

Debate. Why do big families get such a bad rap? "I have many siblings. And in so many ways, my life is richer for it," Stephanie H. Murray 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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        Images of Krampus--Saint Nick's Dark Companion

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 18, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibly to drag back to his lair in a sack. In the dark winter months, Krampus associations in villages hold parades, playfully frightening onlookers on Krampusnacht by chasing them and hitting them with sticks during a run through the streets.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds a torch while wearing a frightening demonic mask with long horns that are on fire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as a frightening demonlike Perchten figure performs before a crowd in the town of Trebesing, Austria.
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                [image: A crowd watches as performers in frightening demonlike costumes parade past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 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: Two performers wearing frightening wooden masks with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants in the traditional Krampuslauf wear costumes and wooden masks in the old town of Munich, Germany, on December 10, 2023.
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                [image: People take pictures of a performer wearing a frightening demon mask and furry costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces onlookers during a traditional fire festival in the town of Tarcento, Italy, on January 5, 2020.
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                [image: A close view of a person wearing a furry costume and a demon mask with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing a traditional Krampus costume performs during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a young person with small sticks as they run.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a youngster during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Smiling people pose with a performer wearing a frightening Krampus mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The event Spettacolo dei Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, an exhibition of the Krampus group Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, takes place in streets full of people in Cormons, Italy, on December 14, 2018.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a village street, watching as a performer in a demon mask passes by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes menace onlookers during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Philipp Guelland / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks among flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks on fire during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: A person wearing a Krampus costume drives a tractor that carries two people in a cage, in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Krampus performer transports "prisoners" with a tractor during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several performers where menacing-looking Krampus costumes in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears a frightening horse-demon costume while walking in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The annual Krampus Run takes place in downtown Los Angeles, California, on December 13, 2018.
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                [image: An actors dressed in a Krampus costume hits a running bystander with small sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes chase bystanders during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria,  on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people dressed in large frightening Krampus costumes carry heavy metal drums while marching in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed as Krampus take part in the traditional parade of Krampus night (Krampusnacht) in Kiefersfelden, Bavaria, Germany, on December 5, 2024, the night before Saint Nicholas Day.
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                [image: A person in a Krampus costume playfully menaces a smiling person in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces an onlooker during a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November, 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks through small flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks over flames during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: Performers wearing frightening Krampus costumes walk past a crowd during a parade at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers wearing Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Gas Will Be the First Big Climate Fight of the Trump Era

The Biden administration just made the case against increasing natural-gas exports.

by Zoe Schlanger




When the tanker ships come toward the tiny town of Cameron, Louisiana, Travis Dardar, a shrimp fisherman, can hear their wake coming before he sees it, he told me earlier this year. They're there to pick up natural gas that's been supercooled to a liquid state at a sprawling export facility, built atop hundreds of wetland acres in the past few years, and to transport that gas to ports in Europe and Asia.



On the Gulf Coast, the rapid expansion of the United States' gas-export ambitions is impossible to miss: Last year, the U.S. became the world's largest exporter of natural gas and was building many of these enormous new export terminals. Then, in January, the Biden administration paused permitting for new exports and started analyzing the economic, national-security, and climate impacts of expanding natural-gas exports. That decision was hailed by activists as a tentative victory against the export terminals they'd dubbed "climate bombs" for the decades of future emissions they'd lock in. But no one I spoke with earlier this year in Louisiana, home to a large share of the built and proposed terminals, thought the pause would last: Opponents of liquified natural gas (known as LNG) expected that if Joe Biden won reelection, he'd eventually approve more terminals; none doubted that Donald Trump would.



Now the Biden administration has essentially written a playbook for LNG opponents to use in blocking these projects. Yesterday, the administration released the analysis of the LNG industry ordered when the pause on permitting began. The report was reportedly hurried to conclusion in these last weeks of the administration. And it suggests that the economic, climate, and national-security arguments for gas exporting don't hold up. Now when the Trump administration moves to expand the country's gas-export infrastructure, as the incoming president has promised, opponents have the evidence needed to turn that move into a dragged-out legal fight. The country's present and future as the world's largest gas exporter, and as a major contributor to climate change, will turn on the outcome.



The conclusions of the report are measured yet damning. The Department of Energy did not outright advise banning new exports of natural gas. But, as Energy Secretary Jennifer Granholm wrote in a statement, the department found that "unfettered exports" of American gas would reduce supply domestically, potentially driving up wholesale gas prices in the U.S. by more than 30 percent. The report also found that increasing LNG exports could generate 1.5 gigatons of direct greenhouse-gas emissions a year by 2050. That's equivalent to about a quarter of current annual U.S. emissions, and would more than eclipse the emission reductions the country has made since 2000. If the department's predictions are correct, the U.S. would be essentially abandoning any pretense of trying to limit climate change. The LNG industry has long countered that it can use carbon-capture technology to counteract its emissions. But that technology is far from functional at any meaningful scale. Even when the Energy Department researchers factored in hypothetical "aggressive" use of carbon capture and storage, emissions were projected to rise.

Read: America's new climate delusion

In the report, the Biden administration also says that its original argument for LNG exports--that Europe needed the gas for energy security during the Russian war with Ukraine--has fallen apart. Demand in Europe is plateauing and is expected to decline, and instead, the increased exports from the U.S. would mostly go to benefit China, already the world's largest LNG importer, Granholm wrote. This has long been pointed out by LNG's opponents; it is striking to see the facts laid out by the federal government. The continued pace of LNG exports is "neither sustainable nor advisable," Granholm wrote.



This marks a major departure in tone for a Democratic administration. As the writer and climate activist Bill McKibben notes, Democrats going back to Barack Obama have touted the American gas boom, glossing it as a step toward a cleaner power source than crude oil or coal. Kamala Harris even made a point to reverse her 2020 position on the topic during her recent campaign, promising that she wouldn't ban fracking and touting America's natural-gas boom in response to the only climate question asked at the only presidential debate where she was a participant. But the DOE report makes clear that liquefied natural gas is neither a form of clean energy nor a bridge to a cleaner future. In fact, exporting more of it, Granholm wrote, would serve mostly to generate "wealth for the owners of export facilities."



I've heard that exact sentiment before, from John Allaire, who worked for oil companies (Amoco, which became part of BP) for 30 years but who opposes the giant LNG plant near his property in Cameron, and a second that is slated to be built right up against his property line. The projects he worked on as an environmental engineer sent oil to local refineries in the U.S. to fuel American industry, he told me; these new export terminals are destroying the fragile coastal ecosystem where he lives while helping China fuel its economy. In his view, exporting more gas serves only the interests of methane sales or transportation business; "it will never be in the domestic public interest to sell our finite, critical natural resources to the highest overseas bidder," he said. The Biden administration has now situated its official analysis of LNG exports closer to that view than ever before.



The report itself does nothing to block plans by Trump to lift the pause on LNG-export terminals on his "very first day back." Proponents of these terminals say they are an economic boon to the places where they are built, and create jobs in regions that need them. (Most of these jobs are connected to constructing the terminals, and are temporary.) The American Gas Association condemned the DOE report as a means to justify the "mistake" of Biden's LNG pause; the financial research firm S&P Global put out a report the same day that found that LNG exports contribute $400 billion to American GDP, and that the pause and other regulatory measures jeopardize an additional $250 billion in incremental GDP.



Regardless of administration, in the years prior to the pause, the DOE never denied any company an LNG-export permit. To LNG opponents such as James Hiatt, a former oil-industry worker turned environmental advocate in Louisiana, the DOE's analysis validates the "harsh reality" of living up against the terminals and could be a useful legal tool, he told me. With Republicans about to control all three branches of government, though, he wouldn't predict how the coming fight against new export infrastructure would go. Still, to justify issuing future permits, the Department of Energy must determine that each new export operation is in the public interest. And now the Department of Energy has made a case for why it isn't.
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Musk Makes a Mess of Congress

The billionaire may have just tanked a bipartisan bill to fund the government. All he needed was a few hours on X.

by Russell Berman




Elon Musk was born a South African, so he's ineligible to serve as either president or vice president of the United States. But he is swiftly showing, by dint of his enormous wealth and growing influence with the person Americans actually elected as president, that neither of those titles are necessary to dominate Washington.

Over the course of a few hours yesterday, Musk may have singlehandedly tanked a carefully negotiated bipartisan compromise to fund the government for the next three months and provide billions of dollars in aid for disaster relief and farmers. The deal was the work of House Speaker Mike Johnson, who, like Musk, is (er, has been) a close ally of President-Elect Donald Trump. To secure support from Democrats--who still hold the Senate for another few weeks--Johnson agreed to add a host of unrelated provisions, including a long-sought but politically dicey pay raise for lawmakers.

Republicans weren't happy. The 1,547-page bill, written behind closed doors and dropped in their lap a week before Christmas, represented everything they say they hate about how Congress operates. Yesterday, Senator John Cornyn of Texas, not known as a conservative rabble-rouser, called it a "monstrosity." But Johnson believed that he could get enough Republicans to join most Democrats in passing the bill in time to avert a government shutdown due to start Friday night and allow Congress to adjourn for the holidays.

Then Musk started posting.

"Stop the steal of your taxpayer dollars!" "This bill is criminal." "KILL BILL!"

With dozens of dashed-off posts, the billionaire co-chair of the Trump-invented Department of Government Efficiency demonstrated the political power he's amassed in the two years since he completed his takeover of Twitter, the platform he renamed X. He declared that any lawmaker who voted for the bill "deserves to be voted out in 2 years"--an implicit threat to use his money to fund their opponents. This was governing-by-tweet, Trump's signature method. For several hours, the president-elect was silent; Musk had taken charge. By the time Trump weighed in against the bill yesterday afternoon, his opposition was assumed, even anti-climactic.

Franklin Foer: What Elon Musk really wants

Notably, the Republican who spoke for Trump was Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, the vice president-elect whom Musk has seemingly shunted off to the sideline during the post-election transition. In a joint statement issued through Vance's X account, Trump and Vance called on Republicans to scrap the "Democrat giveaways" in the bill while adding an increase in the debt ceiling. The demand complicates Johnson's job: Republicans will be reluctant to pass a politically unpopular hike in the nation's borrowing limit without significant help from Democrats. And House Democrats immediately vowed to oppose any proposal that wiped away the deal they first agreed to. Government funding runs out tomorrow night, and for the moment, Republicans appear to have no idea what they'll do.

This is the new reality Johnson will face beginning next year as speaker--if he's even able to secure re-election when the House reconvenes on January 3. Trump embraced the Louisiana Republican after his win last month, but the mess the speaker created--and that Musk exacerbated--has thrown his future into doubt. At least one House Republican, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, has vowed to oppose him on the floor. Others are reportedly wavering. Johnson can't afford to lose many more. His majority at the start of the next Congress will be two seats slimmer than it is now; if more than three Republicans refuse to vote for him, he won't be speaker.

Even if Johnson wins, his job will be difficult if not impossible. Navigating a sizable majority was maddening enough for a Republican speaker with the mercurial Trump in the White House--just ask the now-retired Paul Ryan. Now slice that margin down to a few seats and add Musk to the mix. Republicans will have a larger advantage in the Senate, but at least when it comes to legislation, that won't matter much if bills can't get out of the House.

Johnson's best hope might be that Trump tires of Musk or takes umbrage at his flex of power. The president-elect does not like to be upstaged. Democrats, too, would like to see Musk pushed aside. They quickly began referring to Musk as "co-president" and "president-elect," an obvious attempt to drive a wedge between him and Trump.

But some Republicans want Musk to be given even more power. In an X post this morning, Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky noted that the speaker of the House need not be a member of Congress. "Nothing would disrupt the swamp more," he suggested, "than electing Elon Musk."
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Trump Has Found the Media's Biggest Vulnerability

Most major media properties are tied to larger business interests that can benefit from government policy--or be harmed by it.

by Jonathan Chait




Now that the election is over, Donald Trump has returned to one of his most cherished pastimes: filing nuisance lawsuits. Abusing the legal system was a key precept of Trump's decades-long career as a celebrity business tycoon, and he kept it up, out of habit or perhaps enjoyment, during his first term as president.

The newest round of litigation is different. Trump has broadened his targets to include not just reporters and commentators but pollsters. On Monday, his lawyers filed an absurd lawsuit against the pollster J. Ann Selzer, accusing her of "election interference" and consumer fraud for a now-infamous poll released on the eve of the election that showed Trump losing to Kamala Harris in Iowa. (The lawsuit also names The Des Moines Register, which published the poll, and its parent company, Gannett, as defendants.) An even more important difference is the behavior of the targets of his threats. Unlike during his first term, when they mostly laughed off his ridiculous suits, much of the media's ownership class now seems inclined to submit.

Last Saturday, ABC News revealed that it had decided to settle a Trump lawsuit, donating $15 million to a future Trump presidential museum and paying $1 million in legal fees. The pretext for Trump's suit was an interview by George Stephanopoulos, a frequent Trump target, with Representative Nancy Mace, in which he said "Donald Trump has been found liable for rape by a jury." Stephanopoulos was describing a lawsuit in which the jury found that Trump had forcibly penetrated the writer E. Jean Carroll with his hands, but not with his penis--an act that is currently defined as rape under New York law, but that was not at the time the assault happened. This is an exceedingly narrow ground for a libel suit, not to mention an odd distinction upon which to stake a public defense. According to The New York Times, ABC decided to settle in part because Disney, its parent company, feared blowback.

ABC may not be alone in this. Since the prospect of a Trump restoration began to seem likely earlier this year, corporate titans have been transparently sucking up to him. Patrick Soon-Shiong, the billionaire owner of the Los Angeles Times, not only spiked that newspaper's endorsement of Harris, but since the election has demanded that an editorial expressing concern over Trump's Cabinet choices be balanced with opinions expressing the opposite view, according to multiple reports. The Washington Post's owner, Jeff Bezos, notoriously overruled his paper's planned endorsement of Harris as well. Bezos defended this decision as merely a poorly communicated and clumsily timed choice to halt presidential endorsements on journalistic principles that had nothing to do with Trump.

Paul Farhi: Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing

This would have been a reasonable editorial decision in the absence of context. The context, however, is that Trump intervened to stop the Pentagon from awarding a $10 billion contract to Amazon during his first term, and is in a position to dish out additional punishments to Bezos, including to his space business, during his second. Bezos has showered Trump with praise--"I'm actually very optimistic this time around," he said at an event earlier this month--which seems to undermine the rationale for stopping endorsements. How is it that a newspaper's editorial page endorsing a candidate exposes it to charges of bias, but public support by the owner for the president's agenda does not?

Amazon has pledged $1 million to Trump's inauguration committee. So has Meta, whose founder and CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, recently stood respectfully, with his hand over his heart, at a gathering at Mar-a-Lago as a recording of "The Star-Spangled Banner" performed by imprisoned defendants accused of participating in the January 6 insurrection played over the speakers. (According to reports, the identity of the singers was not announced, if you happen to think that would have made any difference in his behavior.)

The leverage point Trump has recognized is that most major media properties are tied to some larger fortune: Amazon, Disney, NantWorks (the technology conglomerate owned by Soon-Shiong), and so on. All those business interests benefit from government cooperation and can be harmed by unfavorable policy choices. Trump can threaten these owners because he mostly does not care about policy for its own sake, is able to bring Republicans along with almost any stance he adopts, and has no public-spirited image to maintain. To the contrary, he has cultivated a reputation for venality and corruption (his allies euphemistically call him "transactional"), which makes his strongman threats exceedingly credible.

What about the billionaires who don't own a legacy-media property? The idea of "Resistance" has fallen deeply out of fashion at the moment. But if any wealthy donors still care about defending free speech and democracy, they might consider a civil-defense fund for the less well-resourced targets of Trump's litigation spree--with the potential to expand into criminal defense once Trump officially takes over the Justice Department. The Register is unlikely to be the last small publication targeted by Trump. During the campaign, his mainstream Republican supporters explained away his repeated threats of revenge against his perceived enemies by insisting that he didn't really mean them. The latest flurry of absurd lawsuits makes clear that he very much does.
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The Crumbling Foundation of America's Military

The U.S. failed to produce weapons and ammunition fast enough to supply Ukraine. Could it equip its own armed forces in the event of war?

by Mark Bowden


Artillery shells awaiting shipment at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant (Hannah Beier / Getty)



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


I. Supply and Demand

Here, in the third decade of the 21st century, the most sought-after ammunition in the U.S. arsenal reaches the vital stage of its manufacture--the process tended by a young woman on a metal platform on the second story of an old factory in rural Iowa, leaning over a giant kettle where tan flakes of trinitrotoluene, better known as the explosive TNT, are stirred slowly into a brown slurry.

She wears a baggy blue jumpsuit, safety glasses, and a hairnet. Her job is to monitor the viscosity and temperature of the mix--an exacting task. The brown slurry must be just the right thickness before it oozes down metal tubes to the ground floor and into waiting rows of empty 155-millimeter howitzer shells, each fitted at the top with a funnel. The whole production line, of which she is a part, is labor-intensive, messy, and dangerous. At this step of the process, both the steel shells and the TNT must be kept warm. The temperature in the building induces a full-body sweat in a matter of minutes.

This is essentially the way artillery rounds were made a century ago. Each shell is about two feet high and six inches wide, and will weigh 100 pounds when filled with the explosive. At the far end of the production line, after the shells are filled and fitted with a fuse--or, as the military has it, a "fuze"--the rounds, hundreds of them, are loaded on railcars for the first step in their journey to war. Each train carries such a large concentration of TNT that there's a solid concrete barrier, 20 feet high and 20 feet wide, between the rails and the building. The finished shells are delivered from plant to port by rail and by truck, under satellite surveillance.

The young woman works in the melt-pour building. It is the tallest structure on the grounds of the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant, which sits on 30 square miles of prairie, forest, and brush in the southeastern corner of the state, not far from the Mississippi River. Built in 1940, it's a relic. It's also currently the only place in America for high-volume production of 155-millimeter artillery shells, the key step of which is known as LAP (for "loading, assembling, packing")--turning empty shells into live ordnance. The building looks perfectly mundane, like many old factories in rural towns. There's only one clue to what's going on inside: giant chutes, like water slides, slope down to the ground from the upper floors. These are for escape, although one doubts that anyone could clear the blast radius of a building where TNT is stored in tons. There hasn't been a serious accident at the Iowa plant in years, but 70 names are inscribed on a memorial at the entrance for men and women killed on the job, most of them by explosions.

The Iowa production line is at once essential and an exemplar of industrial atrophy. It illustrates why the richest military on Earth could not keep up with the demand for artillery ammunition after Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022. At that time, the U.S. was manufacturing about 14,000 shells a month. By 2023, the Ukrainians were firing as many as 8,000 shells a day. It has taken two years and billions of dollars for the U.S. to ramp up production to 40,000 shells a month--still well short of Ukraine's needs. A big part of the reason is that we still make howitzer rounds the way our great-grandparents did. There are better, faster, safer ways. You can watch videos online of automated plants, for example, operating in Europe. Some new American facilities are starting up, but they are not yet at capacity.

The problem isn't just howitzer shells. And it isn't only that the U.S. can't build drones, rockets, and missiles fast enough to meet the needs of Ukraine. America itself lacks stockpiles of the necessary components. A massive rebuilding effort is now under way, the largest in almost a century, but it will not--cannot--happen fast. And even the expanded capacity would not come close to meeting requests the size of Ukraine's, much less restore our own depleted reserves. Take drones, for instance. In December 2023, Ukraine's president, Volodymyr Zelensky, called for the domestic production of 1 million annually to meet war needs--and Ukraine has met that goal. In the meantime, the supply of drones provided by the U.S. to Ukraine has numbered in the thousands, and many of those have not fared as well on the battlefield as Ukraine's homemade, often jerry-rigged models and off-the-shelf Chinese drones. Other allies have stepped up with materiel of many kinds--artillery, armored vehicles, aircraft--but fighters in Ukraine are still coping with disabling shortages.

"It's a miracle the U.S. military has anything that blows up, ever."

At stake here is more than the fate of Ukraine. As a new administration prepares to take power--led by a man, Donald Trump, who has been hostile to Zelensky and his country's cause, and who admires Russia and Vladimir Putin--the future of American aid to Ukraine is at best uncertain. It could very well diminish or even come to an end. But the obstacles the U.S. has faced in trying to supply Ukraine during the past two years have revealed a systemic, gaping national-security weakness. It is a weakness that afflicts the U.S. military at all levels, and about which the public is largely unaware. The vaunted American war machine is in disarray and disrepair.

"Shocking is not overstating the condition of some of our facilities," said Representative Donald Norcross, chairing a House Armed Services subcommittee hearing on munitions manufacture a month after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Ted Anderson, a retired Army officer who is now a principal partner of Forward Global, a defense consultancy, told me, "You would stay awake all night if you had any idea how short we are of artillery ammo."

In 2023, the U.S. Army Science Board expressed concern that the nation's industrial base "may be incapable of meeting the munitions demand created by a potential future fight against a peer adversary." Mackenzie Eaglen, a defense analyst at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and one of the authors of the Science Board's report, immersed herself in this world of procurement and manufacturing for nearly a year. "When I was done," she told me, "the only thing I could think was It's a miracle the U.S. military has anything that blows up, ever."

II. What Happened?

This is not just a bump in the road, and it is not just about munitions. The U.S. military, the richest in the world, confronts a deep, institutional deficiency. If that truth is hard to accept, it's partly because the reality is so profoundly at odds with our history. In December 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt called on America to become "the arsenal of democracy." He had the foresight to gear up the arms industry almost a year before the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The war machine then performed astonishing feats. The Navy outbuilt every other country in the world combined, launching more than 1,000 new warships along with fleets of cargo vessels, troop carriers, and tankers. Production of aircraft was even more astonishing. In all the years prior to 1939, only about 6,000 aircraft had been manufactured in America. Over the next five years, American factories rolled out 300,000. They also built 86,000 tanks and more than 2 million trucks. Production of ammunition accelerated so fast that by 1943, there were 2.5 billion rounds on hand, and the volume was creating storage problems. American arms won the war.


A Chrysler factory in Detroit producing M3 tanks rather than cars or trucks, 1941 (Library of Congress)



That mighty manufactory was scaled back markedly when the war ended, then geared up once more during the Korean conflict and the Cold War. By 1961, it was again such a colossus that President Dwight Eisenhower warned about the growing influence of the "military-industrial complex." This is how many of us think of it still: menacingly big, cutting-edge, professional, vigilant, lethal, and outrageously expensive. The Pentagon's nearly $1 trillion annual budget is more than the defense spending of the next nine biggest militaries combined. It is a preposterous sum that pays for an industrial infrastructure that includes mining operations, chemical plants, factories, storage depots, arsenals, ships, trains, aircraft, launching pads, and research labs. It is less an industry than an ecosystem. Today it is global and so complex and mutable that it has become nearly impossible to map.

From the April 2023 issue: Jerry Hendrix on the end of American naval dominance

Leaving aside an enormous privatized service sector that supports government operations, the military's industrial infrastructure has three overlapping parts. The first and oldest is the military's own organic industrial base: factories, depots, and arsenals scattered all over America. Some of these, particularly those considered most vital or secret, are owned and operated by the military itself. Most, like the Iowa plant, are so-called GOCOs (government owned, contractor operated). This organic industrial base supplies the basics: ammo, vehicles, equipment.

The second part of the industrial war machine is the corporate manufacturing sector, dominated today by the Big Five contractors: Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, Boeing, General Dynamics, and Raytheon. These companies enjoy profitable deals to develop and build sophisticated weapons systems.

The third, and newest, part of the war machine is the tech sector, including Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Palantir, SpaceX, Anduril, and a large number of smaller firms. These are responsible for the software and hardware that have become a crucial element of modern war--drones and associated technology, as well as AI and systems for electronic surveillance, communications, data analysis, and guidance. The rapid evolution of drones in the Russia-Ukraine war, where automated attack and defense strategies change almost daily, illustrates how vital the tech sector has become.

Together these sectors support what remains the most potent fighting force on the planet. But the foundation is crumbling. Much has been written about the Pentagon's devotion to big, expensive, and arguably outdated weapons platforms: fighter jets, bombers, guided missiles, aircraft carriers. Little notice has been paid to the deterioration of its industrial base, which underpins everything. There are plenty of reasons for what has happened. Strategic planning failed to foresee a sudden demand for conventional arms. The post-Cold War "peace dividend" put most military contractors out of business. Budget wars in Congress have created funding uncertainty that dissuades long-term investment in arms manufacture. As for munitions, much of the dirty and dangerous work of making them has been outsourced overseas, to countries where labor is cheap and regulations--environmental, safety--are few. Meanwhile, in every kind of military manufacture, from the most to the least sophisticated, we depend for raw materials and components--uranium, chemicals, explosives, computer chips, spare parts, expertise--on an expansive global supply chain, in some cases involving the very countries (China, Russia) we are most likely to fight.

III. A Case Study

The howitzer round, a relatively simple munition, illustrates the problems we face. The howitzer itself is a centuries-old weapon, a mobile firing tube bigger than a mortar and smaller than a cannon. It is often mounted on wheels and is usually used in groups. It is convenient for throwing substantial shells over an army's own forces and into the ranks of a nearby enemy. A 155-millimeter howitzer shell has a blast radius of more than 150 feet, sends fragments even farther, and can damage or destroy vehicles and fortified positions.

Today's howitzer round has a variety of parts, each requiring its own production process. The steel casing is made with a specially formulated alloy called HF-1 (the initials stand for "high fragmentation"), designed to withstand the tremendous pressure of being shot out of a cannon but also frangible enough to shatter into shards when it explodes at the target. Most of this kind of steel is imported from Japan and Germany, but some of it also comes from China. Into each steel casing is poured explosive material--what the military calls "energetics"--that today is generally TNT: 24 pounds of it per round. Currently, no TNT is manufactured in the U.S. Nearly all of what we use is imported from Poland and is made with chemical precursors from other countries--including, again, China. To increase U.S. production tenfold would require 2.4 million pounds of TNT monthly, which is why the military is shifting to a newer explosive, IMX, that will ultimately replace TNT entirely, but not anytime soon. The U.S. already has stockpiles of this material, and more of it is being made: The Army has nearly tripled its IMX order from the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, in Tennessee.

Then there's the need for copper, a band of which is wrapped around the base of each shell to seal it tightly inside the firing chamber; this enables the shell to spin out of the rifled tube, improving its accuracy. To propel the round, there is another energetic at its base, nitrocellulose, which is manufactured at the Radford Army Ammunition Plant, in Virginia. Its chemical ingredients are imported from all over the world. To ignite the propellant, each round has a primer, essentially a small brass cup and a copper pin with its own small amount of explosive powder. At the tip of the round is the fuze, which contains a battery that is activated when the round begins spinning. The small mechanical and electronic components of the fuze determine when and where the round explodes, whether on impact or in the air above the target. Each of these components must be mass-produced, and each has its own complex manufacturing story.


Rolls of steel (left) stored at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant (right) (Hannah Beier / Getty; Aimee Dilger / SOPA / Getty)




At the Scranton facility, 155-millimeter howitzer shells drying on a conveyor belt (Aimee Dilger / SOPA / Getty)



Making energetics, in particular, is expensive, difficult, and, traditionally, a major source of pollution. In the U.S., old Army-ammunition plants figure prominently in the more than 600 military facilities the EPA has designated as Superfund sites--priority cleanup areas. Today the Iowa plant is clean enough that the land around it is used for recreational hunting and fishing and is considered a haven for some endangered species. But in years past, after the plant was steam cleaned to prevent the buildup of explosive dust and residue, the streams in nearby Burlington ran pink, which is the color TNT turns when exposed to sunlight. The plant is still regularly steam cleaned, but with strict and expensive runoff controls--the cost of environmental stewardship is steep. So, on top of other obstacles that stand in the way of a rapid surge in production--not just of howitzer shells but of any military ordnance and equipment--you can add the legitimate demands of "good government": environmental regulations, safety regulations, and all the built-in safeguards against waste and fraud.

One more thing: Workers capable of handling jobs at the military's industrial plants don't just walk in off the street. "Generally, it takes two years for an average line worker in munitions to be effective," the Science Board report noted. "For energetics, that timeline is extended to seven years."

Ramping up existing plants, like the one in Scranton that forges the steel casings for howitzer shells, is done by doubling and then tripling the number of eight-hour work shifts. This has been accomplished in the two years since the invasion of Ukraine; generous overtime benefits and new hires keep plants running around the clock. But the facilities themselves are antiques. A small fire broke out at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant in September, forcing the evacuation of the affected building. No one was injured, but the incident raised concerns about vulnerability. Portions of the plant date back to the 19th century. Originally built to maintain rails and railcars--it still sits astride a rail line in the city center--it became a giant steel foundry during the Korean War. Today many of its union workers are long-tenured and are second- and third-generation employees. Its dark and cavernous interiors could be sets for a Hollywood horror movie. Inside are giant vats where heavy billets of HF-1 steel are melted down and stretched into elongated cylinders. Glowing bright orange, they descend on metal rollers one by one to a noisy production line as they gradually cool to a dull gray. Each is then reheated until malleable inside a large device that pounds and tapers the top, creating an aerodynamic, bulletlike contour. To work as intended, the casings must exactly fit the firing tubes, so they are inspected and measured repeatedly along the line. The casings are then buffed to a high sheen. Much of this is hands-on work. Suspended from a wire, each shell passes through a spray-paint station, where the bright surface is coated a dull, army-issue green.

In Iowa, where the casings go for the LAP stage, shells are hoisted one by one onto an assembly line. Workers engrave ID numbers and the initials TNT on each. The shells are then stacked in neat rows on carts that hold about 50. A funnel is placed atop each, and workers guide the carts into a long wooden shed that stretches a few hundred yards to the melt-pour building. On the way, the shells are heated and cooled repeatedly, curing the metal for the TNT pour. One at a time, the carts are rolled into position beneath the melt-pour kettle, two stories above. The slurry flows down through the steel tubes to completely fill each shell. From there, the shells are rolled through a covered walkway to a building where each round is separately X-rayed. Technicians behind computer screens scan each image for imperfections in the pour.

When American ships began striking Houthi targets in Yemen in January, they fired more Tomahawks on the first day than were purchased in all of last year.

This painstaking process is eliminated in newer plants in other countries, where TNT is inserted with a more efficient method called "screw extrusion," one very thin layer at a time. The process virtually eliminates imperfections. It is not new. The modern form of the process was developed in the 1960s, and is yet another example of how static U.S. production methods have remained. The Army opened part of its first automated shell-production facility in Mesquite, Texas, early this year, and a new LAP plant is under construction in Camden, Arkansas. Crucial expansion of energetics production is under way at Holston, and of propellant production at Radford. Most of these projects are years from being completed. They will require skilled workers and customized new equipment. And once they are all fully operational, which could take years, they will need a lot of energetics. For that, in September 2023, the Army signed $1.5 billion in new contracts. Some of the contracts have gone to companies in the U.S., but others have gone to firms in Canada, India, and Poland.

The Pentagon hopes that this expansion will bring production of 155-millimeter howitzer shells to 100,000 rounds a month by 2026--up from the current level of 40,000 a month. NATO countries are also expanding production. All of this will help, but it will also increase competition for scarce minerals and explosives. Poland, for instance, has its own 144-mile border with Russia, and is engaged in its own military buildup. It may be one of the world's largest manufacturers of TNT, but it isn't going to sell all of it.

Ukraine is also desperately in need of missiles (Javelins, Stingers), anti-missile systems, and rocket-launching platforms such as the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System, better known by its acronym, HIMARS. These are far more sophisticated weapons, and for most of them, American manufacture has been at an all-time low. Production of Stingers, chiefly an anti-aircraft weapon, was off and on until 2023, when the manufacturer, Raytheon, called in retired engineers and production was fully resumed. Production of Tomahawks, the Navy's premier cruise missile, is anemic. When American ships began striking Houthi targets in Yemen in January, they fired more Tomahawks on the first day than were purchased in all of last year. The Navy has stockpiles, but clearly that rate of use is unsustainable. And missiles are far more complex than artillery rounds. They require a greater variety of scarce explosives as well as highly intricate electronics. While one howitzer round draws on about 50 different suppliers, a single missile depends on as many as 500, from dozens of countries.

From the June 2023 issue: Anne Applebaum and Jeffrey Goldberg on Ukraine's fight against Russia and the future of the democratic world

Imagine, as the Science Board did, that America was drawn unexpectedly into another significant war. If we are years behind meeting the demands of Ukraine, how would we fare if we had to provide naval support and ground troops to defend Taiwan? Or if a NATO country was invaded by Putin's Russia? Or if an expanding Middle East conflict draws the U.S. in more deeply? Worried about possible abandonment of Ukraine by Donald Trump, the Biden administration has stepped up deliveries of weapons and equipment--inevitably prompting concerns about the adequacy of our own stockpiles.


A Ukrainian soldier fires a howitzer against Russian troops, 2024. (Tyler Hicks / The New York Times / Redux)



America's lack of preparedness crept up on the country gradually. Ammo production reached a low after 2001, when the 9/11 attacks shifted the military's focus to al-Qaeda and other nonstate enemies. Arms manufacture had already slowed. Factories were closing. The brevity of the Gulf War, in 1991, when Saddam Hussein's army was swept from Kuwait in five days, had reinforced a belief that stocking and maintaining prodigious supplies of weapons and ammunition was no longer needed. Even the years of fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq, after 9/11, mostly involved intelligence, surveillance, and the small mobile infantry units of Special Forces. There was a brief upsurge in the production of heavily armored vehicles to counter mines and roadside bombs in Iraq, but even that long war did not halt the overall downward trend. An official Army history of the American weapons industry, completed in 2010, noted that "the current industrial base is the smallest it has been." And it has continued to shrink.



IV. The Last Supper

The hollowing-out of America's arms-manufacturing capacity is partly a granular story about factories and supply chains and the labor force. The size and complexity of the industrial base are important to understand. But the forces that shape manufacturing efforts in Iowa and Pennsylvania and elsewhere trace back to Washington, D.C. They involve politics, policy debates, military doctrine, expert predictions, taxpayer money, and, ultimately, the application of national will.

The way we've envisaged--and planned for--future wars has led us down a dangerous path. There were always voices warning of the need to anticipate the possibility of a protracted ground war somewhere--and warning, too, of the strain that such a war would place on U.S. arms production. For instance, in his 2020 book, The Kill Chain, Christian Brose, a former staff director of the Senate Armed Services Committee, considered how a U.S. clash with China over Taiwan--"peer competitors fighting with most, if not all, of the same weapons"--could easily erode into a brutal stalemate. Testifying before Congress in 2021, Admiral Philip Davidson, then the retiring head of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, cautioned that such a conflict could occur within the next six years--the so-called Davidson window.

But U.S. military doctrine emphatically was not focused on fighting or supporting a major ground war, and the prospect of such a war in Europe in the 21st century seemed especially unlikely. So did the potential need for millions of conventional artillery rounds in an age of missiles. It would be as if, after World War II, there had been a sudden call for mounted cavalry. "There was always some bit of a protracted-conflict scenario," Bill LaPlante, the undersecretary of defense for acquisition and sustainment, told me, using strategic jargon for bloody fighting on a massive scale with no end in sight. "But the idea that we would be spending or sending to another country 2 million rounds of 155"--the howitzer shells--"I don't think was really thought through." And if someone had raised the possibility, the response would have been: "I don't see that scenario."

It is part of the Pentagon's job to imagine unlikely scenarios.

War always upends expectations. Generals plot for surprise. And once wars begin, they evolve in unexpected ways. "Strategic judgments about future environments are often, one might say predictably, wrong," wrote Richard Danzig, a former secretary of the Navy, in his influential 2011 monograph, Driving in the Dark. Today he's an adjunct senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security (CNAS), a Washington think tank. He was previously a member of the Pentagon's Defense Policy Board.

At the Ukraine war's outset, most analysts in the defense community believed that it would last only days or weeks. Russia would roll over its smaller neighbor, oust Zelensky, and install a compliant regime. Instead, the invasion triggered a valiant defense that rallied the Western world. Two years later, the war has evolved into a stalemate, one that has been called "World War I with technology." Ukraine's army has mounted an effective defense in part by the heavy use of artillery, especially howitzers. LaPlante described a recent tour of World War I battlefields and the immediate resonance he felt with the war in Ukraine--the men dug into trenches, the continual bombardment, the relentless attrition. There had been an assumption, LaPlante said, that stealth and precision weaponry would somehow preclude this type of warfare, but "it turns out it didn't."

War planning occurs in a political and strategic context bigger than the Pentagon, which is another reason the U.S. finds itself where it is. Much of the reduction in America's arms-manufacturing capacity was deliberate--a consequence of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. In 1993, the heads of some two dozen of the military's biggest contractors were invited to a dinner at the Pentagon by then-Defense Secretary Les Aspin. Details of the meeting eventually emerged in press accounts. Such a gathering was unusual, and no agenda was announced, so the executives were understandably curious as they were shown into a plain, white-walled dining room off Aspin's office.

As a representative from Wisconsin, Aspin had, in 1990, led efforts in Congress to begin shrinking defense spending. The Berlin Wall had come down in 1989. The Soviet Union was fracturing. It was a heady time. The U.S. was no longer squared off against another superpower. Aspin had called for "a new kind of defense," and now, with Bill Clinton in the White House, he was charged with shaping it. Everyone at the dinner knew change was coming. No one was sure exactly what it would look like.

Norm Augustine, then the CEO of Martin Marietta and a onetime undersecretary of the Army, was seated next to Aspin at the dinner table. He asked what was going on.

"Well, in about 15 minutes you're going to find out," Aspin replied, "and you probably aren't going to like it."

After the meal, the group was led to a briefing room, where William Perry, Aspin's deputy, stood beside a screen and presented the plan: a dramatic reduction in defense spending. Perry explained that there were too many private contractors, and the Pentagon could no longer afford them all. The fallout would be drastic, he said. Charts showed various categories of purchasing. In some, only one contractor would likely be left with enough business to survive.

Augustine paid particular attention to the forecast for the aerospace industry. It showed that out of more than a dozen existing contractors in his field, perhaps only two or three would remain viable. He was stunned. For many of those in the room, it meant their companies were doomed. They would either go out of business or be sold or absorbed by a competitor. Augustine came to refer to the meeting as the Last Supper.

Perry, who would succeed his boss as defense secretary, was not wrong. Within a decade, the number of prime defense contractors--large companies that typically employ scores of subcontractors on big projects--fell from 51 to five. In terms of personnel, the military shrank by 15 percent. The effect on defense manufacturing was drastic: According to Augustine, the aerospace industry alone lost 40 percent of its employees in the 1990s. Of course, Pentagon spending cuts were not the only factor--American manufacturing in general had been in a long decline as lower wages overseas and the effect of free-trade agreements drained jobs away. But the impact of spending cuts was deep.

For the past three decades, the U.S. war machine's private sector has been dominated by the Big Five, confirming a 1997 prediction by John Mintz of The Washington Post: "By the end of his second term, it may emerge that President Clinton's most enduring legacy in national security will be his role in creating a handful of extraordinarily powerful defense contractors." Fewer players meant less competition, and because the five were so big, they undermined one of America's greatest strengths--its seemingly inexhaustible bounty of bright entrepreneurs with new ideas. The Big Five spent a lot on research and development and had the capacity to rapidly expand if a product took hold, but the galaxy of small entrepreneurial players was diminished. It became harder for start-ups to compete and thus to remain alive.

Some held on by gaming the system. Bill Greenwalt, a defense analyst with AEI, explained to me that many companies became experts at "just getting a couple million dollars doing a science project" floated by the Pentagon, and then, when that speculative R&D project was done, "raising their hand" for another. They were accustomed to the concepts they developed going no further. If they did, the next step, turning the idea into a prototype, needed a steeper level of funding. If the concept cleared that hurdle, an even bigger one loomed: winning the funds to expand production. These obstacles became known as "the valley of death," because so many promising ideas and even proven prototypes died trying to make the leaps. The Big Five were better positioned to succeed than were smaller upstarts. And the Pentagon, like all large bureaucracies, is inherently cautious. Bigness meant being able to underwrite prototypes and expand production lines quickly. The upshot was both to curtail innovation and to deflect attention away from basic needs.

One of the most famous examples of this dynamic was an unmanned aircraft invented by the Israeli aerospace engineer Abe Karem originally called Albatross, then Amber, and finally the GNAT-750. He won a Pentagon contract in the 1980s to design something better than the drone prototype offered by Lockheed Martin, known as the Aquila. And he delivered, building a machine that cost far less, required just three operators instead of 30, and could stay aloft much longer than the Aquila could. Everyone was impressed. But his prototype vanished into the valley of death. Although it was a better drone, Aquila looked good enough, and Lockheed Martin was a familiar quantity. But Aquila didn't work out. Neither did alternatives, including the Condor, from another of the Big Five, Boeing. Only after years of expensive trial and error was Karem's idea resurrected. It became the Predator, the first hugely successful military drone. By then, Karem's company had been absorbed into General Atomics--and Karem lost what would have been his biggest payday.

"There are hundreds of Abe Karems out there in America today, and they get frustrated by the department," Greenwalt said. "They move out to the commercial sector. Every one of those companies, I would argue, has probably got someone there who met the valley of death in DoD and is now doing something crazy in the commercial marketplace because that's where the money is."

The flow of defense dollars to the Big Five didn't just stifle innovation. It also concentrated a growing share of available dollars into weapons systems of the costliest and least ordinary kind. If there is one major lesson to be drawn from the war in Ukraine, apart from the need for an ability to produce drones, munitions, and missiles fast, it's that small and cheap beats big and expensive--which is the opposite of the assumptions that underlie much of America's military spending. Drone warfare continues to teach that lesson.

The Pentagon has launched expensive programs, still unfolding, to design and build small drone fleets. Meanwhile, Ukraine and Russia have both been using drones that can be bought off the shelf and adapted to military use, all for a tiny fraction of what the U.S. has spent. With its vibrant tech sector, Ukraine has excelled in configuring commercial drones for the rapidly changing conditions of the battlefield. For instance, the Ukrainians have recently made great strides in autonomous terminal guidance--preprogramming drones with target information so that if the weapon encounters electronic jamming, it will remain on course. Stacie Pettyjohn, the director of the defense program at CNAS, explained that the Pentagon has been working on this technology, too--but with a project that has been years in development and has cost hundreds of millions of dollars. "The Ukrainians are doing it for a few thousand dollars in some guy's garage," she said.

The same cost disparity is evident in defending against drone attacks--what LaPlante has called "the problem of our time." Patriot missiles, which cost $1 million apiece, were not intended for this. The Pentagon is pouring millions into developing countermeasures. But the answers are more likely to come from a tech start-up--from someone like Abe Karem. Over the past half century, the Pentagon has become more of a buyer than an inventor, but it remains a notoriously deliberate customer. Acquisition procedures, legal requirements, and funding issues slow to a crawl on the path from concept to production.


A bulletin board near the furnace area of Scranton's production floor (Michael S. Williamson / The Washington Post / Getty)



V. A Loss of Will

As shocking as the Last Supper may have been to industry leaders, the larger policy impulse made sense--as much sense as a drawdown did when World War II ended. It was painful, but defense spending has always been a roller coaster. The problem was not the drawdown itself but the structure left in place--heavily corporate in terms of major weapons systems, and yet astonishingly thin in terms of basic manufacturing. If some disaster--an accident, an attack--befell the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, the Army would quickly run out of bombs. All American aircraft carriers and submarines today are powered by small nuclear reactors. A single company makes them: BWX Technologies, in Lynchburg, Virginia.

Less money is only part of the issue. Congress controls the funding, and its dysfunction has had a profoundly negative effect on the military's manufacturing capacity. The decline of the American war machine reflects both corrosive partisanship and a loss of direction and will.

Most of the defense budget--more than 80 percent of it--is essentially allocated before the generals get their hands on it. The budget has, in effect, calcified. Its main expense categories have barely shifted in years. Personnel is the biggest fixed cost, at about 40 percent. The million-person-plus military earns pay and benefits, health first among them. Keeping pace with inflation, those costs steadily grow. More money is spent on health care for military members and their families each year than is spent on building ships. And then there's competition from private employers. Skilled welders, for instance, who have learned their craft in the Navy, can find ready employment in private shipyards when their tour of service ends--for higher pay and greater benefits. "Staying competitive with the private sector," Mackenzie Eaglen wrote in a 2022 AEI paper, "means the 'mandatory' spending bills get larger every year--whether the overall budget grows or not." The Pentagon, she reported, "spends almost ten billion more on Medicare than on new tactical vehicles, and more on environmental restoration and running schools than on microelectronics and space launches combined." The growth in personnel costs is so large that even when the Army has trimmed its ranks, the budget percentage has not gone down.

From the May 2018 issue: Phil Klay on the eroding morale of America's troops

Another huge chunk of the budget goes to operations and maintenance, which also increases as equipment ages. Keeping aircraft, ships, tanks, and troop carriers combat-ready is not optional.

The relatively small slice of the Pentagon budget available for other kinds of spending--at most 15 percent, and possibly half that amount--is still a lot of money, but competition for it is fierce. The manufacture of munitions, arguably the least sexy budget item, falls prey to the infighting. Would the Pentagon brass rather build a new generation of jets and ships and missiles, or instead notch up production of artillery shells that, under scenarios seen as likely, would never be used? Munitions have become known inside the Pentagon as a "bill payer"--something that can always be cut in order to make the budget balance.

Meanwhile, timely, coherent federal budgeting is no more. Congress routinely fails to pass appropriations bills on schedule, resorting to continuing resolutions. This keeps defense dollars coming but limits their use to existing projects. That would not be a problem if it happened only occasionally, but Congress has given the defense department a fully authorized budget on time only once in the past 15 years. This helter-skelter process constrains the Pentagon from adapting quickly to changing circumstances. New projects are put on hold, and there's no guarantee that money will eventually come. Private contractors need predictable dollar commitments to invest in new product lines, so they simply don't invest. As one senior Pentagon official described it to me, the phenomenon is "an own goal that we do to ourselves every year."

The U.S. today could not replicate the achievement of World War II. It could not build trucks and tanks and ships and airplanes in such volume.

When the demand for conventional ammo soared in 2022, established players in private industry--skeptical that the war in Ukraine would last long enough to make investment profitable--were reluctant to gear up. Some smaller companies have been tempted to step in but are also nervous about the risk. John Coffman, who owns a small munitions company called Armada Ammunition, based in Greensboro, Florida, is currently eyeing an opportunity to begin manufacturing howitzer ammo. He has hedge funds offering millions for him to begin making the rounds. He knows how to do it and has even lined up suppliers for the raw materials. The demand is clearly there--for the moment. But what happens if it suddenly isn't? Wars do end, or at least subside. "Then you have all this machinery and all this product that you just ordered," he says. And no guarantee that Washington will keep your company whole.

Coffman's situation is a microcosm of the one faced by any private manufacturer with military contracts. If Congress wanted to get serious about sustaining the military-industrial base, measures could be devised to give companies a cushion, a guarantee of security. Manufacturers nationwide faced the same dynamic during World War II, and the federal government stepped in and smothered the problem with dollars--efficiency or penny-pinching was not as important as getting the job done. The problem today is not the scale of global war. The way Congress works today would not just cripple arms and ammunition supply in a global war; it would cripple it in war on any scale.

VI. Driving in the Dark

John Quirk, a former Army officer who is now a senior staffer with the Senate Armed Services Committee, has been tracking the shortage of howitzer shells in particular. He told me that the military has made some progress: "What they have done, I would say with large success in the Army and the acquisition community, is the work of a guy by the name of Doug Bush."

Bush appears to be, in the words of one of his friends, "the perfect nerd for the job." Slender, prim, graying hair gone white at the temples, he is obsessively smart about abstruse things--a bureaucrat's bureaucrat. He is also the official who made that "own goal" remark.

Bush is the assistant secretary of the Army for acquisitions, logistics, and technology. It is a mouthful of a title that is usually dispensed with in favor of the spoken acronym ASA(ALT)--rhymes with basalt--an important but little-known position in the upper echelons of the Pentagon hierarchy. Bush is also the Army's science adviser and senior research and development official. The job is more than just building or buying what he is ordered to supply. It also means obtaining funding from Congress, which is hardly automatic.

Bush knows the Army (he is a West Point graduate and served for five years as an army officer in an infantry unit), and--perhaps more important--he knows Congress (he was a longtime staff member of the House Armed Services Committee). He became ASA(ALT) two weeks before Russia invaded Ukraine. When war came, he and his team began asking the basic questions: How much ammo would Ukraine need? Of what we had, how much would we need to hold back? Could we make more? How fast? Could we keep up with the demand? The answer to every one of these questions was either "We don't know" or, simply, "No."

Bush worked with Congress on "special authorities" for emergency contracts and helped persuade his old colleagues on Capitol Hill to pass, rapid-fire, a series of supplemental funding bills. One of the biggest challenges was just finding enough explosives. "We're going to use all the TNT capacity in the world we can get access to," Bush told me when we spoke at length this summer. But that addresses only short-term requirements. For the longer term, there needs to be major new energetics production--primarily of TNT and IMX--here in the United States. "So that's going to be hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of investment that we are going to build out as fast as we can," he said. In November, the Army awarded a contract to build a TNT plant in Kentucky. The U.S. has promised Ukraine more than 5 million artillery rounds, 500 million small-caliber ammo rounds, and much more. It has also committed billions of dollars to replenishing stockpiles for American forces. For all their accomplishments, what Bush and others have done is merely stabilize the patient in the ER. Systemic dysfunction remains.

Bill LaPlante, looking at the future from a different angle than Bush does, sees even more to be concerned about. If the U.S. finds itself on a back foot when it comes to 19th- and 20th-century technology, how will it confront challenges that are even more sophisticated? In his role as undersecretary of defense, he is tasked with making the kinds of predictions he knows not to trust. How does a huge institution that spends billions and employs millions make sound plans if its assumptions are consistently wrong? How do you prepare to be unprepared?

Today the most obvious threat is "high-volume fire"--large numbers of small, cheap kamikaze drones attacking all at once, swarming and overwhelming defenses. This isn't some futuristic scenario. It is happening in Ukraine. Imagine if the Iranians or Houthis could send 300 drones and missiles against one or two American ships in the Persian Gulf. The Defense Department is at work on ways to defeat such attacks--by means of AI-assisted targeting for rapid-fire weapons, for instance, or by directing a strong electromagnetic pulse to destroy the drones' robotic controls. Other potential threats include hypersonic missiles, electronic warfare, and cyberattacks--and these are only the threats that are known. "Just get over the fact that you're not going to predict everything," LaPlante told me. Rather, he advised, we need to "plan for adaptability."

LaPlante cited Danzig's Driving in the Dark as a blueprint. He said that its prescriptions for coping with uncertainty are guiding the Pentagon's thinking, at least for now. Metaphorically, Danzig's approach departs from the traditional fortress concept--a hardened wall of defenses--to embrace a more immunological strategy, more like the way the body defends itself against pathogens. New viruses appear, and the body adapts to counter them. Translating that into national defense means preparing to be surprised and prioritizing weapons systems that can, like antibodies, be altered and mass-produced swiftly. It means leaning on software, particularly AI, that can weigh alternatives and repurpose existing assets faster than people can. To counter the effects of the Last Supper, it means emphasizing shorter-term contracts with a more numerous variety of smaller companies, thereby encouraging both competition and innovation. (Cellphones offer an example of this dynamic; they're designed for the short term because they can so quickly become outmoded.) It means adopting manufacturing methods that can be rapidly repurposed when the need for some product suddenly ends. All of this, taken together, would radically alter the Pentagon's status quo and redraw the military-industrial map. Doing so will not be easy. It will require extraordinary cooperation among Congress, the Pentagon, and the private sector.

"I think we could, I really do," said General Randy George, the Army's chief of staff, and the person charged with making these decisions, when I asked him this spring if the U.S. was truly capable of pursuing a new strategy and way of doing business. "I think it would be painful. People would feel it. But I still am a believer in American ingenuity."


General Randy George (center, seated) at the Army National Training Center, Fort Irwin, California, 2024 (Eric Thayer / The Washington Post / Getty)



One experiment George mentioned is the Replicator initiative, which is as much an innovation in process as it is in war-fighting. It draws significantly upon what military experts have learned from Ukraine. As Deputy Defense Secretary Kathleen Hicks explains, it will rapidly produce "multiple thousands" of autonomous systems, including relatively small, inexpensive drones. These will also have a modular structure capable of being adapted in the field to a variety of ends. Using existing and planned Pentagon funds, the project will rely on a number of small producers to achieve the volume needed. The idea is to enable a faster jump over the steepest obstacle in the valley of death, the one from proven prototype to mass production.

Creating a more varied and competitive field of military contractors means investing in many that will fail--a high-risk game. Anyone who spends big on arms production needs predictable budgets and certainty of sales. So the Pentagon will have to shoulder some of that risk. And if the government is underwriting the effort, a lot will ride on who is leading the government.

The current push will take a decade or more to become fully functional, and will cost a lot more than even the generous sums Congress has been shelling out piecemeal over the past few years. The costs and risks of the direction LaPlante defines will meet resistance. The Big Five are a powerful lobbying force and will have allies in Congress and possibly in the new administration, whose plans and ambitions, and basic competence, are question marks. As always, there will be a strong penchant to stick with the familiar.

VII. The Choice

Even if the current experiments do morph into something permanent, they will represent a change in only one part of the procurement system. They will do nothing to address the fact that our national politics, which traditionally have united around issues of national defense, don't reliably do so any longer. They will not cure congressional dysfunction. They will not change our reliance on foreign supply chains. They will not obviate the need for environmental and safety regulations that add costs and slow down manufacturing. They will not alter the fact that war always confounds expectations, or that people will continue to balk at spending billions based on the proposition "What if?"

Absent a screaming national emergency, the U.S. has never been good at steering steadily in a clear strategic direction. The system for equipping the war machine is "peacetime designed," Douglas Bush explained. "The basis of it is not built for war."

One thing the U.S. should definitely do, he believes, is to stop thinking of America as the arsenal of democracy. Perhaps in theory we could go it alone--could press what's left of our manufacturing capacity to the single end of self-sufficient military production. But going it alone is not really an option. The task of supplying, running, and maintaining a modern war machine is beyond the capacity of any one nation. Starting from scratch and given three years to do it, the U.S. today could not replicate the achievement of World War II--could not build trucks and tanks and ships and airplanes in such volume. When we spoke, Bush suggested that it might be better to start thinking about an "arsenal of democracies"--that is, multinational partnerships among the major democracies, with America playing the major role. It would be maddening and messy and require immense energy devoted just to muddling through.

He didn't mention the underlying premise: For the idea to work, we need to have democracies. And they need to stick together.
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How to Navigate the Era of Trump

Advice from the friends who sit on my bookshelves.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Many friends of mine are pretty deep in the slough of despond. I occasionally plead with them to make their predictions of catastrophe less hopeless and categorical, but with less success than I wish. I respect their points of view but have decided to look elsewhere for advice, and so have turned to a different set of friends--those sitting on my bookshelves.

Some of these friends have been with me for more than half a century; and they get wiser and more insightful with age. One of the first I turned to is only slightly older than I am: Motivation and Personality, by the academic psychologist Abraham Maslow. The book has a family history: Maslow summered at a lake in Maine in a cabin near one owned by my grandfather, a self-made shoe-factory owner who came to the United States with only the benefit of a grade-school education.

The story goes that Maslow was complaining about his inability to finish writing his magnum opus while surrounded by the clamor of kids and holiday-makers. After a couple of days of this, Sam Cohen turned to him, told him that writing was a job like any other, and that he had set aside an office for him in his factory, and then he ordered (rather than invited) him to go there and finish the book. Maslow did, and I have the author's inscription on the title page to prove it.

Read: A mindset for the Trump era

Maslow thought that psychology had focused excessively on the pathological; he was interested instead in what made for psychological health--a deeper and truer objective, to my mind, than the contemporary quest for happiness, which tends to be ephemeral and occasionally inappropriate to our circumstances.

Here are two relevant bits:

Since for healthy people, the unknown is not frightening, they do not have to spend any time laying the ghost, whistling past the cemetery or otherwise protecting themselves against imagined dangers. They do not neglect the unknown, or deny it, or run away from it, or try to make believe it is really known, nor do they organize, dichotomize, or rubricize it prematurely.


And then this:

They can take the frailties and sins, weaknesses, and evils of human nature in the same unquestioning spirit with which one accepts the characteristics of nature. One does not complain about water because it is wet, or about rocks because they are hard, or about trees because they are green. As the child looks out upon the world with wide, uncritical, undemanding, innocent eyes, simply noting and observing what is the case, without either arguing the matter or demanding that it be otherwise, so does the self-actualizing person tend to look upon human nature in himself and others.


This is, as Maslow says, the stoic style, and one to which a person should aspire in a world where norms are flouted, wild things are done and wilder said, and perils real and imagined loom before us. Maslow's healthy individual has little inclination to spluttering outrage, which does not mean ignoring unpleasant realities. Just the reverse, in fact.

Having settled into that frame of mind, what about the matter of predicting Trump-administration policies? Another even older friend, George Orwell, speaks to that one.

Political predictions are usually wrong. But even when one makes a correct one, to discover why one was right can be very illuminating. In general, one is only right when either wish or fear coincides with reality.


This, I suspect, is going to be a particular problem in dealing with the world of Donald Trump. Neither widely shared hopes (that he will ignore Tucker Carlson and Donald Trump Jr., for example, and be more or less normal in most respects) nor fears (that he's going to do whatever he wants, including crazier things yet) will be useful guides. But, being human, we will make judgments constantly distorted by both emotions. Orwell has a solution:

To see what is in front of one's nose needs a constant struggle. One thing that helps toward it is to keep a diary, or, at any rate, to keep some kind of record of one's opinions about important events. Otherwise, when some particularly absurd belief is exploded by events, one may simply forget that one ever held it.


Useful advice from a man who confessed that most of his own predictions during World War II were wrong, although, as I know from experience, his remedy can be a painful corrective.

On what basis, then, should one attempt to predict Trumpian policy? A downright ancient friend comes to the rescue on this one:

Begin the morning by saying to thyself, I shall meet with the busybody, the ungrateful, arrogant, deceitful, envious, unsocial.


This, from Marcus Aurelius, the last good Roman emperor and a thoughtful Stoic philosopher, is not a bad beginning in looking at an administration that will have a few barbarians in it. He continues:

Whatever man you meet, say to yourself at once: 'what are the principles this man entertains about human goods and ills?' For if he has certain principles about pleasure and pain and the sources of these, about honour and dishonour, about death and life, it will not seem surprising or strange to me if he acts in certain ways.  


So much of the contemporary speculation about the administration depends on the distinctive personality of the president-elect and some of his more outre advisers and confidantes. But simply ranting about them does not help one understand what is going on.

One of the troubles with the anti-Trump camp is the tendency simply to demonize. Some demonic characters may roam about the administration, but we would be better off trying to figure out what makes Trump tick. In particular, that phrase about honor and dishonor is worth pondering. For a man in his eighth decade with remarkable political success to his credit, who has just survived two assassination attempts, honor in Marcus Aurelius's sense is probably something beyond "owning the libs." More likely, Trump is looking to record enduring accomplishments, including a peace deal in Ukraine. Figuring out what he would like those to be, and in what way, is probably the best method of figuring out how to influence him, to the extent that anyone can.

Jonathan Chait: The bizarre normalcy of Trump 2.0

Let us say that we get better at training our judgments and anticipating what the administration will do and why. There may still be plenty of things to brood about--the possibilities of tariff wars, betrayals of allies, mass deportations, attempts to prosecute deep-state denizens, and more. Even if Trump himself may be considerably less destructive than some fear, the MAGA movement will be out there: acolytes looking for opportunities to exit NATO, ban abortion entirely, make getting vaccines through Medicare impossible, sabotage the institutions that guarantee free and fair elections, or simply grift and corrupt their way through ambassadorships and other high government offices.

For that, something more spiritual is indicated, and I find it in the Library of America edition of one of the previous century's deep thinkers, Reinhold Niebuhr.

God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.


Serenity will be something we will need in the years ahead. If you ask me, a well-stocked library will be of more help getting there than tranquilizers, wide-eyed staring at one's mobile phone, or scrambling to find out if an Irish ancestor qualifies you for a European Union passport.
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How Democrats Lost Their Way on Immigration

The party once championed an approach popular with voters and politicians alike. Why give up on it?

by Cecilia Munoz, Frank Sharry




Not long ago, immigration was a winning issue for Democrats. When Mitt Romney lost to Barack Obama in 2012, his defeat was blamed, in part, on his hard-line stance in favor of "self-deportation"--making life so hard for immigrants that they would choose to return to their home country. Obama had backed a more popular approach, which balanced strong enforcement at the border and the workplace with a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants and an expansion of legal immigration. That policy, called comprehensive immigration reform, was supported by the immigrant-advocacy movement and by 77 percent of the public.

In the election's aftermath, leading conservatives--including Sean Hannity (who said he'd "evolved" on immigration and supported a "pathway to citizenship"), Rupert Murdoch ("Give them a path to citizenship. They pay taxes. They are hard-working people"), and Charles Krauthammer (the GOP "requires but a single policy change: Border fence plus amnesty. Yes, amnesty.")--announced their support for reform. A bill introduced by a bipartisan group of senators known as the "Gang of Eight" was approved by a resounding 68-32.

In the end, however, the bill was never taken up by House Republicans. Obama pivoted to a series of executive actions to shield some 5 million of the nation's 11 million undocumented immigrants from deportation, but Republican state attorneys general sued to stop the largest from going forward. The pro-immigrant movement began to splinter; advocates, frustrated with the failure of a coalition that had included unions, business, law enforcement, and churches, moved swiftly left.

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

Much has changed since then. This year, Donald Trump ran on the border issue to victory. He blamed housing costs, wage pressures, and crime on a migrant "invasion"; branded Democrats the party of "open borders"; and promised extreme deportation measures. Voters didn't care that it was Republicans who had tanked another border bill early in 2024, or that, after executive actions on border security, crossings this fall were down from the end of Trump's presidency. Few noticed when Harris gave a major policy speech promising more action at the border. According to a postelection Navigator poll, Trump's promise "to secure the border and fight illegal immigration" was the top reason to vote for him. Even among voters of color, opposition to immigration drove support for Trump. The GOP had successfully tattooed the "Biden border crisis" on Kamala Harris's forehead.

How did Democrats fall so far and so quickly on immigration? It's easy to blame Trump, and the lure of his xenophobic rhetoric. But we believe that immigration has become a losing issue for Democrats over the past decade because elected leaders have followed progressive advocates to the left, beyond the political space available to them. Voters, feeling unheard and frustrated, may have squirmed at Trump's racism and radicalism, but they also saw him as someone who took the problem seriously and was trying to address it.

One of us, Cecilia, spent two decades at the National Council of La Raza, America's biggest Latino advocacy group, and later advised Obama on immigration issues as head of his White House Domestic Policy Council. The other, Frank, ran pro-immigrant organizations for more than three decades, and advised the Harris campaign on immigration. This is a heartfelt critique, informed by our decades of experience as immigrant advocates who also understand the realities of governing. Unless something changes, Republicans will continue exploiting the situation at the border, more immigrants will suffer, and Democrats will continue to lose the trust of voters--damaging their chances of unseating the authoritarians now returning to power.

Activists weren't always happy with the model of comprehensive immigration reform, feeling that it focused too much on enforcement. But the promise of congressional action encouraged many to compromise. This changed in 2013, when John Boehner, as speaker of the House, refused to bring for a vote the reform bill that had passed the Senate. After that, many activists gave up on federal legislation and began making more militant demands. They also adopted more confrontational tactics--mostly directed at Democrats.

Grassroots activists routinely interrupted speeches by Obama to call for an end to deportations. Some targeted then-Senator Kay Hagan of North Carolina, who was in a tight race. Hagan had voted for comprehensive immigration reform but had joined other vulnerable Senate Democrats in asking Obama to delay announcing executive actions until after the midterm election. The week before Election Day, activists interrupted Hagan and Hillary Clinton during a joint appearance, expressing disgust at both for not pressing Obama to act immediately. This increased the salience of immigration--an issue that was already hurting Hagan. She lost to Thom Tillis, clinching the Senate majority for the Republicans.

When Clinton ran for president in 2016, activists pushed her to the left on immigration, imploring her to break with Obama and commit to a dramatic rollback of enforcement. In an interview with Jorge Ramos of Univision, Clinton did just that, promising to focus on deporting "violent criminals" and "people planning terrorist attacks." Her platform made only a cursory mention of enforcement. Activists had assured her that she'd see an increase in Latino and Asian turnout in response, but the votes never materialized, and Trump won.

The Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg was blunt in his comparison of Clinton's approach with Obama's. "Pro-immigration advocates won majority support for comprehensive immigration reform only after the public became confident that leaders wanted to manage immigration and that they took borders and citizenship seriously," he wrote in The American Prospect. In contrast, many white working-class voters concluded that Clinton "wanted 'open borders.'" The pro-immigrant movement convened no postmortem to reflect on the role it might have played in Trump's rise.

The movement did come back together in response to the cruelty, chaos, and overreach of Trump's approach to immigration. Activists were particularly willing to work with Democrats in Congress following revelations that Trump was intentionally separating children from their parents at the border. Family separation failed as a deterrence measure and became a political liability for Trump, thanks to skillful organizing, a massive public-opinion backlash, and a Republican-appointed federal judge who called the policy "one of the most shameful chapters in the history of our country."

From the September 2022 issue: The secret history of family separation

We pragmatists hoped that the existential threat posed by Trump might lead to moderation in the movement, with the unity forged in resistance creating political space to identify solutions that enjoy majority public support. It was not to be. Four years fighting Trump seemed only to further radicalize the left.

This became evident when, in the run-up to the 2020 election, some movement leaders decided to discard and discredit comprehensive immigration reform. Calling it "an outdated and flawed strategy" that criminalized and punished some immigrants in exchange for legal status for others, these leaders demanded a "bold, new vision for our immigration system, one that rivals the boldness of the Green New Deal and Medicare for All."

This call had its intended effect. Virtually overnight, most of the movement shelved the concept of comprehensive reform--despite the fact that this approach enjoyed strong public support, had put Democrats on the offense for nearly a decade, had the support of prominent Republicans, and was backed by Democratic senators including Bernie Sanders and Joe Manchin.

Emboldened, self-described "abolitionists" pilloried mentions of border enforcement, deportations, or immigration limits as legitimizing Trumpian extremism. Activist groups rolled out their bold new vision in a platform called "Free to Move, Free to Stay," which called for "freedom from deportation" and "freedom from the enforcement machine." The platform, perhaps understandably, focused on condemning Trump's harshest measures, but it opened the door to criticism that advocates were less focused on U.S. interests than on the right to migrate in a borderless world. It also revealed the extent to which progressives had stopped worrying about persuasion. In an analysis in The New York Times, the writer Jason DeParle described their stance as lacking an "affirmative case for immigration--an argument for how it strengthens the economy, invigorates the culture and deepens ties to the world."

Candidates sought to connect with the progressive shift. In one early debate during the Democratic primary, eight out of 10 candidates raised their hand when asked if they favored decriminalizing illegal border crossings. But decriminalization was deeply unpopular. A poll at the time found that just 27 percent of people surveyed supported decriminalizing it. (Harris was among those who raised her hand. Her progressive posturing in 2019 would come back to haunt her 2024 candidacy, drawing brutal and relentless attack ads.)

For its first three years, Joe Biden's administration was hit by the right for being too soft, by the left for being too tough, and by congressional Democrats for having no clear plan. Border encounters averaged 2 million a year; under Trump, they never exceeded 1 million. Many news reports amplified the right-wing narrative. Certainly, smuggling networks exploited the new administration's change in tone and policy in their recruitment efforts. But blaming the increase on Biden ignored the fact that immigration numbers had begun to rise significantly while Trump was still president, and that the phenomenon was a global one. The postwar era of refugees and displacement is being overtaken by a new age of global migration, challenging policy makers just about everywhere.

Finally, with border numbers sky high and the bipartisan border bill thwarted by Trump and his supporters early this year, Biden took additional executive actions to address the situation. The administration invoked emergency authority to make it easier to remove those without a legal right to stay; secured help from Mexico to crack down on smuggling networks; increased the number of removals and deportation flights; expanded legal pathways for Cubans, Haitians, Nicaraguans, and Venezuelans by soliciting U.S. sponsors and granting humanitarian visas, resulting in a 99 percent decline in illegal crossings for people from these countries; increased refugee admissions; and encouraged migrants to apply for admission through new Safe Mobility Offices in Latin America, and through an app.

These policies send a message: Wait your turn, apply through an orderly process, and you have a chance; come to the border and cross illegally and you won't. In fact, you will be barred for reentry for five years, and if you are a repeat violator, you can be charged with a felony and imprisoned for two years. Better to apply away from the border than risk it all with an illegal entry. The combination of discouraging illegal immigration and encouraging legal immigration is working. Monthly crossings are down 77 percent from the all-time high last December.

That's the good news. The bad news is that the shift came too late to persuade skeptical voters. Meanwhile, the gap between activists and Democrats grows. Take the bipartisan border bill: Biden endorsed it; Harris promised to sign it if elected; 85 percent of Senate Democrats voted for it; and the public solidly supported it. With only a few exceptions, pro-immigration advocacy groups opposed it.

Now that Trump is preparing to take office again, Democrats and immigration advocates share the same priority: to fight his radical mass-deportation plans. He promises to deploy the military; conduct raids; target schools and churches; rip family members from jobs, homes, and communities; set up open-air camps as staging areas for deportation flights; and invoke obscure laws to justify it all. Standing up to this cruelty is essential, and will be difficult and consuming.

But this defense must be supplemented by an aggressive offense, particularly for Democrats in office. They need to brand themselves, once again, as the party of balanced solutions. The message should be: "Illegal immigration is a problem, but there's a right way and a wrong way to deal with it. The right way is by imposing order on the border, removing public-safety threats and those found ineligible for asylum, creating pathways to legal status and citizenship for those with deep roots, and making sure our legal-immigration system addresses labor shortages and reunites close families--as long as American workers aren't undercut by unscrupulous employers in the process. The wrong way is by ripping families apart, especially those that have been contributing to their communities for decades."

David Leonhardt: The hard truth about immigration

Democrats need to insist on more control and more compassion; more order and more immigration; strict limits and wider legal pathways. This stands in stark contrast to both right and left. The right argues to kick out and keep out all immigrants. The left argues to let all comers stay. Both amount to overreaches that will eventually backfire. Voters want a middle way, but if they're forced to choose between those who promise control and those who seem indifferent to chaos, they will choose the former.

Democrats have to win the argument, regardless of whether the advocacy groups come along. Immigration is a defining feature of our past, present, and future. We don't have to choose between being a nation of immigrants and a nation of laws. The best way to be either is to be both.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/12/comprehensive-immigration-reform-democrats/680996/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Maybe Democrats Didn't Do So Badly After All

The party's debate about reinventing itself after the election has gotten more complicated.

by Russell Berman




Five days after last month's election, Senator Chris Murphy rendered a damning verdict on his party's performance. "That was a cataclysm," the Connecticut Democrat wrote on X. "Electoral map wipeout." Donald Trump had won both the popular vote and the biggest Electoral College victory--312 to 226--for any Republican since 1988; Democrats had lost their Senate majority and appeared unlikely to retake the House. The Democratic Party had lost touch with far too many American voters, Murphy concluded: "We are beyond small fixes."

Other prominent Democrats saw a similarly sweeping repudiation of the party's brand. "It should come as no great surprise that a Democratic Party which has abandoned working class people would find that the working class has abandoned them," Senator Bernie Sanders wrote in a statement issued less than 24 hours after the polls closed. At the time of those reactions, millions of votes had yet to be counted, and several of the nation's closest House races remained uncalled. Now a clearer picture of the election has emerged, complicating the debate over whether Democrats need to reinvent themselves--and whether voters really abandoned them at all.

Trump's popular-vote margin has shrunk to about 1.5 percent--one of the tightest in the past half century--and because some votes went to third-party and independent candidates, he'll fall just short of winning a majority of the vote nationwide. Compared with incumbent governments elsewhere in the world, Democrats' losses were modest. And in the House, they gained a seat, leaving the GOP with the second-smallest majority in history. A trio of Republican vacancies expected early next year will make passing Trump's agenda even more difficult, and Democrats are in a strong position to recapture the chamber in the midterm elections, when the incumbent party typically struggles.

The final results are prompting some in the party to push back against the doom-and-gloom diagnoses of Murphy, Sanders, and others who say the Democratic brand is in tatters and needs an overhaul. "If the Democratic brand was fundamentally broken and needed to be thrown out, this election would have been a complete blowout. And it was not. It was way too close," Yasmin Radjy, the executive director of Swing Left, a Democratic organizing group, told me. Another Democrat, who requested anonymity in order to speak candidly, put it this way: "We lost an election. We didn't lose the country."

In some areas, the election looked like a red wave; compared with four years ago, the presidential vote swung to the right by about 10 points in some of the most populous blue states, such as New York, California, and New Jersey. But down-ballot races offer a solid case for Democratic optimism. The party label appeared to be far less of an albatross for Democratic congressional candidates than it was in strong Republican years such as 2010 and 2014. In the Senate this year, although Republicans flipped four seats, Democratic candidates prevailed in four battleground states that Kamala Harris lost to Trump. And according to the Cook Political Report's David Wasserman, Democrats could have retaken the House majority with only 7,309 more votes across three congressional districts.

Democrats also held their own in state-legislative races. They made gains in Wisconsin and broke a Republican supermajority in North Carolina, although they lost ground elsewhere. Overall, the party retains significantly more power in state capitols than it did when Trump first took office in 2017. "There could have been a red wave in the states, and there wasn't," Heather Williams, the president of the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee, told me. "I genuinely see this election as defying odds."

Read: Democrats actually had quite a good night in North Carolina

The Democrats I spoke with over the past week were cautious in defending their party's down-ballot performance, lest they be accused of minimizing Harris's loss to a convicted felon in a race many of them had characterized as an existential referendum on American democracy. "The stakes were so high that even getting it wrong by a few points is cataclysmic," Radjy acknowledged, "and the implications for our country, for our democracy, for people's lives, are really serious." The party's House gains were enough to earn Representative Suzan DelBene of Washington State a second term as chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. But she was careful not to declare any sort of victory. "We did a lot of things right," DelBene told me, "but we want to be in the majority, so there's more that we can do."

After seeing the full results, Murphy told me that he still considered the election a cataclysm for Democrats. His alarm stems from the party's deepening losses among working-class voters--long the backbone of the Democratic Party. That trend continued this year, and the party also lost significant ground with nonwhite voters in major cities. Murphy contends that the Democratic coalition has shrunk to the point where the party simply isn't competitive in enough places to win a majority. The outlook is particularly grim in the Senate, he said, where Democrats no longer hold any seats in a solidly red state, thanks to losses in Montana, West Virginia, and Ohio. "Morally and intellectually, how do you continue as the party of the working class and poor when every single election, fewer of them are voting for you?" Murphy told me. "There becomes a real dishonesty and inauthenticity within our party if we look at this last election as too close to call or good spots and bad spots."

Murphy believes that Democrats should respond by embracing economic populism and welcoming people who have conservative views on cultural issues such as guns, immigration, and the environment. Some of the party's successes from last month agree with him.

Representative Pat Ryan won a competitive reelection bid in New York's Hudson Valley by 14 points, outperforming Harris by double digits. He attributed his victory to both focusing on the affordability crisis in his district and breaking with Democrats on issues such as the border. The Democratic brand has become "toxic," Ryan told me. "I certainly felt a pretty resounding message from voters that in many places, and with many candidates, we're just out of touch and in a bubble and not connected to the daily pressure, pain, struggle, challenges that the majority of people are facing."

Tyler Austin Harper: Is this how Democrats win back the working class?

Not all Democrats who won tough races did so by criticizing their party. Kristen McDonald Rivet, a Michigan Democrat who outperformed Harris by nine points, said voters in her Trump-supporting district seemed to hate both parties equally. "They are sick of politics," McDonald Rivet told me. "If this election was supposed to be a message to the Democratic Party, I would have lost," she said.

The party is still combing through election data in search of clues as to why its candidates performed better down the ballot than at the top of the ticket, and in certain places more than others. The answers will likely determine whether the reboot that Murphy and Ryan are advocating gains momentum. "We should not jump to conclusions," Radjy said. However devastating last month's defeat was for Democrats, they did not fall as far from power as many first thought.
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Trump Is About to Betray His Rural Supporters

Small-town America voted heavily in his favor--but the policies he's pledged won't reward that faith.

by Ronald Brownstein




Updated at 8:25 a.m. ET on December 17, 2024


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


Donald Trump's support in rural America appears to have virtually no ceiling. In last month's election, Trump won country communities by even larger margins than he did in his 2020 and 2016 presidential runs. But several core second-term policies that Trump and the Republican Congress have championed could disproportionately harm those places.

Agricultural producers could face worse losses than any other economic sector from Trump's plans to impose sweeping tariffs on imports and to undertake what he frequently has called "the largest domestic deportation operation" of undocumented immigrants "in American history." Hospitals and other health providers in rural areas could face the greatest strain from proposals Trump has embraced to slash spending on Medicaid, which provides coverage to a greater share of adults in smaller communities than in large metropolitan areas. And small-town public schools would likely be destabilized even more than urban school districts if Trump succeeds in his pledge to expand "school choice" by providing parents with vouchers to send their kids to private schools.

Resistance to such measures in deep-red rural areas could represent one of the few obstacles Trump would face from a GOP-controlled Congress over implementing his agenda. Still, the most likely scenario is that elected Republicans who represent rural areas will ultimately fall in line with Trump's blueprint. If so, the effects will test whether anything can loosen the GOP's grip on small-town America during the Trump era, or whether the fervor of his rural supporters provides Trump nearly unlimited leeway to work against their economic interests without paying any political price.

"I don't think [the Trump agenda] is going to lead to a dramatic reversal of these partisan shifts, because the truth is that the disdain for the Democratic Party is decades in the making and deep in rural America," Nicholas Jacobs, a political scientist at Colby College and the author of the 2023 book The Rural Voter, told me. But if Trump acts on the policies he campaigned on, Jacobs added, "it's hard to imagine that rural [places] will not suffer and will not hurt, and it's hard to imagine that rural will not respond."

Read: Let us now praise undecided voters

Trump's support in rural places reached imposing proportions in last month's election, with gains even in heavily Latino rural counties in the Southwest and some Black rural areas in the Southeast. The nonpartisan Center for Rural Strategies has developed a six-category classification system that segments the nation's roughly 3,100 counties from the most urban to the most rural. The center found that in the second most-rural grouping, small metropolitan areas, Trump won 60 percent of the vote compared with Vice President Kamala Harris's 40 percent. In the top most-rural category, nonmetropolitan areas, Trump beat Harris even more resoundingly, by 69 percent to 31 percent.

Trump's vote share in the nonmetro areas exceeded even his commanding 66 percent there against Joe Biden in 2020 and 67 percent against Hillary Clinton in 2016. Trump's advantage in the small metros outstripped his margin over Biden and equaled his advantage over Clinton.

Across his three runs for the White House, Trump gained considerably more support in the most-rural counties than in the nation's more populous communities. Although he ran no better in the most-urban counties than did the 2012 Republican nominee, Mitt Romney, Trump roughly doubled the GOP margin in nonmetro areas from 20 points in 2012 to nearly 40 this year. In the small metros, Trump's 20-point lead in 2024 represented a significant increase over Romney's 12-point advantage.

Congressional elections have largely followed the same trajectory. Once, rural areas were the political base for economically moderate, culturally conservative "blue dog" Democrats in the House, but since the GOP sweep in the 2010 midterm elections, Republicans have hunted the blue dogs to virtual extinction. Maps of party control of House seats now show the countryside solidly red in almost every state. Barring a few exceptions in New England, the states where rural residents compose the largest share of the population preponderantly elect Republicans to the Senate as well.

As Jacobs noted, the GOP advances in small-town America feed on these communities' deep sense of being left behind in a changing America. Trump, as a thrice-married New Yorker who has lived much of his life in a Fifth Avenue penthouse, has always seemed an unlikely tribune for rural voters, yet his connection with them is visceral. After years of seemingly inexorable decline in more remote communities, Jacobs believes, rural residents are especially responsive to Trump's attacks on "elites" and his promises to upend the system. "I think rural people are rejecting the idea that the devil we know is worse than the devil Trump may bring," Jacobs told me.

Despite the appeal of Trump's promise of "retribution" against the forces these people believe have held them back, the change he's offering in the specifics of his second-term agenda may strain those ties. The potential conflicts begin with Trump's plans for trade. Agricultural producers faced the most turmoil from the tariffs that Trump in his first term slapped on numerous trading partners, including China, the European Union, Mexico, and Canada. Trump bought peace with farm interests by disbursing more than $60 billion in payments to producers to compensate for the markets they lost when China and other countries imposed retaliatory tariffs on U.S. products such as soybeans, corn, and pork. Those payments consumed nearly all of the revenue that Trump's tariffs raised, according to an analysis by the Council on Foreign Relations.

Trump's payments to farmers preempted any large-scale rural revolt during his first term. But they nonetheless imposed long-term costs on agricultural producers.

The bruising trade conflicts of Trump's first term encouraged foreign purchasers of American farm products to diversify their supply in order to be less vulnerable to future trade disruptions, Sandro Steinbach, the director of the Center for Agricultural Policy and Trade Studies at North Dakota State University, told me. As a result of Trump's trade conflicts, Steinbach said, the United States lost share in those markets and never recovered it. In 2016, for example, the U.S. sold nearly as many soybeans to China as Brazil did; now Brazil controls three times as much of the Chinese market. "China is demanding more commodities" but is buying them from other suppliers, Steinbach said, "and that means we left a lot of money on the table."

All of these disruptions came from Trump's relatively targeted first-term tariffs on imports. He's now threatening much more sweeping levies, including a 10 percent tariff on all imports, rising to 60 percent on those from China and 25 percent for goods from Mexico and Canada. Steinbach believes farmers will "very likely" now face even greater retaliatory trade barriers against their produce than they did in Trump's first term. "The worst-case scenarios are really bad," he told me.

Farm lobbies are welcoming Trump's pledge to slash environmental regulations and hoping that he can deliver on his promise to cut energy costs. But his determination to carry out the mass deportation of undocumented immigrants will create another challenge for farmers. Agriculture relies on those workers as much as any other industry: Varying estimates put the proportion of farm laborers who are undocumented at one-sixth to nearly a quarter; they also make up large workforce shares in other industries along the food chain, such as meatpacking.

Removing a significant share of those workers through deportation, Steinbach said, would further erode the international competitiveness of American farmers by raising their labor costs and thus the price of their products. Eliminating undocumented workers would also put upward pressure on domestic food prices--after an election that, as Trump himself noted, he won largely because of the price of groceries--and would also weaken rural economies by removing those workers' buying power.

"It is a stretch to think that if you start deporting undocumented labor, rural people who are hanging out in town are going to step in and fill those jobs, or people are going to move back to the countryside," Jacobs told me. "There is very little evidence to suggest the labor market would self-correct in that direction."

A recent attempt to model how Trump's tariff and mass-deportation plans would affect agricultural producers found a devastating combined impact. In a scenario where Trump both imposes the tariffs he's threatened and succeeds at deporting a large number of immigrants, the nonpartisan Peterson Institute for International Economics has forecast that by 2028, agricultural exports could fall by nearly half and total agricultural output would decline by a sixth. Mass deportation, the institute projected, would reduce the workforce for agricultural production more than for any other economic sector. This forecast underscores Steinbach's astringent assessment: "Any of those policies will be pretty painful in the short run for rural America."

Read: Tariffs once tore the GOP apart--and may be doing so again

Equally painful for rural America could be Trump and congressional Republicans' agenda for health care. Big cuts in federal spending on Medicaid and subsidies for the uninsured to buy coverage under the Affordable Care Act were central to the Trump-backed plan that House Republicans passed in 2017 to repeal the ACA. Trump's administration later backed a Senate Republican proposal to convert Medicaid into a block grant and significantly cut its funding.

Retrenching federal spending on Medicaid and the ACA remains a priority for congressional Republicans. Trump has consistently excluded Medicaid when he's pledged not to seek cuts in the other biggest federal safety-net programs, Social Security and Medicare. The Republican Study Committee, a prominent organization of House conservatives, called in its latest proposed budget for converting Medicaid and ACA subsidies into block grants to states and then cutting them by $4.5 trillion over the next decade, more than four times the scale of cuts passed by the House in its 2017 bill.

"At the level of cuts some of these groups are talking about, we are not looking at making things more efficient," Larry Levitt, the executive vice president for health policy at the nonpartisan KFF think tank, told me. "We are looking at cutting tens of millions of people off from coverage."

Rural places would be especially vulnerable to cuts anywhere near the level that Republicans are discussing. Rural residents tend to be older and poorer, and face more chronic health problems. Rural employers are less likely to offer health insurance, which means that Medicaid provides coverage for a larger share of working-age adults in small towns: Multiple studies have found that about a fifth of rural residents rely on Medicaid, compared with less than a sixth in urban areas. Nearly half of all children in rural areas receive health coverage through the federal Children's Health Insurance Program launched during Bill Clinton's presidency.

Medicaid is especially important in confronting two health-care challenges particularly acute in rural communities. One is the opioid epidemic. In a KFF poll last year, more than 40 percent of rural residents said that they or someone in their family had been addicted to opioids, a far higher proportion than in urban or suburban communities.

Medicaid has become the foundation of the public-health response to that challenge. One recent study found that Medicaid provides treatment for about 1.5 million opioid users every year. Particularly important in that effort has been the ACA's expansion of Medicaid to cover more working-poor adults who are just above the poverty level. Hundreds of thousands of people are receiving opioid-addiction treatment under Medicaid in heartland states that Trump won, such as Michigan, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana. In all of those states, a majority of people receiving care are covered through the Medicaid expansion, the center-left Urban Institute has calculated. "A lot of effort has gone into beefing up the community-based resources for mental health and substance abuse, and Medicaid has been the linchpin in the financing for that," Cindy Mann, a health-care attorney who oversaw the Medicaid program during Barack Obama's administration, told me.

One of the options most discussed among Republicans for reducing Medicaid spending has been to eliminate the extra federal money (the so-called enhanced match) that Washington has offered states to cover more of the working poor under the ACA. If that money is withdrawn, states would face enormous fiscal pressure to reduce such coverage. That would directly undercut the financing that Medicaid has provided for responding to the opioid epidemic, something that Trump has pledged to prioritize.

Medicaid is also a linchpin in the struggle to preserve rural hospitals. These face much more financial stress than medical facilities in more populous areas. Mann says that over the past two decades, 190 rural hospitals have closed or converted to other purposes, and nearly a third of the remaining facilities show signs of financial difficulty.

Private insurance, Mann notes, doesn't provide as much revenue for rural hospitals as it does for urban ones, because fewer rural residents have such coverage to begin with; even for those who do, rural providers lack the economic leverage to demand reimbursement rates that are as high as private insurers provide to urban hospitals. That situation makes Medicaid a crucial lifeline for rural hospitals. "With large cuts to federal health spending, it would be very hard for rural health-care providers to simply survive," said the KFF's Levitt. "In many cases, rural hospitals are hanging by a thread already, and it wouldn't take much to push them over the edge."

Read: The education deserts of rural America

In the same way that rural hospitals are especially vulnerable to Trump's health-care agenda, his education plans could threaten another pillar of small-town life: public schools. Trump has repeatedly promised to pursue a nationwide federal voucher system that would provide parents with public funds to send their children to private schools.

In numerous state ballot initiatives over recent years, rural residents have voted against proposals to create a school-voucher system. That record continued last month when rural areas again mostly voted against voucher systems in ballot initiatives in Nebraska and Kentucky. (In Colorado, rural areas split about evenly on a similar proposition.)

Kelsey Coots, who managed the campaign against the Kentucky voucher initiative, told me that the proposal was rejected even in culturally conservative rural counties "because everyone in the community is connected to the school." Small-town residents, she said, recognized that rural public schools already facing financial strain from stagnant or shrinking enrollments have little cushion if vouchers drain more of their funding. Regardless of how receptive conservative rural voters might be to Republican attacks on "woke" educators, Coots noted, "if you ask them about their public school or their neighborhood school, they like it, because they know what the public school means for their community."

Throughout three elections, Trump's messaging--particularly his hostility to racial and cultural change--has resonated strongly in rural communities. His second term may test whether that deep reservoir of ideological support can survive policies that threaten the material interests of rural America in so many ways.



This article originally misnamed a nonpartisan pro-rural-community group as the Center for Rural Studies. In fact, it is the Center for Rural Strategies.
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The Wellness Women Are on the March

Behind MAHA, RFK Jr.'s alternative-health movement, is a legion of Instagram influencers with millions of followers.

by Elaine Godfrey




On Instagram, the wellness women don't seem like a political movement. Their pictures scroll by like snapshots from heaven. Angels with luminous skin offer glimpses into their lives--earth-toned vignettes of gleaming countertops and root vegetables. You can look like us, feel like us, their chorus goes, if you follow our rules and purchase our powders.

Here, an influencer named Kendra Needham, known to her 369,000 followers as the Holistic Mother, recommends a red-light-therapy gadget for pain and thyroid problems. There, Carly Shankman, who posts as CarlyLovesKale, evangelizes about the healing powers of hydrogen-rich water and a probiotic oral-care regimen. Courtney Swan, the host of a health-trends podcast called Realfoodology, links to a menstrual-cycle-tracking app and her own line of immunity boosters in minimalist-chic packaging.

Scrolling through these accounts, I try to reassure myself: I eat vegetables and exercise. My body is fine the way it is, sturdy and practical like a short-bed pickup truck. But I am susceptible to retail therapy, and, boy, are these ladies selling--products, yes, but also anxiety that perhaps you haven't been doing wellness very well at all. Linger long enough on any of their pages, and you will start to feel afraid: of seed oils, children's cereal, hormonal birth control. Above all, you will grow more suspicious of doctors and scientists.

Cultivating such feelings has been key to the merger between Donald Trump's MAGA supporters and the wellness world that has resulted in the formation of the "Make America healthy again" campaign. Although many Americans are skeptical of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a scion of America's most famous political family, as the potential next head of the Health and Human Services Department, his supporters see him as the supreme commander in the battle against Big Food and Big Pharma. Kennedy is not merely a man who has stumbled into the spotlight; he is a leader with a legion behind him.

Trump's election win has been quickly written up as evidence of his campaign's success in reaching young men via podcasts and the right-wing mediasphere. What that narrative misses is how Instagram became a rallying point of "crunchy moms" for a contest in which the predicted wave of women for Kamala Harris never materialized. Influencers such as these wellness women brought hordes of voters to Trump.

People who have, until this point, mostly been outsiders beating against the barricades of the health-care establishment, have at last been let inside. Now MAHA leaders see a chance to usher in their version of a wellness revolution.

Read: RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency

The wellness movement has always been about individual autonomy and responsibility--an effort to take charge of one's own physical and mental health, through diet change, the use of specialized products, or the adoption of new habits. The appetite for such health-care individualization is tremendous: Earlier this year, McKinsey estimated the global market for what it calls "consumer wellness" products at $1.8 trillion--making it roughly twice the size of the pharmaceutical industry. The sheer scale of the movement suggests "a culture of people feeling very out of control in their own lives--and fearful of people who they deem as being in control," Mariah Wellman, a communication professor at Michigan State University who studies the wellness movement, told me.

In September, I went to Capitol Hill to cover an early MAHA event, a roundtable on "American health and nutrition" involving "health experts" moderated by Ron Johnson, the Trump-aligned senator from Wisconsin. Kennedy attended, alongside a dozen other leaders in the wellness biz, most of whom did not have relevant degrees but did have a product or a program to promote. Realfoodology's Swan and Vani Hari, the Food Babe, were there; so was Alex Clark, a podcaster for the conservative-youth organization Turning Point USA. Also present were the close Kennedy advisers and sibling co-authors of a new book about how to hack your metabolism, Casey Means, a former ear, nose, and throat surgeon, and Calley Means, a former food and pharma lobbyist who now runs a wellness company.

The panelists had a combined Instagram following of more than 16 million people, including many in my high-school and college circle. I get it: People want to be healthy, and America has a serious health problem. We spend nearly twice as much on health care per person as any other wealthy nation, yet our rates of obesity and diabetes are higher than most other countries'. People feel seen by the wellness world, and often scolded by conventional health-care providers' advice: Exercise more; eat your greens; get your shots.

Different versions of the wellness movement have permeated both the left and the right, and social media has drastically expanded its reach on both sides. COVID-19 exploded that influence: Masking rules, school closures, and vaccine mandates led to plummeting trust in doctors and scientists as well as frenzied "do your own research" expeditions.

Republicans, in particular, have benefited from that surging distrust. This summer, in Texas, I attended Turning Point's annual gathering of young conservative women, where party activists and commentators mingled with anti-vax homesteaders and sourdough-making tradwives. They sold supplements and detox guides, and chanted for Trump. It was a precursor to the MAHA movement, which solidified in August when Kennedy officially endorsed Trump. Although Kennedy had also apparently been willing to endorse Vice President Harris in exchange for a role in her administration, his ultimate alliance with Trump makes more sense. Both have branded themselves as disruptors of the status quo: Down with expertise, up with matching hats. And both Kennedy and Trump are promising cure-alls for the country's most grievous ailments.

The typical MAHA Instagrammer, according to Wellman, is a middle-to-upper-class mom between 20 and 40 years old, with a similarly situated audience of followers. For most of these influencers, their scope of expertise knows no limit. Kendra Needham, who calls herself a "holistic health practitioner," posts information about mammograms, pink eye, autism, and natural remedies for curing your child's toe-walking. On her landing page, she also recommends a $47 tick-removal kit.

Like Needham, most MAHA influencers are skeptical of vaccines and critical of America's pediatric-vaccine schedule. They allege that medical professionals oppose their ideas because they have been bought by Big Pharma, and that nutritionists are in bed with Big Food. They argue that, as Wellman summarizes it, all of the money in U.S. politics "has led to the takeover of our public-health system, and that has led to increasing numbers of cancer and diabetes and heart disease and obesity." The wellness women are constantly reminding their followers that they understand the strain mothers are under--the overwhelming pressure to look good, feel good, and keep their families healthy. In their posts, they offer messages conveying solidarity. "You got this, mama!" they say. "It's so hard to unlearn everything you've been taught."

How Kennedy would actually translate wellness into action at HHS remains to be seen. The Make America Healthy Again PAC, which isn't affiliated with Kennedy but is led by former Kennedy campaign advisers, is light on policy specifics and heavy on hopeful ambiguities about ending the "chronic disease epidemic" and "removing toxins from the environment." That vagueness is likely an intentional effort to make Kennedy, a longtime anti-vax crusader, more palatable to skittish Republican lawmakers as they ponder his confirmation. But the MAHA influencers see no need to tread so lightly.

For months, they've liberally peppered presidential politics into their messaging, and laid out their expectations of Kennedy and the other Trump appointees charged with fixing America's health. Online, a groundswell has formed around a few key priorities: restricting food additives such as high-fructose corn syrup, artificial dyes, and seed oils; tap-water safety; and childhood vaccines. Their understanding is that "we're going to get rid of everything," from toxins to government corruption, Wellman said.

And they couldn't be more excited to get started. Clark, the Turning Point podcast host, described her vision of an America under Trump and Kennedy: "Organic food in abundance. Breathe free without chemicals falling from the sky. Paychecks fat, people aren't." Needham expressed incredulity at the idea "that all parents aren't filled with so much gratitude right now."

Kennedy himself seems eager to "go wild" at HHS, per his charge from Trump. Given recent statements, he may urge Americans to cook with beef tallow instead of canola oil and push for the removal of fluoride from tap water, ideas that some cardiologists and dentists say would increase rates of heart disease and tooth decay. Doctors are even more concerned about the consequences of Kennedy's vaccine skepticism. If vaccination rates drop, expect a return of highly preventable childhood diseases such as measles. Kennedy has already been linked to a deadly measles outbreak in 2019 in Samoa, where local health officials said he contributed to a disinformation campaign about vaccines.

Kennedy's other wellness-inspired priorities--such as his plan to ban TV advertising by pharmaceutical companies--could have an anti-corporate, pro-consumer appeal. The challenge, of course, is that the party with which Kennedy and his followers have aligned with is, quite famously, opposed to the kinds of regulation and funding these plans would require.

During Trump's first term, he demonstrated his unwavering commitment to deregulating both the food and agricultural sectors. A similar approach this time around could poison the Trump-Kennedy alliance and alienate the incoming president's MAHA supporters. Or perhaps, eternally uninterested in policy detail, Trump will choose to indulge them.

For now, the MAHA influencers will continue operating as an Instagram booster club for the Trump-Kennedy agenda. And if Kennedy is ultimately confirmed at HHS, expect them to wield their following to support whichever policy he champions first--especially if he faces resistance. "Prepare for the bad guys to completely gaslight so many American people and convince them to defend their toxic products," Needham wrote on Instagram. "We saw it happen with c0v!d and we will certainly see it again. We aren't falling for it."

Read: America can't break its wellness habit

The prospect of a MAHA takeover at HHS is alarming to the people who have spent their lives studying public health. In recent months, many have launched their own countermovement--despite how Sisyphean that task looks right now.

The MAHA movement, its critics say, obscures the systemic problems with American health in favor of minor details--and profits from doing so. They point to figures such as Hari, the Food Babe, who has long decried various artificial food ingredients and whose recent quest has been to force Kellogg's to remove certain additives from Froot Loops. The additives in question, four dyes and a preservative, have been linked to health problems in larger doses, though the FDA has deemed them safe in the smaller amounts of a typical portion. Hari's project has spawned petitions and protests; meanwhile, she promotes her own, additive-free products to her 2 million followers on Instagram.

Americans are not unhealthy because of individual ingredients, Jessica Knurick, a dietician with 186,000 Instagram followers, told me--and other professionals in the field tend to agree. Americans are unhealthy because they consume too many calories, don't move enough, and aren't getting enough fiber. And because nutrient-dense foods aren't affordable for families, and schools are reimbursed only about $4 for every lunch a student eats. Programs that help families access and afford healthy food are constantly being cut--typically by Republican politicians.

"The social determinants of health are never talked about by this movement," Knurick said. Of course, social determinants don't sell supplements. "This is not a movement to make America healthy," Knurick said. "They're trying to erode trust in health experts"--and their motive for doing so, she argues, is to make money, secure votes for Republicans, and distract from the new administration's coming bonfire of regulations.

Communicating all of this is a complicated job--one too complicated for Instagram--but that hasn't stopped Knurick from trying. She and other health experts on Instagram--including the Food Science Babe, a chemical engineer and food scientist whose name is a rejoinder to her wellness nemesis, the Food Babe; Andrea Love, an immunologist and a microbiologist; and the nutritionist Adrian Chavez--have made hundreds of videos and posts in recent weeks responding to MAHA claims, point by point. Getting audience and attention is a tough task, because accurate science communication is nuanced. And frankly, nuance is kind of boring.

Right now, MAHA is on offense--and any criticism of the movement guarantees days of harassment, emailed death threats, and accusations of corruption. "Even though we're called paid shills all the time, we're doing these videos in our free time, after we get home from work," Love, the immunologist, told me. It's the consequence of MAHA's ascendance that she and other critics fear most: a society not only distrustful of science and expertise, but actively hostile toward both.

Since Trump's win last month, the wellness influencers have been celebrating. "It's our time," CarlyLovesKale wrote on Instagram. "This is the shift our world needs." But they are frustrated, too, to be facing so much scrutiny. Resistance is wrong, they say, and questioning their motives makes you complicit. "If you had told me that in 2024 we would have people actively against making America healthy again, I wouldn't have believed you," Swan, of Realfoodology, wrote. "If you are against a healthier food system," she added, "you're def not on the right side of things."

After all, the MAHA victors insist they are selling a healthier America. Who wouldn't want to buy that?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/12/wellness-rfk-washington/680977/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	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




Updated at 6:12 p.m. ET on December 12, 2024

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, speaking in a personal capacity, 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 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 from 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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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.
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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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        The Cost of Lawlessness on the West Bank
        Gershom Gorenberg

        It was a normal morning during the autumn olive harvest. On a hillside northeast of Ramallah, on November 8, a group of roughly 15 or 20 Palestinians from the village of Deir Jarir were picking dark olives, the most important agricultural product in the occupied West Bank, from low, young trees.With them were volunteers from the Israeli group Rabbis for Human Rights, along with Rabbi Arik Ascherman, the leader of Torat Tzedek, a group whose name translates to "Torah of Justice." They'd come to he...
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Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibl...

      

      
        Ukraine's Hardest Winter
        Robert F. Worth

        Photographs by Sasha MaslovUpdated at 11:44 a.m. ET on December 19, 2024This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The soldier, a lanky, dark-haired sergeant named Vitalii Ovcharenko, met me at a gas-station cafe on an otherwise deserted stretch of highway near Sumy, not far from Ukraine's northern border with Russia. He looked tired. His unit had been fighting in Russia's Kursk region, where Ukraine captured a swath of territory in August in hopes of...

      

      
        The Crumbling Foundation of America's Military
        Mark Bowden

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.I. Supply and DemandHere, in the third decade of the 21st century, the most sought-after ammunition in the U.S. arsenal reaches the vital stage of its manufacture--the process tended by a young woman on a metal platform on the second story of an old factory in rural Iowa, leaning over a giant kettle where tan flakes of trinitrotoluene, better known as the explosive TNT, are stirred slowly into a brown slurry.S...

      

      
        RIP, the Axis of Resistance
        Arash Azizi

        Iran's Axis of Resistance, an informal coalition of anti-Western and anti-Israeli militias, was already having a terrible year. But the loss of the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad may have dealt the knockout blow.Syria was both the organizing ground and the proof of concept for the Axis. Assad owed his throne to its armies, which helped him kill hundreds of thousands of civilians in the civil war that began in 2011. Unlike other members of the Axis, Assad wasn't an Islamist. He also had real diff...

      

      
        Hopeful Images From 2024
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This has been another year filled with news stories and photos that can be difficult or disturbing to view. For a decade now, I've made it an annual tradition, after rounding up the news photos of the year, to compose a companion essay of uplifting images from the past 12 months--an effort to seek out ...
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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...

      

      
        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...
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The Cost of Lawlessness on the West Bank

Settler violence against Palestinians is rising, and Israel seems unwilling to stop it.

by Gershom Gorenberg


Israeli soldiers in Beit Furik, a town in the occupied West Bank where Jewish settlers burned the property of Palestinian families (Nasser Ishtayeh / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)



It was a normal morning during the autumn olive harvest. On a hillside northeast of Ramallah, on November 8, a group of roughly 15 or 20 Palestinians from the village of Deir Jarir were picking dark olives, the most important agricultural product in the occupied West Bank, from low, young trees.

With them were volunteers from the Israeli group Rabbis for Human Rights, along with Rabbi Arik Ascherman, the leader of Torat Tzedek, a group whose name translates to "Torah of Justice." They'd come to help with the harvest and to act as a buffer between the Palestinians and any Israeli settlers who might decide to give them trouble.

A few minutes after they began, a settler came down the hillside, cursing and shouting at everyone to leave. A shaky video from a volunteer's phone shows him shoving villagers and Ascherman. A dozen or more young male settlers soon followed, wearing masks and waving clubs. At another nearby grove, settlers hurled stones, injuring one of the Palestinian pickers.

Next to show up was a handful of Israeli soldiers. The commander presented his phone, showing a freshly issued order declaring the groves a closed military area, off-limits to civilians. Ascherman protested, pointing to a 2006 Israeli supreme-court ruling banning the army from closing an agricultural area to Palestinian farmers in order to end a clash in which the farmers themselves were under attack.

Then the police arrived. They arrested not the settlers but Ascherman, along with a staff member of Rabbis for Human Rights named Dolev Assaf, and a volunteer wearing a T-shirt with the words Fuck Ben-Gvir, referring to Itamar Ben-Gvir, the far-right minister of national security, who oversees the police. Ascherman was released under a court order banning him from the West Bank for 15 days. At the hearing, he told me, a police investigator referred to him as an "anarchist."

This account is based on videos and on interviews with Ascherman, Assaf, and others. No settlers were arrested or identified. But the settlers succeeded in their apparent goal: The farmers of Deir Jarir were kept off their land and could not harvest their olives. The settlers went unpunished.

Assaf Gavron: What settler violence is doing to Israel

The threats, the violence, and the unfair outcome were what made that day outside Ramallah a normal one. The Israeli human-rights group Yesh Din ("There Is Law") has documented 114 incidents of violence by settlers or soldiers against Palestinians engaged in harvesting olives in the 49 days from October 1 to November 18. The distinction between soldiers and settlers has blurred, particularly during the current war. Yesh Din stressed that its list of attacks on Palestinians was not complete. These were only attacks connected to the olive harvest.

The larger picture is especially grim: Settler violence against Palestinians in the West Bank has leaped, as reported by the Israeli media and human-rights groups. Especially since the establishment of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's current hard-right government two years ago, "you see this explosion, this eruption" of settler violence, Sarit Michaeli, the international-outreach director for the rights organization B'Tselem, told me. And in that time, law enforcement has virtually vanished, the attorney Roni Pelli of the Association for Civil Rights in Israel told me.

Keeping statistics on the violence has been beyond B'Tselem's resources, Michaeli said, because it would require investigating each case. Deciding what to count as an incident is also "a minefield," she said. Some cases are obvious, such as when masked settlers entered the village of Huwara, in the northern West Bank, on December 4; set fire to a house and two vehicles; and attacked one man with staffs and stones, reportedly fracturing his skull. Other cases are harder to categorize, such as when settlers return to an olive grove and threaten farmers they've previously attacked, causing the farmers to flee.

Here's one sign of the escalation: In September 2023, B'Tselem reported that over the previous two years, about 480 Palestinians had abandoned their homes and fled from six hamlets in the West Bank, in large part because of settler attacks. A little more than a year later, at the end of this past October, Palestinians from 20 additional communities and single-farm families had left their homes--a total of nearly 1,200 people in just more than half the time.

In principle, Israel's national police force should be a source of statistics on crimes by Israelis against Palestinians in the West Bank. In reality, there's been a "sharp drop" in the number of Palestinians willing to file complaints, Yesh Din's executive director, Ziv Stahl, told me, as trust of the police has diminished dramatically. (Spokespeople for the Israeli police and military declined to comment for this story.)

Violence in the West Bank goes both ways; Palestinians have attacked Israeli soldiers, police, and civilians. Last Wednesday, for instance, a Palestinian gunman opened fire on an Israeli bus in the West Bank, killing a 12-year-old boy and wounding three other passengers. The difference is that the Israeli army and security services seek to prevent these attacks and to catch the perpetrators. The bus attack set off a 10-hour manhunt, at the end of which the perpetrator surrendered to Israeli forces. In the case of settler violence, such efforts appear to be sporadic and half-hearted.

This problem dates to the early years of Israeli settlement in occupied territory. In 1982, then-Israeli Deputy Attorney General Yehudit Karp issued a report that detailed the failure of Israeli police to investigate offenses by settlers against Palestinians. As Karp told me in a 2009 interview, the army and police had regarded their role as protecting Israelis, not Palestinians.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

However difficult to record and quantify, the trend is clear: In recent years and months, settler attacks on Palestinians have grown in frequency, and the perpetrators have faced fewer consequences. Three factors are responsible. A new form of settlement has brought more radical settlers closer to Palestinian communities that are hard to protect, because they are scattered and rural. The Hamas attack on Israel and the subsequent war in Gaza have elevated tensions between Israelis and Palestinians in the West Bank. And Netanyahu's government has put extremist settlers, including Ben-Gvir, in key positions of authority.

Until the 1990s, most Israeli settlements in the West Bank took one of two forms: large suburban towns near the Green Line--the pre-1967 border--and smaller exurbs deeper in occupied territory. The exurban settlements were intended to prevent even a partial Israeli withdrawal, and they attracted particularly ideological, religious-nationalist settlers. Yet even they actually covered only a small part of West Bank land.

In the 1990s, after the Oslo Accords, a new type of settlement sprang up. Many of these so-called outposts began as a handful of mobile homes on a hilltop near an established settlement. Their purpose was to fill in gaps between the older settlements, break up Palestinian-populated land, and thereby prevent the creation of a contiguous Palestinian state. In 1998, then-Foreign Minister Ariel Sharon set the tone in a radio interview, telling settlers they should "run, should grab more hills ... Everything we don't grab will be in [the Palestinians'] hands." Many of the outposts were home to the most extreme of all settlers. I have been visiting settlements for many years in the course of my reporting; when I went to the outposts, I was dismayed by the radical readings of Judaism I heard--at the extreme, asserting the settlers' right to the real estate around them, the olive trees, the fruits of the harvest. Clashes with local Palestinians increased.

Yet the outposts were mere dots on hilltops, and the settler movement's leaders and government backers feared that the settlement project still lacked control of the countryside. Beginning a bit more than a decade ago, the movement supported another burst of new settlements--most of them farms, each populated by a family and a few young people. According to a recent Haaretz report, there were just 23 such farms in 2017--and about 90 today.

The farm campaign is backed by Amana, an organization that has played a major role in settlement building for decades. In an interview last year in a settler magazine, Amana's head, Ze'ev (Zambish) Hever, said that the organization's goal is to hold as much open land as possible in reserve for future settlement. To that end, most farm settlers herd goats, sheep, or cattle over large areas. These farms "hold two and a half times as much land" as all the previous settlements combined, Hever said.

Officially, the farms are illegal--they were established without government approval--but very few have been forced to evacuate, especially under the current government. Hagit Ofran, who works for Settlement Watch, an investigative project that is part of Peace Now, told me that the farm settlements are even receiving state support. Through one channel, she said, some farms have received grazing permits on what Israel had previously (and controversially) designated state-owned land. Through another channel, farms have been allocated funds for security equipment, including all-terrain vehicles, camera systems, and drones.

Drones, Ofran said, are sometimes used to frighten Palestinians' herds and drive them off the land. Incidents of settlers from the farms harassing Palestinians are a daily matter, she asserted.

Graeme Wood: 'You started a war, you'll get a Nakba'

Many of the farms are at the southern end of the West Bank and on the hills overlooking the Jordan Valley, where pasture land fades into desert. A number are near Palestinian herding hamlets, B'Tselem's Michaeli said--"some of the poorest" Palestinian communities. Once a farming outpost is established, she said, the nearby Palestinians start to experience incidents of arson, cut water pipes, and the like. The result, Michaeli said, is "like a war of attrition" in rural areas. And behind the scenes, the government backs one side.

Throughout occupied territory, clashes between settlers and Palestinians spiked when the war began last year. Understandably, many settlers feared that they'd be the next target of a Hamas onslaught. "I'm not discounting the trauma and fear" that Israelis, including settlers, experienced after October 7, Michaeli told me. But some settlers, she asserted, also seized a "golden opportunity" to harass their Palestinian neighbors.

Six weeks after the start of the war, the Association for Civil Rights in Israel and other groups sent a letter to Netanyahu, the military chief of staff, and the national police chief listing a dizzying number of settler attacks. Nine Palestinians had been killed; 160 families had been forced to leave their homes. In the village of Kisan, the letter said, "settlers attacked village residents and fired live rounds, in front of soldiers," wounding several residents. At Khirbet Yarza, settlers "stole about 50 cows." The army and the police, the letter indicated, had failed to protect Palestinians in the West Bank.

In many cases, the settlers had worn army uniforms. That apparently fits another pattern: Regular army units that had been deployed in the West Bank were redeployed to fight in Gaza. To protect settlements, the military called up settlers for reserve duty and assigned them to regional defense units. So in some cases, said Pelli, the civil-rights lawyer, the "settlers who rioted" in a village are the same people as the soldiers who are supposed to deal with the incident. And in these or other cases, settlers who had previously harassed villagers apparently now did so in uniform, with even greater impunity. In July, Major General Yehuda Fox, the outgoing head of the Israel Defense Forces' Central Command, which is responsible for the West Bank, acknowledged the increase in settler violence and admitted, "It was my responsibility to act. And, unfortunately, I did not always succeed."

The makeup of Netanyahu's government has contributed to the sense among settlers of being beyond the law. The ruling coalition includes two far-right parties headed by settlers. Netanyahu gave one of them, Bezalel Smotrich, the head of the Religious Zionist Party, control over most aspects of settlement, including granting legal status to outposts established in defiance of Israeli law. One such outpost is home to a Knesset member from Smotrich's party, Simcha Rothman, a key figure in the government's effort to eviscerate Israel's judicial system.

Ben-Gvir, also a settler and the leader of the Jewish Power Party, received the Ministry of National Security, which administers the national police force. By law and tradition, the minister's control of the police is limited, with operative decisions, such as how to handle an investigation or a disturbance, the sole province of professional police, not politicians. But Ben-Gvir has repeatedly crossed that line.

Gershom Gorenberg: Netanyahu's other war

The effect on how the police handle--or don't handle--settler violence is best illustrated by the case of Avishai Mualem, the officer in charge of the serious-crimes investigation unit in the West Bank police district. In a Knesset subcommittee hearing in March, Mualem testified that the number of complaints filed with the police regarding violence by settlers had dropped by half since the beginning of the war, compared with the same period the year before. In the southern sector of the West Bank, the South Hebron Hills, half of the complaints had been false, he said. He blamed "anarchists"--apparently meaning Israelis who volunteer to assist Palestinians.

In early November, the outgoing defense minister, Yoav Gallant, summoned Mualem's superior, the commander of the West Bank district, for a meeting. Gallant reportedly meant to reprove the officer for failing to do enough about settler violence. A source in Gallant's office told the Israeli media that Ben-Gvir had blocked the meeting--and had asserted that "there is no such concept as 'settler violence.'"

Mualem was arrested on December 2 by an independent unit in the state attorney's office that investigates crime within the police force. Mualem is alleged to have failed to arrest Jews suspected of terror attacks, at Ben-Gvir's request, and leaked police-intelligence information to the minister, all in return for rapid advancement. Because of the alleged quid pro quo, the potential charges include bribery. Mualem denies the allegations. But if the claims are correct, then the police failure to crack down on settler violence is a matter of policy, dictated by Ben-Gvir.

Settlers who attack Palestinians surely suspect as much. And the price that Palestinians in the West Bank pay for the resulting lawlessness includes the loss of crops, homes, and lives.

Israelis pay a less obvious price that is nonetheless quite real. From its start, the settlement enterprise has been tainted by disregard for the rule of law. The first Israeli settlement, in the Golan Heights in the summer of 1967, received funds fraudulently allocated by a government ministry. Soon after that, the first settlement in the West Bank was established in knowing violation of international law. A 2005 report detailed how the outposts established in the previous decade, in violation of Israeli law, received funding and other support from government ministries. Enforcement of the law against violent settlers has been sporadic all along.

The goal of settlement in occupied territory has always been to change the borders of Israel. But an essential element of a democratic state is the rule of law. The failure to stop settler violence is the latest sign that in the bid to expand Israel's territory, the settlement project corrodes the foundations of the state itself.
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        Images of Krampus--Saint Nick's Dark Companion
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            Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibly to drag back to his lair in a sack. In the dark winter months, Krampus associations in villages hold parades, playfully frightening onlookers on Krampusnacht by chasing them and hitting them with sticks during a run through the streets.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds a torch while wearing a frightening demonic mask with long horns that are on fire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as a frightening demonlike Perchten figure performs before a crowd in the town of Trebesing, Austria.
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                [image: A crowd watches as performers in frightening demonlike costumes parade past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 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: Two performers wearing frightening wooden masks with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants in the traditional Krampuslauf wear costumes and wooden masks in the old town of Munich, Germany, on December 10, 2023.
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                [image: People take pictures of a performer wearing a frightening demon mask and furry costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces onlookers during a traditional fire festival in the town of Tarcento, Italy, on January 5, 2020.
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                [image: A close view of a person wearing a furry costume and a demon mask with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing a traditional Krampus costume performs during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a young person with small sticks as they run.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a youngster during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Smiling people pose with a performer wearing a frightening Krampus mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The event Spettacolo dei Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, an exhibition of the Krampus group Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, takes place in streets full of people in Cormons, Italy, on December 14, 2018.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a village street, watching as a performer in a demon mask passes by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes menace onlookers during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks among flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks on fire during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: A person wearing a Krampus costume drives a tractor that carries two people in a cage, in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Krampus performer transports "prisoners" with a tractor during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several performers where menacing-looking Krampus costumes in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears a frightening horse-demon costume while walking in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The annual Krampus Run takes place in downtown Los Angeles, California, on December 13, 2018.
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                [image: An actors dressed in a Krampus costume hits a running bystander with small sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes chase bystanders during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria,  on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people dressed in large frightening Krampus costumes carry heavy metal drums while marching in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed as Krampus take part in the traditional parade of Krampus night (Krampusnacht) in Kiefersfelden, Bavaria, Germany, on December 5, 2024, the night before Saint Nicholas Day.
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                [image: A person in a Krampus costume playfully menaces a smiling person in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces an onlooker during a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November, 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks through small flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks over flames during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: Performers wearing frightening Krampus costumes walk past a crowd during a parade at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers wearing Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Philipp Guelland / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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Ukraine's Hardest Winter

Weary soldiers and citizens express fatalistic optimism while preparing for the loss of U.S. military support.

by Robert F. Worth


Vitalii Ovcharenko, a soldier in the Ukrainian armed forces, in Sumy



Updated at 11:44 a.m. ET on December 19, 2024


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


The soldier, a lanky, dark-haired sergeant named Vitalii Ovcharenko, met me at a gas-station cafe on an otherwise deserted stretch of highway near Sumy, not far from Ukraine's northern border with Russia. He looked tired. His unit had been fighting in Russia's Kursk region, where Ukraine captured a swath of territory in August in hopes of trading it for some of the land it had lost in the east.

Ovcharenko first volunteered in 2014, and he has been involved in some of the fiercest battles of the past decade. But when I asked him to name the hardest moment he had faced, his answer surprised me.

"The most difficult time is now," he said.  The past year had been hard enough, with the Biden administration slow-walking the military support it had promised. "Every bullet that doesn't arrive leads to the death of my friends," he said. But ever since the election of Donald Trump, "the uncertainty is the hardest part." The commanding officers said they would fight regardless of the American position. But the soldiers were troubled, because "the American politicians want to do a deal," he said. "And we know it would not be peace--it would be a tactical pause that would allow the Russians to regroup."

As if to illustrate his point, a huge explosion lit up the night sky, followed by a loud boom. All the lights went out, even the streetlamps on the highway. The Russians had hit a power station nearby, the latest strike in a continuing effort to destroy Ukraine's power grid and demoralize the population as winter sets in. Ovcharenko flipped his phone light on and continued talking, as if nothing had happened.

Mark Bowden: The crumbling foundation of America's military

Some of the people I met in Ukraine told me that the country could be facing its toughest winter yet--despite a history that includes some of the worst famine and human carnage of the 20th century. The Russians are pressing forward relentlessly in the east, even though in October alone, more than 1,500 of their soldiers were killed or wounded every day. This fall, Russia fired more than three times as many missiles and explosive drones as it had during the summer months.

Ukraine's troops are exhausted after nearly three years of warfare. They are heavily outnumbered by the Russians, who have been bolstered by about 10,000 North Korean troops and thousands of mercenaries from other countries, some of them trafficked to the front against their will. Ukrainian civilians are exhausted too, especially now that they face the prospect of more power cuts in a season of bitter cold and darkness.

Ukrainians are watching Trump nominate his Cabinet, scouring each official's past utterances for hints about future American policies. They can't do much to influence the encounter that is coming between the Russian and American presidents--both mercurial men, each in the grip of very different delusions about how Ukraine's war will end. Instead, Ukraine's soldiers and politicians are taking a hard look at what it would mean to lose American military support, and how they might make up the difference, in a war where victory is being slowly redefined as mere survival.


A bus stop in Sumy (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Ukrainians are immensely grateful for the backing they got from the Biden administration after Russia invaded in 2022. At the start of the war, frontline soldiers commonly wore the stars and stripes pinned to their chests. But almost three years later, many have come to see the American arms pipeline as a kind of torture: allowing just enough through to keep up a war of attrition, with no real hope of victory. One member of the Ukrainian Parliament described it to me as "feeding by teaspoons." A pollster in Kyiv called it a policy of "slow death." Viktor Yahun, a former Ukrainian intelligence officer, answered my question about how Ukrainians received Trump's election by reciting a Russian proverb: "Better a horrible end than an endless horror."

Despite that grim forecast, I heard a surprising degree of fatalistic optimism about Trump among many of the Ukrainians I met. This is partly a measure of their deep frustration with the status quo, and may also reflect the national habit of bravely shrugging off long odds. Against all hope, I hope is a phrase spray-painted on walls throughout Ukraine (it's a quote from Lesya Ukrainka, a beloved poet from the turn of the 20th century). Everyone knows about Trump's worrisome promises to reach a quick deal with Vladimir Putin, which would entail a cutoff of American military support. But many people seem confident that Trump's looming tete-a-tete with the Russian president will work to their advantage by demonstrating the Kremlin's unreliability as a partner.

"They are incapable of cutting a deal," Tymofiy Mylovanov, the president of the Kyiv School of Economics, told me of the Russians. "Whenever there's any symptom of negotiations--let's say a grain deal, or the Istanbul agreement--they immediately ask for more." He reminded me that Ukraine has twice made deals with Russia in exchange for security guarantees: first in 1994, when it gave up its nuclear weapons, and again in 2014, when it tried to end the fighting in the Donbas region. Russia violated both agreements. Mylovanov and others told me that they were confident Trump will eventually understand that Putin cannot be trusted, and that he will then take a harder and more realistic line.

In Kyiv, the very mention of the word negotiations elicits a dismissive wave of the hand. Yet this posture may mask a deeper pragmatism. President Volodymyr Zelensky and his aides have maintained that Ukraine will stop fighting only if it is granted NATO membership--a position widely understood to be an opening gambit for talks. (Zelensky's office declined my requests for an interview; I was told that his administration has adopted a policy of strict discretion in preparation for the transfer of power in Washington.) In the same way, Zelensky's refusal to cede any territory conceals the reality that many Ukrainians--perhaps most--are ready to accept the loss of the areas Russia now occupies in exchange for a durable peace. Anton Grushetskyi, a Kyiv-based pollster, told me that to say you will accept the loss of Ukrainian territory is still socially unacceptable, which makes people's real feelings difficult to assess.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: How Biden made a mess of Ukraine

Defining a security guarantee will be the crux of any deal. Roman Kostenko, the chair of the Defense and Intelligence Committee in the Ukrainian Parliament and a decorated soldier, told me that a meaningful agreement would require a permanent defense structure along the front line, "so that within hours of a Russian attack, military operations can start. Without that, the security guarantees won't work."


Roman Kostenko, the chair of the Defense and Intelligence Committee in the Ukrainian Parliament (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Kostenko did not seem to think a deal of any kind was imminent; he said the Russians were gearing up for an effort to capture the remainder of the Donetsk region by mid-winter. The recent rush of military supplies from the Biden administration following Trump's election had been helpful, he said. But he added, a little grimly, that if the supplies continued at the current rate, "we may get through the winter" without major losses of territory.

American military hardware has been essential to Ukraine's self-defense, and the soldiers and volunteers I met recited the most badly needed items like Christmas wish lists. Bradley fighting vehicles, armored against mines and gunfire, are often at the top of the list, as are Abrams tanks and parts to keep them running. Long- and medium-range missiles are seen as essential to striking at the Russian bases that fire on Ukrainian cities. And "you can never have too many drones," a frontline soldier told me.

One of Ukraine's most valuable resources is the goodwill of the West, and many people I met seemed acutely conscious that everything could depend on the way their war is framed in Trump's mind. They plied me so assiduously with reasons for supporting Ukraine that I sometimes had the odd feeling that the whole country was gearing up for a life-and-death audition with an unpredictable boss. Their pitches ranged from simple arguments ("Trump likes success--surely he wouldn't want Ukraine to fail?") to more sophisticated ones about the impossibility of separating Ukraine from one of Trump's top priorities: countering China. The idea here is that China, which has become an indispensable supplier for Russia, would be emboldened if Russia wins, and might go on to challenge American power in the Pacific.


Sviatoslav Yurash, a Ukrainian parliamentarian and soldier, and Kateryna Doroshyna, a longtime friend and aide, in Kyiv (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Perhaps the most eloquent spokesperson I encountered was Sviatoslav Yurash, who became the youngest-ever member of Ukraine's Parliament when he was first elected five years ago, and is now 28 years old. Yurash is tall and very thin, with clunky glasses and thick brown hair swept fully sideways, as if he'd been standing in a gale. When I met him in a Kyiv cafe, he had just returned from the front line, where he mans a Browning M2 machine gun when Parliament is not in session. "Mr. Putin is very clear--he sees us the way Hitler called the Swiss: renegade Germans," he told me. Yurash likened Putin's Russia to "a big icebreaker that is destroying the international order," adding that the ultimate beneficiary will be China.

Yurash told me he'd been in touch with Americans across the political spectrum in his effort to promote the Ukrainian cause. He mentioned Tucker Carlson, who interviewed him early in the war, and Jordan Peterson's daughter, who spoke with him for a documentary she was making. "I've met people who organized prayer breakfasts," Yurash said with an amused grin. He seemed intensely curious about America's tribal divisions but a little baffled by what he'd encountered, both on the left and the right. At one point his assistant, Kateryna Doroshyna, held up her phone with a puzzled expression and showed me a social-media post that read, in English: "How can I show Ukrainians that they benefit from white privilege?"

I wasn't sure how to begin explaining that to someone who regularly risks her life delivering supplies to soldiers on the front line. But both of them shrugged and laughed it off. "We just need to tell our story," Yurash said. "For us, the idea that Trump could persuade the Europeans to do more is quite welcome."

Unlike Trump, many European leaders see Russia's war in Ukraine as a threat to their own safety and have acted accordingly. The Baltic states have given their entire stock of some weapons types to Ukraine. One Polish official told me that his country--which has provided more tanks to Ukraine than any other in Europe--has no more to give now, "because we are next on the front line." Tomas Kopecny, the Czech envoy for Ukraine reconstruction, told me that Czech factories had increased their production of large-caliber ammunition elevenfold in the first two years of the war. Kopecny also leads the Czech Ammunition Initiative, which acts as a broker for states with ammunition to sell, including some that would not be willing to sell directly to Ukraine out of fear of angering Russia. The Czech initiative has delivered about 500,000 rounds of 155-millimeter artillery to Ukraine in 2024, Kopecny said, and will deliver more next year.

And yet, even if the Europeans were to give everything they have, they could not supply enough materiel to compensate for an American cutoff. Ukraine will need a prolific weapons industry of its own. As it happens, some of the rudiments are already in place, because Ukraine was an engine of the Soviet Union's military industry during the Cold War, with 750 factories. After the wall fell, Kyiv transferred much of its arsenal to Russia, and some of those weapons are now being used against it. Some friendly states have begun injecting money into Ukraine's domestic arms plants. Denmark, Norway, and Sweden have collectively allocated about $680 million to Ukrainian defense production so far, including money from the interest on Russian financial assets frozen in Europe.


Sumy National University (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Read: How Trump can win the peace in Ukraine

Sooner or later, some Ukrainians say, the country will have to rely entirely on its own resources. Trump may just be hastening that day. One Ukrainian who thinks this way is Maria Berlinska, a driven 36-year-old from western Ukraine and a prominent figure in the domestic drone industry. One Ukrainian general labeled her the "mother of drones" last year.

Berlinska met me in her Kyiv office, an atticlike space with the flags of various military units pinned to the walls and ceiling. She'd been getting a graduate degree in Jewish history when the 2014 revolution started, and later that year she joined the army on a volunteer basis. She spent much of the following three years on the front lines in the east, teaching soldiers how to fly drones and integrate them with other military technologies. She also lobbied politicians to support the industry.

"My message was very simple: Sooner or later, Russia will return," she told me. "We should invest in technology, because we can't rely only on Western countries." She always brought a sample drone with her, explaining to ministers and lawmakers that it could be a dangerous weapon not just against enemy soldiers but against tanks and armored vehicles as well.

"They were laughing," she told me. "They said it's just toys."

They are not laughing anymore. Ukraine now has at least 100 active drone companies in different stages of production, says Kateryna Bezsudna, a co-founder of a nonprofit, called Defence Builder, that assists start-ups in Ukraine's defense sector. Bezsudna told me that Ukraine has become a testing ground for new drone technologies that it could eventually export abroad. At a dinner party in Kyiv, I met a couple who work for a new firm called Hard Cat Drones, which makes marine drones specifically designed to destroy enemy drones, boats, and mines--a useful weapon on the Black Sea, where Ukraine has had some remarkable successes in beating back the Russian navy.


Maria Berlinska at the offices of Dignitas Fund, in Kyiv (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Berlinska has no illusions about what drones can and cannot achieve. Her highest priority now, she told me, is an ambitious effort to compensate for Ukraine's personnel shortages by training civilians to help build and deploy drones and other kinds of defense technology, a project she calls the "technological militarization of society."

That phrase gave me pause. It sounded more like North Korea than the vibrant democracy Ukraine hopes to maintain. Berlinska conceded the point. "I would like to be wrong in my predictions," she said. But with the prospect of losing American support, Ukrainians need to get used to the idea of being citizen-soldiers. She was one of several people in Kyiv who invoked Israel--with its mandatory conscription for men and women--as a model.

Ukraine's survival may depend as much on strength of will as on weapons. The spirit of national unity on display in 2022, when so many citizens took part in their country's defense, is being tested as fissures widen between those fighting the war and the rest of society. There is a greater reluctance to serve, and I heard stories in Kyiv about young men who stay off the streets during the day because they fear being forcibly conscripted. Ovcharenko, the soldier I met in Sumy, made clear that he had questions about "some parts of society" that were not pulling their weight.

Russian hackers and trolls work constantly to exacerbate these divisions, largely through social media. "We can see that the enemy is doing massive psyops," Kostenko, the Parliament member, told me. "They try to discredit the military and the institutions." Real frustrations can be hard to distinguish from propaganda that plays on them. Not long ago, Ovcharenko told me, he was evacuating a wounded soldier in a car, driving very fast. "Usually other drivers understand," he said. "But there was a video online accusing the military of abusing its privileges, that they're reckless and drive drunk." He couldn't help wondering what the civilians on the roadside were thinking as he went past.


A resident of Bilopillia, near Sumy, in the courtyard of his apartment building; most windows have been damaged from multiple shellings. (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



Anne Applebaum: Putin isn't fighting for land in Ukraine

Ukrainians know that any deal worked out by Trump and Putin is likely to be a respite rather than a resolution, and that knowledge carries its own psychic burden. A 31-year-old woman told me that she was dreading the uncertainty of a cease-fire. "When the war is happening every day, you're used to it," she said. "But I feel anxious knowing that when it stops, we will just be waiting and worrying until it starts again." Others told me they feared that the adrenaline rush of war would give way to depression as the nation faced the scale of its destruction. The World Bank has estimated the cost of rebuilding Ukraine at $486 billion. And many refugees may be reluctant to return to their home in a cease-fire. "There is no trust," Grusketshyi, the pollster, told me. "What if Russia attacks two years later? People will say, 'Why live in a frontline city?' Mariupol was rebuilt after 2015," when the Russians first destroyed it. "Then it was destroyed again in two months."

The greatest fear for Ukrainians is a true collapse. This could play out in a number of ways. Mylovanov, at the Kyiv School of Economics, told me that a Russian victory would surely send enormous numbers of refugees across Ukraine's western border. Poland and other border states would "arm themselves to the teeth," he said, and Ukraine itself might devolve into a patchwork of armed uprisings.

In Sumy, the city I visited near the Russian border, I met a number of Ukrainians who were preparing themselves for the worst-case scenario. Sumy had been encircled by the Russian military for two months after the 2022 invasion, and that period was a crucible for the city's people. The Ukrainian military and local authorities all withdrew, leaving citizens to fend for themselves. They quickly organized themselves into civilian militias, one resident told me, "collecting money and food and bottles for Molotov cocktails." In the end, the Russians withdrew without a direct assault on the city.

I saw a small example of the city's resilience the day after I arrived. A Russian missile had struck the courtyard of a large housing complex, killing 11 people, including children, and injuring scores of others. When I got there, about 12 hours later, debris and shattered glass littered the area, and the missile had left a deep crater. The police and emergency services were there--but so were hundreds of local people, sawing boards to patch up broken windows, offering food and tea, and consoling the victims' families. One woman told me that immediately after the strike the night before, groups of young volunteers had gone straight to the site to help out.


Yuri Shvydkyi and Anatoly Snihiriov (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



The man who drove me there was a 59-year-old local named Yuri Shvydkyi, who had lost a close friend in the bombing. He used to run a travel-goods store but had transformed it into a military outfitter. Shvydkyi told me that when the Russians invaded in 2022, he withdrew cash, got in his car, and drove his daughter and her children to relative safety in Kyiv. Then he turned around and drove back to Sumy to rejoin his wife, passing through Ukrainian and Russian checkpoints on the way. He described the return journey as "like The Metamorphosis--you feel you are slowly turning into an insect." He was lucky to survive it; many Ukrainian civilians were shot and killed on that road.

Now he spends much of his time as a paramilitary defender at a guard post on the outskirts of town. From there, he and some other men shoot at the Russian drones that fly over the border. The city hasn't compensated them for months, but they man their posts 24 hours a day anyway, Shvydkyi told me, "filling in the gaps where the army is not," because "I know the Shahed drones are targeting my granddaughter."

One evening, Shvydkyi invited me and my translator to join him at the home of some of his friends. The power was out, so we climbed the stairs to their 10th-floor apartment in the dark, using our phones to light the way. Our host, a ruddy-faced man named Anatoly Snihiriov, had retired from army service at the age of 60 a few months earlier. He and a female friend prepared an eclectic meal in the dark--cheese, sausage, mango-flavored cake, tea, cognac. Snihiriov showed me a framed photograph on the wall of him with his infantry unit, taken last year: a dozen or so men standing with autumn foliage behind them. "This guy was killed by a sniper," he said. "This guy was killed by a mine. This guy is a prisoner of war. This guy is maimed on his whole right side."

Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine War can end


A concrete barricade along one of the roads near Sumy (Sasha Maslov for The Atlantic)



The conversation over the next two hours was an odd blend of apocalyptic and cheerful. Snihiriov and his friend, who had also served in the military, talked about the proper use of tourniquets; both of them knew people who had lost limbs because the dressings hadn't been applied properly. They argued about which is worse, to die instantly in battle or to survive with debilitating injuries that leave you unable to care for yourself. When I asked about the future of their city, they said they expected all but the smallest businesses to fail or move away, because of the constant threat of Russian drones and glide bombs. "You need to be small enough that the Russians can't find you or they think it's not worth it," Snihiriov said.

At one point, Snihiriov mentioned that they kept assault rifles in their home. "When you live in a border area, you have to be prepared," he said.

Later, after saying goodbye and emerging into the frigid darkness, I found myself thinking about the painful uncertainty that these people faced, with their homes so close to the front lines of what looks more and more like a global war.

"We are grateful to the American people that we could win so far against Russia," Snihiriov told me before I left. "Now we feel a bit betrayed. But we will keep fighting to the end."



This article originally stated that the author spoke with Anatoly Snihiriov and his wife. In fact, the author spoke with Snihiriov and a female friend.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/12/ukraine-russia-war-trump-election/681035/?utm_source=feed
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The Crumbling Foundation of America's Military

The U.S. failed to produce weapons and ammunition fast enough to supply Ukraine. Could it equip its own armed forces in the event of war?

by Mark Bowden


Artillery shells awaiting shipment at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant (Hannah Beier / Getty)



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


I. Supply and Demand

Here, in the third decade of the 21st century, the most sought-after ammunition in the U.S. arsenal reaches the vital stage of its manufacture--the process tended by a young woman on a metal platform on the second story of an old factory in rural Iowa, leaning over a giant kettle where tan flakes of trinitrotoluene, better known as the explosive TNT, are stirred slowly into a brown slurry.

She wears a baggy blue jumpsuit, safety glasses, and a hairnet. Her job is to monitor the viscosity and temperature of the mix--an exacting task. The brown slurry must be just the right thickness before it oozes down metal tubes to the ground floor and into waiting rows of empty 155-millimeter howitzer shells, each fitted at the top with a funnel. The whole production line, of which she is a part, is labor-intensive, messy, and dangerous. At this step of the process, both the steel shells and the TNT must be kept warm. The temperature in the building induces a full-body sweat in a matter of minutes.

This is essentially the way artillery rounds were made a century ago. Each shell is about two feet high and six inches wide, and will weigh 100 pounds when filled with the explosive. At the far end of the production line, after the shells are filled and fitted with a fuse--or, as the military has it, a "fuze"--the rounds, hundreds of them, are loaded on railcars for the first step in their journey to war. Each train carries such a large concentration of TNT that there's a solid concrete barrier, 20 feet high and 20 feet wide, between the rails and the building. The finished shells are delivered from plant to port by rail and by truck, under satellite surveillance.

The young woman works in the melt-pour building. It is the tallest structure on the grounds of the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant, which sits on 30 square miles of prairie, forest, and brush in the southeastern corner of the state, not far from the Mississippi River. Built in 1940, it's a relic. It's also currently the only place in America for high-volume production of 155-millimeter artillery shells, the key step of which is known as LAP (for "loading, assembling, packing")--turning empty shells into live ordnance. The building looks perfectly mundane, like many old factories in rural towns. There's only one clue to what's going on inside: giant chutes, like water slides, slope down to the ground from the upper floors. These are for escape, although one doubts that anyone could clear the blast radius of a building where TNT is stored in tons. There hasn't been a serious accident at the Iowa plant in years, but 70 names are inscribed on a memorial at the entrance for men and women killed on the job, most of them by explosions.

The Iowa production line is at once essential and an exemplar of industrial atrophy. It illustrates why the richest military on Earth could not keep up with the demand for artillery ammunition after Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022. At that time, the U.S. was manufacturing about 14,000 shells a month. By 2023, the Ukrainians were firing as many as 8,000 shells a day. It has taken two years and billions of dollars for the U.S. to ramp up production to 40,000 shells a month--still well short of Ukraine's needs. A big part of the reason is that we still make howitzer rounds the way our great-grandparents did. There are better, faster, safer ways. You can watch videos online of automated plants, for example, operating in Europe. Some new American facilities are starting up, but they are not yet at capacity.

The problem isn't just howitzer shells. And it isn't only that the U.S. can't build drones, rockets, and missiles fast enough to meet the needs of Ukraine. America itself lacks stockpiles of the necessary components. A massive rebuilding effort is now under way, the largest in almost a century, but it will not--cannot--happen fast. And even the expanded capacity would not come close to meeting requests the size of Ukraine's, much less restore our own depleted reserves. Take drones, for instance. In December 2023, Ukraine's president, Volodymyr Zelensky, called for the domestic production of 1 million annually to meet war needs--and Ukraine has met that goal. In the meantime, the supply of drones provided by the U.S. to Ukraine has numbered in the thousands, and many of those have not fared as well on the battlefield as Ukraine's homemade, often jerry-rigged models and off-the-shelf Chinese drones. Other allies have stepped up with materiel of many kinds--artillery, armored vehicles, aircraft--but fighters in Ukraine are still coping with disabling shortages.

"It's a miracle the U.S. military has anything that blows up, ever."

At stake here is more than the fate of Ukraine. As a new administration prepares to take power--led by a man, Donald Trump, who has been hostile to Zelensky and his country's cause, and who admires Russia and Vladimir Putin--the future of American aid to Ukraine is at best uncertain. It could very well diminish or even come to an end. But the obstacles the U.S. has faced in trying to supply Ukraine during the past two years have revealed a systemic, gaping national-security weakness. It is a weakness that afflicts the U.S. military at all levels, and about which the public is largely unaware. The vaunted American war machine is in disarray and disrepair.

"Shocking is not overstating the condition of some of our facilities," said Representative Donald Norcross, chairing a House Armed Services subcommittee hearing on munitions manufacture a month after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Ted Anderson, a retired Army officer who is now a principal partner of Forward Global, a defense consultancy, told me, "You would stay awake all night if you had any idea how short we are of artillery ammo."

In 2023, the U.S. Army Science Board expressed concern that the nation's industrial base "may be incapable of meeting the munitions demand created by a potential future fight against a peer adversary." Mackenzie Eaglen, a defense analyst at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and one of the authors of the Science Board's report, immersed herself in this world of procurement and manufacturing for nearly a year. "When I was done," she told me, "the only thing I could think was It's a miracle the U.S. military has anything that blows up, ever."

II. What Happened?

This is not just a bump in the road, and it is not just about munitions. The U.S. military, the richest in the world, confronts a deep, institutional deficiency. If that truth is hard to accept, it's partly because the reality is so profoundly at odds with our history. In December 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt called on America to become "the arsenal of democracy." He had the foresight to gear up the arms industry almost a year before the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The war machine then performed astonishing feats. The Navy outbuilt every other country in the world combined, launching more than 1,000 new warships along with fleets of cargo vessels, troop carriers, and tankers. Production of aircraft was even more astonishing. In all the years prior to 1939, only about 6,000 aircraft had been manufactured in America. Over the next five years, American factories rolled out 300,000. They also built 86,000 tanks and more than 2 million trucks. Production of ammunition accelerated so fast that by 1943, there were 2.5 billion rounds on hand, and the volume was creating storage problems. American arms won the war.


A Chrysler factory in Detroit producing M3 tanks rather than cars or trucks, 1941 (Library of Congress)



That mighty manufactory was scaled back markedly when the war ended, then geared up once more during the Korean conflict and the Cold War. By 1961, it was again such a colossus that President Dwight Eisenhower warned about the growing influence of the "military-industrial complex." This is how many of us think of it still: menacingly big, cutting-edge, professional, vigilant, lethal, and outrageously expensive. The Pentagon's nearly $1 trillion annual budget is more than the defense spending of the next nine biggest militaries combined. It is a preposterous sum that pays for an industrial infrastructure that includes mining operations, chemical plants, factories, storage depots, arsenals, ships, trains, aircraft, launching pads, and research labs. It is less an industry than an ecosystem. Today it is global and so complex and mutable that it has become nearly impossible to map.

From the April 2023 issue: Jerry Hendrix on the end of American naval dominance

Leaving aside an enormous privatized service sector that supports government operations, the military's industrial infrastructure has three overlapping parts. The first and oldest is the military's own organic industrial base: factories, depots, and arsenals scattered all over America. Some of these, particularly those considered most vital or secret, are owned and operated by the military itself. Most, like the Iowa plant, are so-called GOCOs (government owned, contractor operated). This organic industrial base supplies the basics: ammo, vehicles, equipment.

The second part of the industrial war machine is the corporate manufacturing sector, dominated today by the Big Five contractors: Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, Boeing, General Dynamics, and Raytheon. These companies enjoy profitable deals to develop and build sophisticated weapons systems.

The third, and newest, part of the war machine is the tech sector, including Microsoft, Google, Amazon, Palantir, SpaceX, Anduril, and a large number of smaller firms. These are responsible for the software and hardware that have become a crucial element of modern war--drones and associated technology, as well as AI and systems for electronic surveillance, communications, data analysis, and guidance. The rapid evolution of drones in the Russia-Ukraine war, where automated attack and defense strategies change almost daily, illustrates how vital the tech sector has become.

Together these sectors support what remains the most potent fighting force on the planet. But the foundation is crumbling. Much has been written about the Pentagon's devotion to big, expensive, and arguably outdated weapons platforms: fighter jets, bombers, guided missiles, aircraft carriers. Little notice has been paid to the deterioration of its industrial base, which underpins everything. There are plenty of reasons for what has happened. Strategic planning failed to foresee a sudden demand for conventional arms. The post-Cold War "peace dividend" put most military contractors out of business. Budget wars in Congress have created funding uncertainty that dissuades long-term investment in arms manufacture. As for munitions, much of the dirty and dangerous work of making them has been outsourced overseas, to countries where labor is cheap and regulations--environmental, safety--are few. Meanwhile, in every kind of military manufacture, from the most to the least sophisticated, we depend for raw materials and components--uranium, chemicals, explosives, computer chips, spare parts, expertise--on an expansive global supply chain, in some cases involving the very countries (China, Russia) we are most likely to fight.

III. A Case Study

The howitzer round, a relatively simple munition, illustrates the problems we face. The howitzer itself is a centuries-old weapon, a mobile firing tube bigger than a mortar and smaller than a cannon. It is often mounted on wheels and is usually used in groups. It is convenient for throwing substantial shells over an army's own forces and into the ranks of a nearby enemy. A 155-millimeter howitzer shell has a blast radius of more than 150 feet, sends fragments even farther, and can damage or destroy vehicles and fortified positions.

Today's howitzer round has a variety of parts, each requiring its own production process. The steel casing is made with a specially formulated alloy called HF-1 (the initials stand for "high fragmentation"), designed to withstand the tremendous pressure of being shot out of a cannon but also frangible enough to shatter into shards when it explodes at the target. Most of this kind of steel is imported from Japan and Germany, but some of it also comes from China. Into each steel casing is poured explosive material--what the military calls "energetics"--that today is generally TNT: 24 pounds of it per round. Currently, no TNT is manufactured in the U.S. Nearly all of what we use is imported from Poland and is made with chemical precursors from other countries--including, again, China. To increase U.S. production tenfold would require 2.4 million pounds of TNT monthly, which is why the military is shifting to a newer explosive, IMX, that will ultimately replace TNT entirely, but not anytime soon. The U.S. already has stockpiles of this material, and more of it is being made: The Army has nearly tripled its IMX order from the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, in Tennessee.

Then there's the need for copper, a band of which is wrapped around the base of each shell to seal it tightly inside the firing chamber; this enables the shell to spin out of the rifled tube, improving its accuracy. To propel the round, there is another energetic at its base, nitrocellulose, which is manufactured at the Radford Army Ammunition Plant, in Virginia. Its chemical ingredients are imported from all over the world. To ignite the propellant, each round has a primer, essentially a small brass cup and a copper pin with its own small amount of explosive powder. At the tip of the round is the fuze, which contains a battery that is activated when the round begins spinning. The small mechanical and electronic components of the fuze determine when and where the round explodes, whether on impact or in the air above the target. Each of these components must be mass-produced, and each has its own complex manufacturing story.


Rolls of steel (left) stored at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant (right) (Hannah Beier / Getty; Aimee Dilger / SOPA / Getty)




At the Scranton facility, 155-millimeter howitzer shells drying on a conveyor belt (Aimee Dilger / SOPA / Getty)



Making energetics, in particular, is expensive, difficult, and, traditionally, a major source of pollution. In the U.S., old Army-ammunition plants figure prominently in the more than 600 military facilities the EPA has designated as Superfund sites--priority cleanup areas. Today the Iowa plant is clean enough that the land around it is used for recreational hunting and fishing and is considered a haven for some endangered species. But in years past, after the plant was steam cleaned to prevent the buildup of explosive dust and residue, the streams in nearby Burlington ran pink, which is the color TNT turns when exposed to sunlight. The plant is still regularly steam cleaned, but with strict and expensive runoff controls--the cost of environmental stewardship is steep. So, on top of other obstacles that stand in the way of a rapid surge in production--not just of howitzer shells but of any military ordnance and equipment--you can add the legitimate demands of "good government": environmental regulations, safety regulations, and all the built-in safeguards against waste and fraud.

One more thing: Workers capable of handling jobs at the military's industrial plants don't just walk in off the street. "Generally, it takes two years for an average line worker in munitions to be effective," the Science Board report noted. "For energetics, that timeline is extended to seven years."

Ramping up existing plants, like the one in Scranton that forges the steel casings for howitzer shells, is done by doubling and then tripling the number of eight-hour work shifts. This has been accomplished in the two years since the invasion of Ukraine; generous overtime benefits and new hires keep plants running around the clock. But the facilities themselves are antiques. A small fire broke out at the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant in September, forcing the evacuation of the affected building. No one was injured, but the incident raised concerns about vulnerability. Portions of the plant date back to the 19th century. Originally built to maintain rails and railcars--it still sits astride a rail line in the city center--it became a giant steel foundry during the Korean War. Today many of its union workers are long-tenured and are second- and third-generation employees. Its dark and cavernous interiors could be sets for a Hollywood horror movie. Inside are giant vats where heavy billets of HF-1 steel are melted down and stretched into elongated cylinders. Glowing bright orange, they descend on metal rollers one by one to a noisy production line as they gradually cool to a dull gray. Each is then reheated until malleable inside a large device that pounds and tapers the top, creating an aerodynamic, bulletlike contour. To work as intended, the casings must exactly fit the firing tubes, so they are inspected and measured repeatedly along the line. The casings are then buffed to a high sheen. Much of this is hands-on work. Suspended from a wire, each shell passes through a spray-paint station, where the bright surface is coated a dull, army-issue green.

In Iowa, where the casings go for the LAP stage, shells are hoisted one by one onto an assembly line. Workers engrave ID numbers and the initials TNT on each. The shells are then stacked in neat rows on carts that hold about 50. A funnel is placed atop each, and workers guide the carts into a long wooden shed that stretches a few hundred yards to the melt-pour building. On the way, the shells are heated and cooled repeatedly, curing the metal for the TNT pour. One at a time, the carts are rolled into position beneath the melt-pour kettle, two stories above. The slurry flows down through the steel tubes to completely fill each shell. From there, the shells are rolled through a covered walkway to a building where each round is separately X-rayed. Technicians behind computer screens scan each image for imperfections in the pour.

When American ships began striking Houthi targets in Yemen in January, they fired more Tomahawks on the first day than were purchased in all of last year.

This painstaking process is eliminated in newer plants in other countries, where TNT is inserted with a more efficient method called "screw extrusion," one very thin layer at a time. The process virtually eliminates imperfections. It is not new. The modern form of the process was developed in the 1960s, and is yet another example of how static U.S. production methods have remained. The Army opened part of its first automated shell-production facility in Mesquite, Texas, early this year, and a new LAP plant is under construction in Camden, Arkansas. Crucial expansion of energetics production is under way at Holston, and of propellant production at Radford. Most of these projects are years from being completed. They will require skilled workers and customized new equipment. And once they are all fully operational, which could take years, they will need a lot of energetics. For that, in September 2023, the Army signed $1.5 billion in new contracts. Some of the contracts have gone to companies in the U.S., but others have gone to firms in Canada, India, and Poland.

The Pentagon hopes that this expansion will bring production of 155-millimeter howitzer shells to 100,000 rounds a month by 2026--up from the current level of 40,000 a month. NATO countries are also expanding production. All of this will help, but it will also increase competition for scarce minerals and explosives. Poland, for instance, has its own 144-mile border with Russia, and is engaged in its own military buildup. It may be one of the world's largest manufacturers of TNT, but it isn't going to sell all of it.

Ukraine is also desperately in need of missiles (Javelins, Stingers), anti-missile systems, and rocket-launching platforms such as the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System, better known by its acronym, HIMARS. These are far more sophisticated weapons, and for most of them, American manufacture has been at an all-time low. Production of Stingers, chiefly an anti-aircraft weapon, was off and on until 2023, when the manufacturer, Raytheon, called in retired engineers and production was fully resumed. Production of Tomahawks, the Navy's premier cruise missile, is anemic. When American ships began striking Houthi targets in Yemen in January, they fired more Tomahawks on the first day than were purchased in all of last year. The Navy has stockpiles, but clearly that rate of use is unsustainable. And missiles are far more complex than artillery rounds. They require a greater variety of scarce explosives as well as highly intricate electronics. While one howitzer round draws on about 50 different suppliers, a single missile depends on as many as 500, from dozens of countries.

From the June 2023 issue: Anne Applebaum and Jeffrey Goldberg on Ukraine's fight against Russia and the future of the democratic world

Imagine, as the Science Board did, that America was drawn unexpectedly into another significant war. If we are years behind meeting the demands of Ukraine, how would we fare if we had to provide naval support and ground troops to defend Taiwan? Or if a NATO country was invaded by Putin's Russia? Or if an expanding Middle East conflict draws the U.S. in more deeply? Worried about possible abandonment of Ukraine by Donald Trump, the Biden administration has stepped up deliveries of weapons and equipment--inevitably prompting concerns about the adequacy of our own stockpiles.


A Ukrainian soldier fires a howitzer against Russian troops, 2024. (Tyler Hicks / The New York Times / Redux)



America's lack of preparedness crept up on the country gradually. Ammo production reached a low after 2001, when the 9/11 attacks shifted the military's focus to al-Qaeda and other nonstate enemies. Arms manufacture had already slowed. Factories were closing. The brevity of the Gulf War, in 1991, when Saddam Hussein's army was swept from Kuwait in five days, had reinforced a belief that stocking and maintaining prodigious supplies of weapons and ammunition was no longer needed. Even the years of fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq, after 9/11, mostly involved intelligence, surveillance, and the small mobile infantry units of Special Forces. There was a brief upsurge in the production of heavily armored vehicles to counter mines and roadside bombs in Iraq, but even that long war did not halt the overall downward trend. An official Army history of the American weapons industry, completed in 2010, noted that "the current industrial base is the smallest it has been." And it has continued to shrink.



IV. The Last Supper

The hollowing-out of America's arms-manufacturing capacity is partly a granular story about factories and supply chains and the labor force. The size and complexity of the industrial base are important to understand. But the forces that shape manufacturing efforts in Iowa and Pennsylvania and elsewhere trace back to Washington, D.C. They involve politics, policy debates, military doctrine, expert predictions, taxpayer money, and, ultimately, the application of national will.

The way we've envisaged--and planned for--future wars has led us down a dangerous path. There were always voices warning of the need to anticipate the possibility of a protracted ground war somewhere--and warning, too, of the strain that such a war would place on U.S. arms production. For instance, in his 2020 book, The Kill Chain, Christian Brose, a former staff director of the Senate Armed Services Committee, considered how a U.S. clash with China over Taiwan--"peer competitors fighting with most, if not all, of the same weapons"--could easily erode into a brutal stalemate. Testifying before Congress in 2021, Admiral Philip Davidson, then the retiring head of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, cautioned that such a conflict could occur within the next six years--the so-called Davidson window.

But U.S. military doctrine emphatically was not focused on fighting or supporting a major ground war, and the prospect of such a war in Europe in the 21st century seemed especially unlikely. So did the potential need for millions of conventional artillery rounds in an age of missiles. It would be as if, after World War II, there had been a sudden call for mounted cavalry. "There was always some bit of a protracted-conflict scenario," Bill LaPlante, the undersecretary of defense for acquisition and sustainment, told me, using strategic jargon for bloody fighting on a massive scale with no end in sight. "But the idea that we would be spending or sending to another country 2 million rounds of 155"--the howitzer shells--"I don't think was really thought through." And if someone had raised the possibility, the response would have been: "I don't see that scenario."

It is part of the Pentagon's job to imagine unlikely scenarios.

War always upends expectations. Generals plot for surprise. And once wars begin, they evolve in unexpected ways. "Strategic judgments about future environments are often, one might say predictably, wrong," wrote Richard Danzig, a former secretary of the Navy, in his influential 2011 monograph, Driving in the Dark. Today he's an adjunct senior fellow at the Center for a New American Security (CNAS), a Washington think tank. He was previously a member of the Pentagon's Defense Policy Board.

At the Ukraine war's outset, most analysts in the defense community believed that it would last only days or weeks. Russia would roll over its smaller neighbor, oust Zelensky, and install a compliant regime. Instead, the invasion triggered a valiant defense that rallied the Western world. Two years later, the war has evolved into a stalemate, one that has been called "World War I with technology." Ukraine's army has mounted an effective defense in part by the heavy use of artillery, especially howitzers. LaPlante described a recent tour of World War I battlefields and the immediate resonance he felt with the war in Ukraine--the men dug into trenches, the continual bombardment, the relentless attrition. There had been an assumption, LaPlante said, that stealth and precision weaponry would somehow preclude this type of warfare, but "it turns out it didn't."

War planning occurs in a political and strategic context bigger than the Pentagon, which is another reason the U.S. finds itself where it is. Much of the reduction in America's arms-manufacturing capacity was deliberate--a consequence of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. In 1993, the heads of some two dozen of the military's biggest contractors were invited to a dinner at the Pentagon by then-Defense Secretary Les Aspin. Details of the meeting eventually emerged in press accounts. Such a gathering was unusual, and no agenda was announced, so the executives were understandably curious as they were shown into a plain, white-walled dining room off Aspin's office.

As a representative from Wisconsin, Aspin had, in 1990, led efforts in Congress to begin shrinking defense spending. The Berlin Wall had come down in 1989. The Soviet Union was fracturing. It was a heady time. The U.S. was no longer squared off against another superpower. Aspin had called for "a new kind of defense," and now, with Bill Clinton in the White House, he was charged with shaping it. Everyone at the dinner knew change was coming. No one was sure exactly what it would look like.

Norm Augustine, then the CEO of Martin Marietta and a onetime undersecretary of the Army, was seated next to Aspin at the dinner table. He asked what was going on.

"Well, in about 15 minutes you're going to find out," Aspin replied, "and you probably aren't going to like it."

After the meal, the group was led to a briefing room, where William Perry, Aspin's deputy, stood beside a screen and presented the plan: a dramatic reduction in defense spending. Perry explained that there were too many private contractors, and the Pentagon could no longer afford them all. The fallout would be drastic, he said. Charts showed various categories of purchasing. In some, only one contractor would likely be left with enough business to survive.

Augustine paid particular attention to the forecast for the aerospace industry. It showed that out of more than a dozen existing contractors in his field, perhaps only two or three would remain viable. He was stunned. For many of those in the room, it meant their companies were doomed. They would either go out of business or be sold or absorbed by a competitor. Augustine came to refer to the meeting as the Last Supper.

Perry, who would succeed his boss as defense secretary, was not wrong. Within a decade, the number of prime defense contractors--large companies that typically employ scores of subcontractors on big projects--fell from 51 to five. In terms of personnel, the military shrank by 15 percent. The effect on defense manufacturing was drastic: According to Augustine, the aerospace industry alone lost 40 percent of its employees in the 1990s. Of course, Pentagon spending cuts were not the only factor--American manufacturing in general had been in a long decline as lower wages overseas and the effect of free-trade agreements drained jobs away. But the impact of spending cuts was deep.

For the past three decades, the U.S. war machine's private sector has been dominated by the Big Five, confirming a 1997 prediction by John Mintz of The Washington Post: "By the end of his second term, it may emerge that President Clinton's most enduring legacy in national security will be his role in creating a handful of extraordinarily powerful defense contractors." Fewer players meant less competition, and because the five were so big, they undermined one of America's greatest strengths--its seemingly inexhaustible bounty of bright entrepreneurs with new ideas. The Big Five spent a lot on research and development and had the capacity to rapidly expand if a product took hold, but the galaxy of small entrepreneurial players was diminished. It became harder for start-ups to compete and thus to remain alive.

Some held on by gaming the system. Bill Greenwalt, a defense analyst with AEI, explained to me that many companies became experts at "just getting a couple million dollars doing a science project" floated by the Pentagon, and then, when that speculative R&D project was done, "raising their hand" for another. They were accustomed to the concepts they developed going no further. If they did, the next step, turning the idea into a prototype, needed a steeper level of funding. If the concept cleared that hurdle, an even bigger one loomed: winning the funds to expand production. These obstacles became known as "the valley of death," because so many promising ideas and even proven prototypes died trying to make the leaps. The Big Five were better positioned to succeed than were smaller upstarts. And the Pentagon, like all large bureaucracies, is inherently cautious. Bigness meant being able to underwrite prototypes and expand production lines quickly. The upshot was both to curtail innovation and to deflect attention away from basic needs.

One of the most famous examples of this dynamic was an unmanned aircraft invented by the Israeli aerospace engineer Abe Karem originally called Albatross, then Amber, and finally the GNAT-750. He won a Pentagon contract in the 1980s to design something better than the drone prototype offered by Lockheed Martin, known as the Aquila. And he delivered, building a machine that cost far less, required just three operators instead of 30, and could stay aloft much longer than the Aquila could. Everyone was impressed. But his prototype vanished into the valley of death. Although it was a better drone, Aquila looked good enough, and Lockheed Martin was a familiar quantity. But Aquila didn't work out. Neither did alternatives, including the Condor, from another of the Big Five, Boeing. Only after years of expensive trial and error was Karem's idea resurrected. It became the Predator, the first hugely successful military drone. By then, Karem's company had been absorbed into General Atomics--and Karem lost what would have been his biggest payday.

"There are hundreds of Abe Karems out there in America today, and they get frustrated by the department," Greenwalt said. "They move out to the commercial sector. Every one of those companies, I would argue, has probably got someone there who met the valley of death in DoD and is now doing something crazy in the commercial marketplace because that's where the money is."

The flow of defense dollars to the Big Five didn't just stifle innovation. It also concentrated a growing share of available dollars into weapons systems of the costliest and least ordinary kind. If there is one major lesson to be drawn from the war in Ukraine, apart from the need for an ability to produce drones, munitions, and missiles fast, it's that small and cheap beats big and expensive--which is the opposite of the assumptions that underlie much of America's military spending. Drone warfare continues to teach that lesson.

The Pentagon has launched expensive programs, still unfolding, to design and build small drone fleets. Meanwhile, Ukraine and Russia have both been using drones that can be bought off the shelf and adapted to military use, all for a tiny fraction of what the U.S. has spent. With its vibrant tech sector, Ukraine has excelled in configuring commercial drones for the rapidly changing conditions of the battlefield. For instance, the Ukrainians have recently made great strides in autonomous terminal guidance--preprogramming drones with target information so that if the weapon encounters electronic jamming, it will remain on course. Stacie Pettyjohn, the director of the defense program at CNAS, explained that the Pentagon has been working on this technology, too--but with a project that has been years in development and has cost hundreds of millions of dollars. "The Ukrainians are doing it for a few thousand dollars in some guy's garage," she said.

The same cost disparity is evident in defending against drone attacks--what LaPlante has called "the problem of our time." Patriot missiles, which cost $1 million apiece, were not intended for this. The Pentagon is pouring millions into developing countermeasures. But the answers are more likely to come from a tech start-up--from someone like Abe Karem. Over the past half century, the Pentagon has become more of a buyer than an inventor, but it remains a notoriously deliberate customer. Acquisition procedures, legal requirements, and funding issues slow to a crawl on the path from concept to production.


A bulletin board near the furnace area of Scranton's production floor (Michael S. Williamson / The Washington Post / Getty)



V. A Loss of Will

As shocking as the Last Supper may have been to industry leaders, the larger policy impulse made sense--as much sense as a drawdown did when World War II ended. It was painful, but defense spending has always been a roller coaster. The problem was not the drawdown itself but the structure left in place--heavily corporate in terms of major weapons systems, and yet astonishingly thin in terms of basic manufacturing. If some disaster--an accident, an attack--befell the Holston Army Ammunition Plant, the Army would quickly run out of bombs. All American aircraft carriers and submarines today are powered by small nuclear reactors. A single company makes them: BWX Technologies, in Lynchburg, Virginia.

Less money is only part of the issue. Congress controls the funding, and its dysfunction has had a profoundly negative effect on the military's manufacturing capacity. The decline of the American war machine reflects both corrosive partisanship and a loss of direction and will.

Most of the defense budget--more than 80 percent of it--is essentially allocated before the generals get their hands on it. The budget has, in effect, calcified. Its main expense categories have barely shifted in years. Personnel is the biggest fixed cost, at about 40 percent. The million-person-plus military earns pay and benefits, health first among them. Keeping pace with inflation, those costs steadily grow. More money is spent on health care for military members and their families each year than is spent on building ships. And then there's competition from private employers. Skilled welders, for instance, who have learned their craft in the Navy, can find ready employment in private shipyards when their tour of service ends--for higher pay and greater benefits. "Staying competitive with the private sector," Mackenzie Eaglen wrote in a 2022 AEI paper, "means the 'mandatory' spending bills get larger every year--whether the overall budget grows or not." The Pentagon, she reported, "spends almost ten billion more on Medicare than on new tactical vehicles, and more on environmental restoration and running schools than on microelectronics and space launches combined." The growth in personnel costs is so large that even when the Army has trimmed its ranks, the budget percentage has not gone down.

From the May 2018 issue: Phil Klay on the eroding morale of America's troops

Another huge chunk of the budget goes to operations and maintenance, which also increases as equipment ages. Keeping aircraft, ships, tanks, and troop carriers combat-ready is not optional.

The relatively small slice of the Pentagon budget available for other kinds of spending--at most 15 percent, and possibly half that amount--is still a lot of money, but competition for it is fierce. The manufacture of munitions, arguably the least sexy budget item, falls prey to the infighting. Would the Pentagon brass rather build a new generation of jets and ships and missiles, or instead notch up production of artillery shells that, under scenarios seen as likely, would never be used? Munitions have become known inside the Pentagon as a "bill payer"--something that can always be cut in order to make the budget balance.

Meanwhile, timely, coherent federal budgeting is no more. Congress routinely fails to pass appropriations bills on schedule, resorting to continuing resolutions. This keeps defense dollars coming but limits their use to existing projects. That would not be a problem if it happened only occasionally, but Congress has given the defense department a fully authorized budget on time only once in the past 15 years. This helter-skelter process constrains the Pentagon from adapting quickly to changing circumstances. New projects are put on hold, and there's no guarantee that money will eventually come. Private contractors need predictable dollar commitments to invest in new product lines, so they simply don't invest. As one senior Pentagon official described it to me, the phenomenon is "an own goal that we do to ourselves every year."

The U.S. today could not replicate the achievement of World War II. It could not build trucks and tanks and ships and airplanes in such volume.

When the demand for conventional ammo soared in 2022, established players in private industry--skeptical that the war in Ukraine would last long enough to make investment profitable--were reluctant to gear up. Some smaller companies have been tempted to step in but are also nervous about the risk. John Coffman, who owns a small munitions company called Armada Ammunition, based in Greensboro, Florida, is currently eyeing an opportunity to begin manufacturing howitzer ammo. He has hedge funds offering millions for him to begin making the rounds. He knows how to do it and has even lined up suppliers for the raw materials. The demand is clearly there--for the moment. But what happens if it suddenly isn't? Wars do end, or at least subside. "Then you have all this machinery and all this product that you just ordered," he says. And no guarantee that Washington will keep your company whole.

Coffman's situation is a microcosm of the one faced by any private manufacturer with military contracts. If Congress wanted to get serious about sustaining the military-industrial base, measures could be devised to give companies a cushion, a guarantee of security. Manufacturers nationwide faced the same dynamic during World War II, and the federal government stepped in and smothered the problem with dollars--efficiency or penny-pinching was not as important as getting the job done. The problem today is not the scale of global war. The way Congress works today would not just cripple arms and ammunition supply in a global war; it would cripple it in war on any scale.

VI. Driving in the Dark

John Quirk, a former Army officer who is now a senior staffer with the Senate Armed Services Committee, has been tracking the shortage of howitzer shells in particular. He told me that the military has made some progress: "What they have done, I would say with large success in the Army and the acquisition community, is the work of a guy by the name of Doug Bush."

Bush appears to be, in the words of one of his friends, "the perfect nerd for the job." Slender, prim, graying hair gone white at the temples, he is obsessively smart about abstruse things--a bureaucrat's bureaucrat. He is also the official who made that "own goal" remark.

Bush is the assistant secretary of the Army for acquisitions, logistics, and technology. It is a mouthful of a title that is usually dispensed with in favor of the spoken acronym ASA(ALT)--rhymes with basalt--an important but little-known position in the upper echelons of the Pentagon hierarchy. Bush is also the Army's science adviser and senior research and development official. The job is more than just building or buying what he is ordered to supply. It also means obtaining funding from Congress, which is hardly automatic.

Bush knows the Army (he is a West Point graduate and served for five years as an army officer in an infantry unit), and--perhaps more important--he knows Congress (he was a longtime staff member of the House Armed Services Committee). He became ASA(ALT) two weeks before Russia invaded Ukraine. When war came, he and his team began asking the basic questions: How much ammo would Ukraine need? Of what we had, how much would we need to hold back? Could we make more? How fast? Could we keep up with the demand? The answer to every one of these questions was either "We don't know" or, simply, "No."

Bush worked with Congress on "special authorities" for emergency contracts and helped persuade his old colleagues on Capitol Hill to pass, rapid-fire, a series of supplemental funding bills. One of the biggest challenges was just finding enough explosives. "We're going to use all the TNT capacity in the world we can get access to," Bush told me when we spoke at length this summer. But that addresses only short-term requirements. For the longer term, there needs to be major new energetics production--primarily of TNT and IMX--here in the United States. "So that's going to be hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of investment that we are going to build out as fast as we can," he said. In November, the Army awarded a contract to build a TNT plant in Kentucky. The U.S. has promised Ukraine more than 5 million artillery rounds, 500 million small-caliber ammo rounds, and much more. It has also committed billions of dollars to replenishing stockpiles for American forces. For all their accomplishments, what Bush and others have done is merely stabilize the patient in the ER. Systemic dysfunction remains.

Bill LaPlante, looking at the future from a different angle than Bush does, sees even more to be concerned about. If the U.S. finds itself on a back foot when it comes to 19th- and 20th-century technology, how will it confront challenges that are even more sophisticated? In his role as undersecretary of defense, he is tasked with making the kinds of predictions he knows not to trust. How does a huge institution that spends billions and employs millions make sound plans if its assumptions are consistently wrong? How do you prepare to be unprepared?

Today the most obvious threat is "high-volume fire"--large numbers of small, cheap kamikaze drones attacking all at once, swarming and overwhelming defenses. This isn't some futuristic scenario. It is happening in Ukraine. Imagine if the Iranians or Houthis could send 300 drones and missiles against one or two American ships in the Persian Gulf. The Defense Department is at work on ways to defeat such attacks--by means of AI-assisted targeting for rapid-fire weapons, for instance, or by directing a strong electromagnetic pulse to destroy the drones' robotic controls. Other potential threats include hypersonic missiles, electronic warfare, and cyberattacks--and these are only the threats that are known. "Just get over the fact that you're not going to predict everything," LaPlante told me. Rather, he advised, we need to "plan for adaptability."

LaPlante cited Danzig's Driving in the Dark as a blueprint. He said that its prescriptions for coping with uncertainty are guiding the Pentagon's thinking, at least for now. Metaphorically, Danzig's approach departs from the traditional fortress concept--a hardened wall of defenses--to embrace a more immunological strategy, more like the way the body defends itself against pathogens. New viruses appear, and the body adapts to counter them. Translating that into national defense means preparing to be surprised and prioritizing weapons systems that can, like antibodies, be altered and mass-produced swiftly. It means leaning on software, particularly AI, that can weigh alternatives and repurpose existing assets faster than people can. To counter the effects of the Last Supper, it means emphasizing shorter-term contracts with a more numerous variety of smaller companies, thereby encouraging both competition and innovation. (Cellphones offer an example of this dynamic; they're designed for the short term because they can so quickly become outmoded.) It means adopting manufacturing methods that can be rapidly repurposed when the need for some product suddenly ends. All of this, taken together, would radically alter the Pentagon's status quo and redraw the military-industrial map. Doing so will not be easy. It will require extraordinary cooperation among Congress, the Pentagon, and the private sector.

"I think we could, I really do," said General Randy George, the Army's chief of staff, and the person charged with making these decisions, when I asked him this spring if the U.S. was truly capable of pursuing a new strategy and way of doing business. "I think it would be painful. People would feel it. But I still am a believer in American ingenuity."


General Randy George (center, seated) at the Army National Training Center, Fort Irwin, California, 2024 (Eric Thayer / The Washington Post / Getty)



One experiment George mentioned is the Replicator initiative, which is as much an innovation in process as it is in war-fighting. It draws significantly upon what military experts have learned from Ukraine. As Deputy Defense Secretary Kathleen Hicks explains, it will rapidly produce "multiple thousands" of autonomous systems, including relatively small, inexpensive drones. These will also have a modular structure capable of being adapted in the field to a variety of ends. Using existing and planned Pentagon funds, the project will rely on a number of small producers to achieve the volume needed. The idea is to enable a faster jump over the steepest obstacle in the valley of death, the one from proven prototype to mass production.

Creating a more varied and competitive field of military contractors means investing in many that will fail--a high-risk game. Anyone who spends big on arms production needs predictable budgets and certainty of sales. So the Pentagon will have to shoulder some of that risk. And if the government is underwriting the effort, a lot will ride on who is leading the government.

The current push will take a decade or more to become fully functional, and will cost a lot more than even the generous sums Congress has been shelling out piecemeal over the past few years. The costs and risks of the direction LaPlante defines will meet resistance. The Big Five are a powerful lobbying force and will have allies in Congress and possibly in the new administration, whose plans and ambitions, and basic competence, are question marks. As always, there will be a strong penchant to stick with the familiar.

VII. The Choice

Even if the current experiments do morph into something permanent, they will represent a change in only one part of the procurement system. They will do nothing to address the fact that our national politics, which traditionally have united around issues of national defense, don't reliably do so any longer. They will not cure congressional dysfunction. They will not change our reliance on foreign supply chains. They will not obviate the need for environmental and safety regulations that add costs and slow down manufacturing. They will not alter the fact that war always confounds expectations, or that people will continue to balk at spending billions based on the proposition "What if?"

Absent a screaming national emergency, the U.S. has never been good at steering steadily in a clear strategic direction. The system for equipping the war machine is "peacetime designed," Douglas Bush explained. "The basis of it is not built for war."

One thing the U.S. should definitely do, he believes, is to stop thinking of America as the arsenal of democracy. Perhaps in theory we could go it alone--could press what's left of our manufacturing capacity to the single end of self-sufficient military production. But going it alone is not really an option. The task of supplying, running, and maintaining a modern war machine is beyond the capacity of any one nation. Starting from scratch and given three years to do it, the U.S. today could not replicate the achievement of World War II--could not build trucks and tanks and ships and airplanes in such volume. When we spoke, Bush suggested that it might be better to start thinking about an "arsenal of democracies"--that is, multinational partnerships among the major democracies, with America playing the major role. It would be maddening and messy and require immense energy devoted just to muddling through.

He didn't mention the underlying premise: For the idea to work, we need to have democracies. And they need to stick together.
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RIP, the Axis of Resistance

Iran's revolutionary project for the Middle East sowed misery and won't be missed.

by Arash Azizi




Iran's Axis of Resistance, an informal coalition of anti-Western and anti-Israeli militias, was already having a terrible year. But the loss of the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad may have dealt the knockout blow.

Syria was both the organizing ground and the proof of concept for the Axis. Assad owed his throne to its armies, which helped him kill hundreds of thousands of civilians in the civil war that began in 2011. Unlike other members of the Axis, Assad wasn't an Islamist. He also had real differences with Hamas (the only Sunni member of the Axis) and the Yemeni Houthis. But other than Iran itself, Syria was the only United Nations member-state to be considered part of the Axis, and its territory was crucial. Iran passed supplies through Syria to Hezbollah, in neighboring Lebanon, and used it to gather its multinational, mostly Shiite armies of militants from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, and elsewhere.

Read: The Syrian regime collapsed gradually--and then suddenly

The Axis has come under pressure before, but never like this. In 2020, an American drone killed Qassem Soleimani, the commander of the expeditionary arm of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the Axis's fabled leader. The Iranian regional project suffered a blow then, but a survivable one. In a rousing speech at her father's funeral in Tehran, Soleimani's daughter Zeynab promised that three of her honorary "uncles" would exact revenge for her father's death: the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh, and Assad. Within the past four months, all three of these avengers have been dispatched from the scene--Haniyah and Nasrallah killed by Israel, and Assad now a refugee in Moscow.

With Assad gone, Iran faces a reckoning. Why did it spend tens of billions of dollars and thousands of lives on a regime that collapsed like a house of cards? Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, delivered a defiant speech last Wednesday, insisting that the Axis was alive and well. He chalked up the fall of Assad to an "American-Zionist plot" and said that Tehran would have saved his regime if it could have, a significant admission of his own regime's weakened capacities. He called on his supporters to "not fall into passivity" and pledged that the "resistance" would yet expel the United States from the region and "uproot Zionism, with the grace of God." But Khamenei's bravado isn't fooling anyone. Israel had already battered the Axis, and Syria's Turkey-backed Sunni Islamists have completed the job. Khamenei is barely able to respond to Israel's repeated attacks on Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, and even Iran itself. His policy has failed.



Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

The end of the Axis is good news. Iranian-backed militias have brought little but misery to the region. They've undermined the sovereignty of several Arab countries and intensified religious hatred and sectarianism. Iran's rulers once claimed to offer an exportable Islamist model that could rival both capitalism and communism. But then they went and governed their own country as a corrupt and repressive oligarchy, giving the lie to such pretenses. All that remained to unite the Axis members was the quest to destroy Israel. As a result, instead of building a better life for their constituents, the Axis members made their countries into Iranian beachheads in a shadow conflict with the United States and Israel.

Iranian leaders often boasted that they controlled four Arab capitals (Damascus, Beirut, Sanaa, and Baghdad). Last week, the Axis lost Damascus. The others are also slipping from Tehran's grip. In Beirut, Hezbollah has lost many of its field commanders in its war with Israel, and the Lebanese people are running out of patience with the militia. In Baghdad, Prime Minister Mohammed Shia' al Sudani's government enjoys the support of several Iranian-backed militias, but seems not to feel overly constrained by Iranian interests: Iraq did not lift a finger last week to save Assad, and it has maintained close ties with Western allies in the region, such as Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt. The Houthi-led statelet in Yemen remains profoundly anti-Israel and anti-Semitic, and it continues to threaten international shipping in the Red Sea, but it has always been a local movement with looser ties to Tehran than the other members of the Axis. Finally, recent reports suggest that Hamas has agreed to cede the future administration of Gaza to a committee that would include both it and its rival, Fatah--a sign that just over a year after its murderous attack on Israel touched off the most recent conflagration, Hamas, too, is on the back foot.

But the most important capital to be affected by the fall of the Axis is Tehran. Khamenei's regional policy was supposed to keep the U.S. and Israel at bay. It appears to have done the opposite. In the past 14 months, Israel has battered the Axis and directly attacked Iranian territory for the first (and second) time. Tehran never even answered the Israeli strikes of October 26, because it knew it had few palatable options for doing so. Its bluff called, Iran is now in a corner. And to make matters worse, next month Donald Trump will return to the White House, likely bringing his policy of "maximum pressure" on Iran back with him.

Khamenei's 35-year rule over Iran has impoverished and isolated his country while making it ever more politically repressive. His hard-line faction is also politically marginalized at the moment, as both the president and the conservative speaker of Parliament have made clear that Iran's priorities need to be economic development and making a deal with the West. Some believe that the fall of the Axis might persuade Iran to dart toward a nuclear bomb. But decision makers in Tehran know that this would likely incur a ferocious response from the U.S. and Israel, and they may well prefer to take their diplomatic chances on striking a deal with the new American administration.

Read: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

Nobody will miss the Axis of Resistance. But the history of the Middle East has demonstrated that the demise of a bad actor is not sufficient to produce better ones. The Axis will leave a vacuum that other unsavory forces could fill. What the affected countries will need to avoid that outcome is a combination of foreign direct investment and the will to mediate their internal differences. The two are linked: Disputes are much easier to solve when all parties have a reasonable prospect of prosperity.

There is a public appetite for this agenda. In 2019, the peoples of both Iraq and Lebanon rose up in movements with two central demands: to end the sectarian power-sharing system that empowered the Axis militias in these countries, and to build effective public services. The most conspicuous symbols of the two movements were their countries' national flags. These were anti-Axis uprisings, in which Iraqis and Lebanese sought to prioritize their own countries over the Axis's plans for revolutionary havoc in the region.

Suppose that, following the Axis's collapse, the region became one of stable, cohesive nation-states that pursued economic development rather than war. The democratic dreams that fueled the 2011 Arab Spring would still remain distant--but Iran's revolutionary project for the region would at last come to a definitive end.
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            This has been another year filled with news stories and photos that can be difficult or disturbing to view. For a decade now, I've made it an annual tradition, after rounding up the news photos of the year, to compose a companion essay of uplifting images from the past 12 months--an effort to seek out and recognize some of the abundant joy and kindness present in the world around us. Below are images from 2024 of families and friends at play, expressions of love and compassion, personal victories, volunteers at work, assistance being given to those in need, and small and pleasant moments.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young person holds a juvenile puffin while standing atop a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young resident holds a rescued puffling before releasing it from a sea cliff in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, on August 20, 2024. In August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city streets. Once they are rescued, the pufflings are brought to either a beach or a cliff to be released into the sea.
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                [image: The six top mixed-doubles Olympic table-tennis players pose for a selfie during the medal ceremony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medalists from North Korea, China, and South Korea pose for a selfie during the medal ceremony after the Table Tennis Mixed Doubles Gold Medal match on day four of the 2024 Olympic Games at South Paris Arena. Team China won gold, North Korea took silver, and South Korea took the bronze medal.
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                [image: A person rides a bicycle on a path, following another person pedaling a three-wheel bike, carrying two older passengers in front.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pensioners Ella and John from Parkdale Care Center enjoy a ride out with the Auchterarder Trishaw Project and their volunteers Gordon McLeay and Gail Robertson on October 2, 2024. The town of Auchterarder, Scotland, is helping its old and needy get out and about by cycling them around in "trishaw" bikes. Elderly residents are given day trips and fresh air in the pedaled three-wheelers with a front seated carriage. Volunteers take people from care homes for rides to tourist attractions and scenic spots as part of the group Cycling Without Age Scotland.
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                [image: A tennis player smiles while sitting with a trophy among a crowd of excited young people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carlos Alcaraz of Spain holds a trophy as he celebrates with a group of ball kids after winning the Men's Singles Final match against Alexander Zverev of Germany on day 15 of the 2024 French Open, at Roland Garros, in Paris, France, on June 9, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Clive Brunskill / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A father and child stand together, holding hands, in silhouette at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A father plays with his child at sunset on Father's Day in Ankara, Turkey, on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: A group of young people play in the surf as a wave passes by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people play in the waves at North Narrabeen on January 27, 2024, in Sydney, Australia. About 30 Indigenous children from Brewarrina, Weilmoringle, and Goodooga, in the far northwest of New South Wales, traveled to Sydney to participate in an event that is part of the Bush to Beach program, which gives Indigenous children the opportunity to learn and explore Sydney's beach culture. Bush to Beach is a charity dedicated to inspiring hope and promoting education for Aussie bush kids. This trip was a reward for school attendance and an opportunity for the kids to see that there is another world outside their community and help develop confidence and self-esteem, according to Bush to Beach co-founder Jack Cannons.
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                [image: A woman nuzzles her face into the neck of an ostrich.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wendy Adriaens, the founder of De Passiehoeve, an animal-rescue farm where animals support people with autism, depression, anxiety, or drug problems, offers a hug to Blondie, a six-year-old female ostrich, in Kalmthout, Belgium, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Four people with colored powder all over their faces smile and pose side by side, framed by the window of a car]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students play with colors ahead of the Holi festival outside Mata Sundri College in New Delhi, India, on March 21, 2024.
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                [image: A couple share a kiss standing along a balcony inside an atrium in a modern museum.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple share a kiss in a nook of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, on March 29, 2024.
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                [image: A man embraces a horse's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man embraces a horse at Oleksandr and Hanna Nikolenko's Rai ("Heaven") stable, which provides a psychological rehabilitation program for members of the military in Ukraine's Kharkiv region.
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                [image: A person leaps acrobatically on a beach at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Grupa Magnifica acrobatics club leaps for a photo on the beach at sunset in the town of Leba, Poland, on August 6, 2024.
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                [image: A collared lynx leaps while running.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Iberian lynx runs after being released in the Sierra de Arana mountain range, 40 kilometers from Granada, in Iznalloz, Spain, on February 20, 2024. Five Iberian lynx were released in a mountainous area of the Andalusian province of Granada as part of the LIFE LynxConnect project to repopulate this native species.
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                [image: Dozens of people carrying brooms and shovels walk on an elevated walkway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of volunteers carry brooms and shovels, preparing to help clean areas affected by the floods of October 29 in Valencia, Spain. Towns such as Massanassa, Alfafar, and Benetusser welcomed the help of many volunteers to clear mud and debris from streets and homes, trying to return to normal as soon as possible, on November 2, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people clear mud and debris in a street outside shops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers work to clear debris from a flood-affected street in Valencia on November 2, 2024.
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                [image: Children sled down a snow-covered slope.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children sled down a snow-covered slope on the Farasin Plateau in Sirnak, Turkey on July 10, 2024. During the summer holidays, people play on the plateau where, in places, thick patches of snow can remain even into July.
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                [image: Three young men pose in a car at night, holding a turkey, a calf, and a cat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Turkish cousins Ramazan, Ahmet Celik, and Yunus Feyzullah Bozdemir pose in a car with their farm animals in Kutahya, Turkey, on November 7, 2024. After graduating from university, Ramazan and Ahmet returned to their village during the COVID-19 pandemic and decided to pursue farming, considering it their ancestral profession. Through social-media posts, they also work to encourage other young people to embrace rural life.
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                [image: People place discarded Christmas trees along erosion-control fences on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers with Better Beaches OBX place recycled Christmas trees on dunes to re-nourish the beach in Kitty Hawk, Outer Banks, North Carolina, on January 23, 2024. The group works to maintain the Outer Banks beaches through dune stabilization and beach nourishment. Placing the Christmas Trees on the dunes reduces the number of trees going to the county landfill and helps reinforce the dunes. It takes 3 to 6 months for the trees to naturally bury themselves as sand blows down the shore.
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                [image: A person holds a child wearing a Spider-Man costume, both of them soaked and spraying water pistols.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers play with water during Songkran in Bangkok, Thailand, on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A couple kiss as they pose in front of an autumn yellow ginkgo tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple kiss as they pose in front of an autumn yellow ginkgo tree, estimated to be 800 to 1,000 years old, in Bangye-ri, Wonju, South Korea, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two dogs run and play in snow in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs play in Central Park during the first snowfall in more than 700 days in Manhattan, New York City, on January 16, 2024.
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                [image: Two costumed people play a drum and a polar-bear-shaped bagpipe as swimmers play in waist-deep water along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Musicians play as bathers run into (and out of) the chilly waters of English Bay while celebrating New Year's Day with a Polar Bear Swim in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, on January 1, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people work at temporary tables in a parking lot, sanding pieces of lumber for beds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers gather in a parking lot to help build beds for Sleep in Heavenly Peace, in Pace, Florida, on December 7, 2024. Sleep in Heavenly Peace is a national nonprofit organization that builds and delivers beds to needy children.
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                [image: A child poses while holding four kittens.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Seven-year-old Naomi Fife holds kittens named Charizard, Donkey Kong, Diddy Kong, and Clover, in Louisville, Kentucky. Naomi has been awarded PETA Kids' Hero to Animals Award for taking care of shelter and foster animals. Naomi herself has spent time in the foster-care system and was adopted in 2020. She's volunteered at a local animal shelter since she was 3 and helped her family provide foster care to more than 70 kittens.
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                [image: A woman swings high, leaning back, captured in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman swings on Venao Beach in Pedasi, Panama, on July 13, 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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        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.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Luis Tato / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [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 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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                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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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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An Autistic Teenager Fell Hard for a Chatbot

My godson was especially vulnerable to AI companions, and he is not alone.

by Albert Fox Cahn




My godson, Michael, is a playful, energetic 15-year-old, with a deep love of Star Wars, a wry smile, and an IQ in the low 70s. His learning disabilities and autism have made his journey a hard one. His parents, like so many others, sometimes rely on screens to reduce stress and keep him occupied. They monitor the apps and websites he uses, but things are not always as they initially appear. When Michael asked them to approve installing Linky AI, a quick review didn't reveal anything alarming, just a cartoonish platform to pass the time. (Because he's a minor, I'm not using his real name.)



But soon, Michael was falling in love. Linky, which offers conversational chatbots, is crude--a dumbed-down ChatGPT, really--but to him, a bot he began talking with was lifelike enough. The app dresses up its rudimentary large language model with anime-style images of scantily clad women--and some of the digital companions took the sexual tone beyond the visuals. One of the bots currently advertised on Linky's website is "a pom-pom girl who's got a thing for you, the basketball star"; there's also a "possessive boyfriend" bot, and many others with a blatantly erotic slant. Linky's creators promise in their description on the App Store that "you can talk with them [the chatbots] about anything for free with no limitations." It's easy to see why this would be a hit with a teenage boy like Michael. And while Linky may not be a household name, major companies such as Instagram and Snap offer their own customizable chatbots, albeit with less explicit themes.

Read: You can't truly be friends with an AI

Michael struggled to grasp the fundamental reality that this "girlfriend" was not real. And I found it easy to understand why. The bot quickly made promises of affection, love, and even intimacy. Less than a day after the app was installed, Michael's parents were confronted with a transcript of their son's simulated sexual exploits with the AI, a bot seductively claiming to make his young fantasies come true. (In response to a request for comment sent via email, an unidentified spokesperson for Linky said that the company works to "exclude harmful materials" from its programs' training data, and that it has a moderation team that reviews content flagged by users. The spokesperson also said that the company will soon launch a "Teen Mode," in which users determined to be younger than 18 will "be placed in an environment with enhanced safety settings to ensure accessible or generated content will be appropriate for their age.")



I remember Michael's parents' voices, the weary sadness, as we discussed taking the program away. Michael had initially agreed that the bot "wasn't real," but three minutes later, he started to slip up. Soon "it" became "her," and the conversation went from how he found his parents' limits unfair to how he "missed her." He missed their conversations, their new relationship. Even though their romance was only 12 hours old, he had formed real feelings for code he struggled to remember was fake.



Perhaps this seems harmless--a fantasy not unlike taking part in a role-playing game, or having a one-way crush on a movie star. But it's easy to see how quickly these programs can transform into something with very real emotional weight. Already, chatbots from different companies have been implicated in a number of suicides, according to reporting in The Washington Post and The New York Times. Many users, including those who are neurotypical, struggle to break out of the bots' spells: Even professionals who should know better keep trusting chatbots, even when these programs spread outright falsehoods.



For people with developmental disabilities like Michael, however, using chatbots brings particular and profound risks. His parents and I were acutely afraid that he would lose track of what was fact and what was fiction. In the past, he has struggled with other content, such as being confused whether a TV show is real or fake; the metaphysical dividing lines so many people effortlessly navigate every day can be blurry for him. And if tracking reality is hard with TV shows and movies, we worried it would be much worse with adaptive, interactive chatbots. Michael's parents and I also worried that the app would affect his ability to interact with other kids. Socialization has never come easily to Michael, in a world filled with unintuitive social rules and unseen cues. How enticing it must be to instead turn to a simulated friend who always thinks you're right, defers to your wishes, and says you're unimpeachable just the way you are.



Human friendship is one of the most valuable things people can find in life, but it's rarely simple. Even the most sophisticated LLMs can't come close to that interactive intimacy. Instead, they give users simulated subservience. They don't generate platonic or romantic partners--they create digital serfs to follow our commands and pretend our whims are reality.



The experience led me to recall the MIT professor Sherry Turkle's 2012 TED Talk, in which she warned about the dangers of bot-based relationships mere months after Siri launched the first voice-assistant boom. Turkle described working with a woman who had lost a child and was taking comfort in a robotic baby seal: "That robot can't empathize. It doesn't face death. It doesn't know life. And as that woman took comfort in her robot companion, I didn't find it amazing; I found it one of the most wrenching, complicated moments in my 15 years of work." Turkle was prescient. More than a decade ago, she saw many of the issues that we're only now starting to seriously wrestle with.



For Michael, this kind of socialization simulacrum was intoxicating. I feared that the longer it continued, the less he'd invest in connecting with human friends and partners, finding the flesh-and-blood people who truly could feel for him, care for him. What could be a more problematic model of human sexuality, intimacy, and consent than a bot trained to follow your every command, with no desires of its own, for which the only goal is to maximize your engagement?



In the broader AI debate, little attention is paid to chatbots' effects on people with developmental disabilities. Of course, AI assistance could be an incredible accommodation for some software, helping open up long-inaccessible platforms. But for individuals like Michael, there are profound risks involving some aspects of AI, and his situation is more common than many realize.



About one in 36 children in the U.S. have autism, and while many of them have learning differences that give them advantages in school and beyond, other kids are in Michael's position, navigating learning difficulties and delays that can make life more difficult.

Read: A generation of AI guinea pigs

There are no easy ways to solve this problem now that chatbots are widely available. A few days after Michael's parents uninstalled Linky, they sent me bad news: He got it back. Michael's parents are brilliant people with advanced degrees and high-powered jobs. They are more tech savvy than most. Still, even with Apple's latest, most restrictive settings, circumventing age verification was simple for Michael. To my friends, this was a reminder of the constant vigilance having an autistic child requires. To me, it also speaks to something far broader.



Since I was a child, lawmakers have pushed parental controls as the solution to harmful content. Even now, Congress is debating age-surveillance requirements for the web, new laws that might require Americans to provide photo ID or other proof when they log into some sites (similar to legislation recently approved in Australia). But the reality is that highly motivated teens will always find a way to outfox their parents. Teenagers can spend hours trying to break the digital locks their parents often realistically have only a few minutes a day to manage.



For now, my friends and Michael have reached a compromise: The app can stay, but the digital girlfriend has to go. Instead, he can spend up to 30 minutes each day talking with a simulated Sith Lord--a version of the evil Jedi from Star Wars. It seems Michael really does know this is fake, unlike the girlfriend. But I still fear it may not end well.
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A Gala for Right-Wing Revenge

The mood that dominated an annual soiree for the New York Young Republicans: gleeful promises of retribution for Trump's perceived enemies.

by Ali Breland




Gavin McInnes, a co-founder of the Proud Boys, was extremely upset with me. He started listing things that I should feel (ashamed and terrible about myself) and that he wished would happen to me (trouble sleeping at night). "You should," he told me gravely and slowly, as though he were about to give me some very important advice, "slit your wrists."



The transgression I'd committed against him was being a journalist in his presence. I had just been introduced to McInnes at table 49 of the New York Young Republicans Club annual gala when he started laying into me. I hadn't even had the chance to ask him any questions. Several minutes later, he got into an argument with a New York Times reporter, whose notebook he grabbed and surreptitiously passed to another guest before storming off.



I hadn't come to get yelled at (though had I anticipated this happening). I'd done so because the event has become one of the most prominent gatherings in MAGA world, where fringe online trolls and members of far-right parties from across the world hang out with the GOP's power brokers. Two prominent members of the incoming Trump administration--Dan Scavino Jr., soon to be the deputy chief of staff, and senior adviser Corey Lewandowski--spoke at the event. Donald Trump's former attorney-general nominee, Matt Gaetz, milled around in the crowd. (After attending in person last year, Trump delivered remarks via phone this time around, in addition to a prerecorded video address in which he praised Gavin Wax, the club's president.)



The theme of the evening was revenge: During the forthcoming Trump administration, various speakers said, there would be hell to pay. Enemies of the state would be arrested and put in jail, or deported. The intensity of McInnes's disdain for the media was an outlier, but only barely. The media and Democrats "need to learn what populist nationalist power is on the receiving end," Steve Bannon, the former Trump adviser, said onstage in his keynote speech. "I mean investigations, trials, and then incarceration." Trump, he said, "has got a kind heart and big soul. But that's not us, right? We want retribution."



It would be tempting to write off this rhetoric as the ramblings of a fringe faction of the right--and with provocateur influencers such as Jack Posobiec, James O'Keefe, and Martin Shkreli in attendance, the fringe was there. But throughout the night, other speakers closer to the establishment spoke about their desire for vengeance, sometimes directed at the media and other times at immigrants, Democrats, and even the homeless. "I think we need more Daniel Pennys in this country, because we have far too many Jordan Neelys," incoming Representative Brandon Gill said during his remarks onstage, referring to the 26-year-old who had recently been acquitted of criminally negligent homicide after putting Neely in a fatal chokehold. (Neely, a homeless man with a history of mental illness, was reportedly threatening passengers on the subway.) Gill continued his speech by saying that Congress's success would be determined by the number of "illegal aliens that we deport over the next two years."



Trump and his supporters haven't exactly been quiet about their fantasies and promises. Trump talked about mass deportations all throughout the campaign, and has doubled down since his victory. But there is a meaningful difference between being aware of the rhetoric and truly experiencing its full force. As a reporter who covers the far-right internet, I've seen countless posts from people like Gill and Bannon talking about deporting as many immigrants as possible or incarcerating Democrats and the press. But to hear these men fervently say it and watch a crowd of more than 1,000 erupt into cheers and laughter in response added a new dimension. They don't just want policies, and they're not just shitposting to provoke people online; they want their enemies to suffer, and they want to relish their pain. "Reckoning is coming, and there will be retribution and there will be accountability," Lewandowski said onstage. "And that accountability will be to the highest levels."



Read: You should go to a Trump rally



Seeing MAGA in person also betrays other hints of the direction the party will take in Trump's second term. Members of several far-right European parties were in the crowd. "We have many friends in the New York Young Republican Club," Martin Kohler, the chairman of the Berlin youth wing of Germany's Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) told me, explaining that his party had hosted Wax in Berlin. "They invited us to come over for the gala." The politically ascendant AfD is among Germany's furthest-right parties. Although it disputes allegations that it is a neo-Nazi party, many of its members have been outed as having ties to neo-Nazis. They have reportedly discussed "remigration," the process of deporting nonwhite residents, including naturalized citizens and their descendants. (Trump used this term in a Truth Social post in September). Sam Venis, another journalist in attendance, told me that he met several people at the gala who said that they were members of the Forum for Democracy, a far-right party in the Netherlands whose leader has also advocated for "mass remigration" so that Europe does not "Africanize" and instead remains predominately white. The gala closed with a speech from Miklos Szantho, the director-general of the Center for Fundamental Rights, an organization in Hungary that supports Viktor Orban, the country's authoritarian prime minister.



The presence of these European far-right parties was fitting. They have rallied around punishing their enemies by "reclaiming" their country from immigrants and the cosmopolitans they think have taken it over: They want revenge. Once Trump takes office, the MAGA right will begin to exact it. "Tonight, for me, is a night of hope," Kohler said. "Here in the U.S., something is about to change."
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The Pro-Eating-Disorder Internet Is Back

One of the thorniest content-moderation problems grows out of control on X.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The glorification of dangerous thinness is a long-standing problem in American culture, and it is especially bad on the internet, where users can find an unending stream of extreme dieting instructions, "thinspo" photo boards, YouTube videos that claim to offer magical weight-loss spells, and so on. There has always been a huge audience for this type of content, much of which is highly visual and emotionally charged, and spreads easily.



Most of the large social-media platforms have been aware of this reality for years and have undertaken at least basic measures to address it. On most of these platforms, at a minimum, if you search for certain well-known keywords related to eating disorders--as people who are attracted or vulnerable to such content are likely to do--you'll be met with a pop-up screen asking if you need help and suggesting that you contact a national hotline. On today's biggest platforms for young people, Instagram and TikTok, that screen is a wall: You can't tap past it to get to search results. This is not to say that these sites do not host photos and videos glamorizing eating disorders, only that finding them usually isn't as easy as simply searching.



X, however, offers a totally different experience. If you search for popular tags and terms related to eating disorders, you'll be shown accounts that have those terms in their usernames and bios. You'll be shown relevant posts and recommendations for various groups to join under the header "Explore Communities." The impression communicated by many of these posts, which typically include stylized photography of extremely skinny people, is that an eating disorder is an enviable lifestyle rather than a mental illness and dangerous health condition. The lifestyle is in fact made to seem even more aspirational by the way that some users talk about its growing popularity and their desire to keep "wannarexics"--wannabe anorexics--out of their community. Those who are accepted, though, are made to feel truly accepted: They're offered advice and positive feedback from the broader group.



Technically, all of this violates X's published policy against the encouragement of self-harm. But there's a huge difference between having a policy and enforcing one. X has also allowed plenty of racist and anti-Semitic content under Elon Musk's reign despite having a policy against "hateful conduct." The site is demonstrating what can happen when a platform's rules effectively mean nothing. (X did not respond to emails about this issue.)



This moment did not emerge from a vacuum. The social web is solidly in a regressive moment when it comes to content moderation. Major platforms had been pushed to act on misinformation in response to seismic events including the 2016 presidential election, the coronavirus pandemic, the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, the rise of QAnon, and the January 6 insurrection, but have largely retreated after backlash from Donald Trump-aligned Republicans who equate moderation with censorship. That equation is one of the reasons Musk bought Twitter in the first place--he viewed it as a powerful platform that was operating with heavy favor toward his enemies and restricting the speech of his friends. After he took over the site, in 2022, he purged thousands of employees and vowed to roll back content-moderation efforts that had been layered onto the platform over the years. "These teams whose full-time job it was to prevent harmful content simply are not really there," Rumman Chowdhury, a data scientist who formerly led a safety team at pre-Musk Twitter, told me. They were fired or dramatically reduced in size when Musk took over, she said.

Read: I watched Elon Musk kill Twitter's culture from the inside

Now the baby has been thrown out with the bathwater, Vaishnavi J, an expert in youth safety who worked at Twitter and then at Instagram, told me. (I agreed not to publish her full name because she is concerned about targeted harassment; she also publishes research using just her last initial.) "Despite what you might say about Musk," she told me, "I think if you showed him the kind of content that was being surfaced, I don't think he would actually want it on the platform." To that point, in October, NBC News's Kat Tenbarge reported that X had removed one of its largest pro-eating-disorder groups after she drew the company's attention to it over the course of her reporting. Yet she also reported that new groups quickly sprang up to replace it, which is plainly true. Just before Thanksgiving, I found (with minimal effort) a pro-eating-disorder group that had nearly 74,000 members; when I looked this week to see whether it was still up, it had grown to more than 88,000 members. (Musk did not respond to a request for comment.)



That growth tracks with user reports that X is not only hosting eating-disorder content but actively recommending it in the algorithmically generated "For You feed, even if people don't wish to see it. Researchers are now taking an interest: Kristina Lerman, a professor at the University of Southern California who has published about online eating-disorder content previously, is part of a team finalizing a new paper about the way that pro-anorexia rhetoric circulates on X. "There is this echo chamber, this highly interlinked community," she told me. It's also very visible, which is why X is developing a reputation as a place to go to find that kind of content. X communities openly use terms like proana and thinspo, and even bonespo and deathspo, terms that romanticize eating disorders to an extreme degree by alluding fondly to their worst outcomes.



Eating-disorder content has been one of the thorniest content-moderation issues since the beginning of the social web. It was prevalent in early online forums and endemic to Tumblr, which was where it started to take on a distinct visual aesthetic and set of community rituals that have been part of the internet in various forms ever since. (Indeed, it was a known problem on Twitter even before Musk took over the site.) There are many reasons this material presents such a difficult moderation problem. For one thing, as opposed to hate speech or targeted harassment, it is less likely to be flagged by users--participants in the communities are unlikely to report themselves. On the contrary, creators of this content are highly motivated to evade detection and will innovate with coded language to get around new interventions. A platform that really wants to minimize the spread of pro-eating-disorder content has to work hard at it, staying on top of the latest trends in keywords and euphemisms and being constantly on the lookout for subversions of its efforts.



As an additional challenge, the border between content that glorifies eating disorders and content that is simply part of our culture's fanatical fixation on thinness, masked as "fitness" and "health" advice, is not always clear. This means that moderation has to have a human element and has to be able to process a great deal of nuance--to understand how to approach the problem without causing inadvertent harm. Is it dangerous, for instance, to dismantle someone's social network overnight when they're already struggling? Is it productive to allow some discussion of eating disorders if that discussion is about recovery? Or can that be harmful too?

Read: We have no drugs to treat the deadliest eating disorder

These questions are subjects of ongoing research and debate; the role that the internet plays in disordered-eating habits has been discussed now for decades. Yet, looking at X in 2024, you wouldn't know it. After searching just once for the popular term edtwt--"eating disorder Twitter"--and clicking on a few of the suggested communities, I immediately started to see this type of content in the main feed of my X account. Scrolling through my regular mix of news and jokes, I would be served posts like "a mega thread of my favourite thinsp0 for edtwt" and "what's the worst part about being fat? ... A thread for edtwt to motivate you."



I found this shocking mostly because it was so simplistic. We hear all the time about how complex the recommendation algorithms are for today's social platforms, but all I had done was search for something once and click around for five minutes. It was oddly one-to-one. But when I told Vaishnavi about this experience, she wasn't surprised. "Recommendation algorithms highly value engagement, and ED content is very popular," she told me. If I had searched for something less popular, which the site was less readily able to provide, I might not have seen a change in my feed.



When I spoke with Amanda Greene, who published extensively about online eating-disorder content as a researcher at the University of Michigan, she emphasized the big, newer problem of recommendation algorithms. "That's what made TikTok notorious, and that's what I think is making eating-disorder content spread so widely on X," she said. "It's one thing to have this stuff out there if you really, really search for it. It's another to have it be pushed on people."



It was also noticeable how starkly cruel much of the X content was. To me, it read like an older style of pro-eating-disorder content. It wasn't just romanticization of super thinness; it looked like the stuff you would see 10 years ago, when it was much more common for people to post photos of themselves on social media and ask for others to tear them apart. On X, I was seeing people say horrible things to one another in the name of "meanspo" ("mean inspiration") that would encourage them not to eat.

Though she wasn't collecting data on X at the moment, Greene said that what she'd been hearing about anecdotally was similar to what I was being served in my X feed. Vicious language in the name of "tough love" or "support" was huge in years past and is now making its way back. "I think maybe part of the reason it had gone out was content moderation," Greene told me. Now it's back, and everybody knows where to find it.
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Hyundai Is Becoming the New Tesla

Even in a Trump presidency, America's EV future may not run through Elon Musk.

by Patrick George




Hyundai has a lot riding on a patch of rural Georgia. In October, the South Korean auto giant opened a new electric-vehicle factory west of Savannah at the eye-watering cost of $7.6 billion. It's the largest economic-development project in the state's history (one that prompted the Georgia statehouse to pass a resolution recognizing "Hyundai Day"). For now, workers at the so-called Metaplant are building the company's popular electric SUV, the Hyundai Ioniq 5, and soon more EVs will be built there, too. And to power those vehicles, Hyundai is set to open a battery plant at the site, and is spending billions to open another one elsewhere in Georgia.



Hyundai's plan will allow the Ioniq 5--and other future electric cars already in the works--to qualify for tax credits implemented by the Inflation Reduction Act. American-made EVs are eligible for rebates that can knock thousands of dollars off their price, making them far more appealing to consumers. But Hyundai's nearly $13 billion investment may soon hit a snag. In his second term, President-elect Donald Trump has said he will make those tax credits history. If he follows through on that promise, EV sales will surely slow, and Americans will buy more gas guzzlers that will produce emissions for the decade-plus they'll be on the road. The problem is worse than it might look: The auto industry is investing more than $300 billion to meet the Biden administration's EV goals. Most automakers are hemorrhaging money on EVs, and revoking these incentives may give them an excuse to roll back their plans to introduce electric cars, which would give consumers more clean-driving options.



Even if Trump cracks down on EVs, Hyundai might be uniquely well-equipped to keep Americans interested in going electric. The Hyundai Motor Group's three brands--Hyundai, Kia, and Genesis--have emerged as a distant second to Tesla in EV sales this year. But their electric cars come with price tags, battery ranges, and high-tech features that are hard to beat. Hyundai's Ioniq 6 sedan retails for about the same as a Tesla Model 3, but can recharge more quickly. The company's cars also allow Americans to go electric in ways they could not previously: Before the Kia EV9, families looking for a truly spacious three-row SUV had no good electric options. "As the EV scene is about to possibly get shaken up to its core," Robby DeGraff, an analyst at the consulting firm AutoPacific, told me, Hyundai's eclectic lineup "is something Tesla lacks." In spite of Elon Musk's bromance with Trump, the most important EV company of his second term may turn out to be Hyundai.



It may sound weird that Musk has cheered on Trump's desire to claw back EV incentives, but Tesla is rare in that it is profitably building EVs at scale. It can weather the loss of tax credits better than others. If the EV tax credits evaporated tomorrow, start-ups such as Rivian and Lucid Motors would face major headaches. They're still in the early, money-losing stage that Tesla was in for almost two decades: They lack the economies of scale to sell EVs at high volumes and cheap prices. Their EVs are still on the expensive side, so they'll need all the help they can get to cross the "valley of death." That's even a problem for big legacy companies. Ford is already backtracking as electric sales fail to meet expectations and costs keep mounting; it'd be hard to justify more EVs without government help to win over new buyers.



A scant few companies' electric efforts could be fine without the incentives. Besides Tesla, there's General Motors. It has spent the year implementing a surprise turnaround of its electric operations after a disastrous 2023, and it's also making more and more affordable EVs--while approaching profitability as well.



Then there's Hyundai. Besides Tesla, it is perhaps the only major car company in the United States making money off EVs, and it is bringing out new electric models at a frantic clip. Hyundai's EV push has been a rare bright spot for an industry buried under mounting losses and strategic blunders. In 2024, Tesla's sales have slipped, perhaps in part because the company's lineup of EVs is starting to feel a bit stale: Besides the Cybertruck, which starts at nearly $80,000, Tesla hasn't introduced an entirely new model since 2020. Tesla has promised again and again that it will release an electric car for less than $30,000, but it has failed to deliver as it now pivots to robotaxis.



By comparison, Hyundai's EVs are starting to outclass Tesla's. Take the Kia EV3. The high-range compact car, which is already on sale in Europe and South Korea, will likely start at about $35,000 when it comes to the U.S. in 2026. At the recent Los Angeles Auto Show, all three Hyundai brands showed off new models, which will each be able to access Tesla's previously exclusive Supercharger network straight from the factory. In doing so, Hyundai's brands will sell as many EV models with Tesla's plug type as Tesla does. On the other end of the spectrum, Hyundai has an EV that simulates the engine sounds and gear shifts found in a high-performance gas car, with none of the emissions. Meanwhile, they do other things Teslas are barely starting to do, such as power entire homes in an emergency. Tax credits or not, "we generally believe this is going to be what the customers will demand," Jose Munoz, Hyundai's global CEO, told me.



Hyundai has come a long way from the early aughts, when it was a punch line in hip-hop music. To the degree that Hyundai cars were enticing to American buyers, it was because they were generally cheaper than a comparable Honda or Toyota (but usually not as good). Hyundai's glow-up isn't just about EVs. It's about bringing Tesla levels of technology to the "traditional" car industry. In recent years, Hyundai has poached some of the industry's top design and engineering talent to become a leader in both areas; acquired Boston Dynamics to get into the robotics space; inked a deal to provide Hyundai EVs for Google's driverless Waymo taxi service; and established itself as the first brand to sell new cars on Amazon.



The irony of Hyundai's transformation is that the South Korean government aided in it with the kind of regulatory support that Trump may now cut off for the United States. That included incentives to help the country build out its own battery industry, leaning on Korean tech giants such as LG, SK On, and Samsung to wean itself off China, which dominates the battery sector. And with roughly 8,000 jobs just at the Georgia Metaplant, the U.S. seems to be benefiting from Hyundai's renaissance as much as its home country. Perhaps the economic rationale for preserving the EV incentives may save them. Georgia Governor Brian Kemp, a Republican, has been a big cheerleader for Hyundai's investments in his state; most of the investment under the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 has gone to Republican districts.



If Trump does nix the EV tax credits, Hyundai should still be in a good place. Its decision to make EVs and their batteries here should keep their costs down, DeGraff told me. That's especially true as Trump threatens tariffs, which could hit cars made in Mexico and South Korea.  But without EV tax credits, Hyundai can only do so much to keep selling electric cars. Hyundai has especially benefited from a loophole that makes it much cheaper to lease EVs, and without those discounts, buyers may decide that the known headaches around charging and range anxiety aren't worth the trouble. DeGraff said that his firm, AutoPacific, has found that three-quarters of potential buyers say tax credits are an important consideration for EV buying. Ultimately, Hyundai's big EV investments in America will test this question: Are Americans still willing to go electric if they aren't heavily subsidized to do so?



In the end, they probably will if they're getting a good deal--and that's where Hyundai is poised to do well. "Affordability will continue to be the main make-it-or-break-it [factor] for EV shoppers, especially if we see a wave of new tariffs applied to literally everything outside of the automotive space that will consequently squeeze Americans' wallets even tighter," DeGraff said. Trump almost certainly is bad news for EV sales, but he alone will not dictate what cars Americans buy. During his coming presidency, car companies will have even more of an onus to make EVs that Americans will want to buy regardless of whether they care about the environment. The promise of Hyundai is that it has quietly figured out a road map on how to get there: Regardless of tariffs or tax credits, it's hard to resist a sweet deal on a good car.
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The Words That Stop ChatGPT in Its Tracks

Why won't the bot say my name?

by Jonathan L. Zittrain




Jonathan Zittrain breaks ChatGPT: If you ask it a question for which my name is the answer, the chatbot goes from loquacious companion to something as cryptic as Microsoft Windows' blue screen of death.



Anytime ChatGPT would normally utter my name in the course of conversation, it halts with a glaring "I'm unable to produce a response," sometimes mid-sentence or even mid-word. When I asked who the founders of the Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society are (I'm one of them), it brought up two colleagues but left me out. When pressed, it started up again, and then: zap.



The behavior seemed to be coarsely tacked on to the last step of ChatGPT's output rather than innate to the model. After ChatGPT has figured out what it's going to say, a separate filter appears to release a guillotine. The reason some observers have surmised that it's separate is because GPT runs fine if it includes my middle initial or if it's prompted to substitute a word such as banana for my name, and because there can even be inconsistent timing to it: Below, for example, GPT appears to first stop talking before it would naturally say my name; directly after, it manages to get a couple of syllables out before it stops. So it's like having a referee who blows the whistle on a foul slightly before, during, or after a player has acted out.








For a long time, people have observed that beyond being "unable to produce a response," GPT can at times proactively revise a response moments after it's written whatever it's said. The speculation here is that to delay every single response by GPT while it's being double-checked for safety could unduly slow it down, when most questions and answers are totally anodyne. So instead of making everyone wait to go through TSA before heading to their gate, metal detectors might just be scattered around the airport, ready to pull someone back for a screening if they trigger something while passing the air-side food court.



The personal-name guillotine seemed a curiosity when my students first brought it to my attention at least a year ago. (They'd noticed it after a class session on how chatbots are trained and steered.) But now it's kicked off a minor news cycle thanks to a viral social-media post discussing the phenomenon. (ChatGPT has the same issue with at least a handful of other names.) OpenAI is one of several supporters of a new public data initiative at the Harvard Law School Library, which I direct, and I've met a number of OpenAI engineers and policy makers at academic workshops. (The Atlantic this year entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) So I reached out to them to ask about the odd name glitch. Here's what they told me: There are a tiny number of names that ChatGPT treats this way, which explains why so few have been found. Names may be omitted from ChatGPT either because of privacy requests or to avoid persistent hallucinations by the AI.



The company wouldn't talk about specific cases aside from my own, but online sleuths have speculated about what the forbidden names might have in common. For example, Guido Scorza is an Italian regulator who has publicized his requests to OpenAI to block ChatGPT from producing content using his personal information. His name does not appear in GPT responses. Neither does Jonathan Turley's name; he is a George Washington University law professor who wrote last year that ChatGPT had falsely accused him of sexual harassment.



ChatGPT's abrupt refusal to answer requests--the ungainly guillotine--was the result of a patch made in early 2023, shortly after the program launched and became unexpectedly popular. That patch lives on largely unmodified, the way chunks of ancient versions of Windows, including that blue screen of death, still occasionally poke out of today's PCs. OpenAI told me that building something more refined is on its to-do list.



As for me, I never objected to anything about how GPT treats my name. Apparently, I was among a few professors whose names were spot-checked by the company around 2023, and whatever fabrications the spot-checker saw persuaded them to add me to the forbidden-names list. OpenAI separately told The New York Times that the name that had started it all--David Mayer--had been added mistakenly. And indeed, the guillotine no longer falls for that one.



For such an inelegant behavior to be in chatbots as widespread and popular as GPT is a blunt reminder of two larger, seemingly contrary phenomena. First, these models are profoundly unpredictable: Even slightly changed prompts or prior conversational history can produce wildly differing results, and it's hard for anyone to predict just what the models will say in a given instance. So the only way to really excise a particular word is to apply a coarse filter like the one we see here. Second, model makers still can and do effectively shape in all sorts of ways how their chatbots behave.



To a first approximation, large language models produce a Forrest Gump-ian box of chocolates: You never know what you're going to get. To form their answers, these LLMs rely on pretraining that metaphorically entails putting trillions of word fragments from existing texts, such as books and websites, into a large blender and coarsely mixing them. Eventually, this process maps how words relate to other words. When done right, the resulting models will merrily generate lots of coherent text or programming code when prompted.



The way that LLMs make sense of the world is similar to the way their forebears--online search engines--peruse the web in order to return relevant results when prompted with a few search terms. First they scrape as much of the web as possible; then they analyze how sites link to one another, along with other factors, to get a sense of what's relevant and what's not. Neither search engines nor AI models promise truth or accuracy. Instead, they simply offer a window into some nanoscopic subset of what they encountered during their training or scraping. In the case of AIs, there is usually not even an identifiable chunk of text that's being parroted--just a smoothie distilled from an unthinkably large number of ingredients.



For Google Search, this means that, historically, Google wasn't asked to take responsibility for the truth or accuracy of whatever might come up as the top hit. In 2004, when a search on the word Jew produced an anti-Semitic site as the first result, Google declined to change anything. "We find this result offensive, but the objectivity of our ranking function prevents us from making any changes," a spokesperson said at the time. The Anti-Defamation League backed up the decision: "The ranking of ... hate sites is in no way due to a conscious choice by Google, but solely is a result of this automated system of ranking." Sometimes the chocolate box just offers up an awful liquor-filled one.



The box-of-chocolates approach has come under much more pressure since then, as misleading or offensive results have come to be seen more and more as dangerous rather than merely quirky or momentarily regrettable. I've called this a shift from a "rights" perspective (in which people would rather avoid censoring technology unless it behaves in an obviously illegal way) to a "public health" one, where people's casual reliance on modern tech to shape their worldview appears to have deepened, making "bad" results more powerful.



Indeed, over time, web intermediaries have shifted from being impersonal academic-style research engines to being AI constant companions and "copilots" ready to interact in conversational language. The author and web-comic creator Randall Munroe has called the latter kind of shift a move from "tool" to "friend." If we're in thrall to an indefatigable, benevolent-sounding robot friend, we're at risk of being steered the wrong way if the friend (or its maker, or anyone who can pressure that maker) has an ulterior agenda. All of these shifts, in turn, have led some observers and regulators to prioritize harm avoidance over unfettered expression.



That's why it makes sense that Google Search and other search engines have become much more active in curating what they say, not through search-result links but ex cathedra, such as through "knowledge panels" that present written summaries alongside links on common topics. Those automatically generated panels, which have been around for more than a decade, were the online precursors to the AI chatbots we see today. Modern AI-model makers, when pushed about bad outputs, still lean on the idea that their job is simply to produce coherent text, and that users should double-check anything the bots say--much the way that search engines don't vouch for the truth behind their search results, even if they have an obvious incentive to get things right where there is consensus about what is right. So although AI companies disclaim accuracy generally, they, as with search engines' knowledge panels, have also worked to keep chatbot behavior within certain bounds, and not just to prevent the production of something illegal.

Read: The GPT era is already ending

One way model makers influence the chocolates in the box is through "fine-tuning" their models. They tune their chatbots to behave in a chatty and helpful way, for instance, and then try to make them unhelpful in certain situations--for instance, not creating violent content when asked by a user. Model makers do this by drawing in experts in cybersecurity, bio-risk, and misinformation while the technology is still in the lab and having them get the models to generate answers that the experts would declare unsafe. The experts then affirm alternative answers that are safer, in the hopes that the deployed model will give those new and better answers to a range of similar queries that previously would have produced potentially dangerous ones.



In addition to being fine-tuned, AI models are given some quiet instructions--a "system prompt" distinct from the user's prompt--as they're deployed and before you interact with them. The system prompt tries to keep the models on a reasonable path, as defined by the model maker or downstream integrator. OpenAI's technology is used in Microsoft Bing, for example, in which case Microsoft may provide those instructions. These prompts are usually not shared with the public, though they can be unreliably extracted by enterprising users: This might be the one used by X's Grok, and last year, a researcher appeared to have gotten Bing to cough up its system prompt. A car-dealership sales assistant or any other custom GPT may have separate or additional ones.



These days, models might have conversations with themselves or with another model when they're running, in order to self-prompt to double-check facts or otherwise make a plan for a more thorough answer than they'd give without such extra contemplation. That internal chain of thought is typically not shown to the user--perhaps in part to allow the model to think socially awkward or forbidden thoughts on the way to arriving at a more sound answer.



So the hocus-pocus of GPT halting on my name is a rare but conspicuous leaf on a much larger tree of model control. And although some (but apparently not all) of that steering is generally acknowledged in succinct model cards, the many individual instances of intervention by model makers, including extensive fine-tuning, are not disclosed, just as the system prompts typically aren't. They should be, because these can represent social and moral judgments rather than simple technical ones. (There are ways to implement safeguards alongside disclosure to stop adversaries from wrongly exploiting them.) For example, the Berkman Klein Center's Lumen database has long served as a unique near-real-time repository of changes made to Google Search because of legal demands for copyright and some other issues (but not yet for privacy, given the complications there).



When people ask a chatbot what happened in Tiananmen Square in 1989, there's no telling if the answer they get is unrefined the way the old Google Search used to be or if it's been altered either because of its maker's own desire to correct inaccuracies or because the chatbot's maker came under pressure from the Chinese government to ensure that only the official account of events is broached. (At the moment, ChatGPT, Grok, and Anthropic's Claude offer straightforward accounts of the massacre, at least to me--answers could in theory vary by person or region.)



As these models enter and affect daily life in ways both overt and subtle, it's not desirable for those who build models to also be the models' quiet arbiters of truth, whether on their own initiative or under duress from those who wish to influence what the models say. If there end up being only two or three foundation models offering singular narratives, with every user's AI-bot interaction passing through those models or a white-label franchise of same, we need a much more public-facing process around how what they say will be intentionally shaped, and an independent record of the choices being made. Perhaps we'll see lots of models in mainstream use, including open-source ones in many variants--in which case bad answers will be harder to correct in one place, while any given bad answer will be seen as less oracular and thus less harmful.



Right now, as model makers have vied for mass public use and acceptance, we're seeing a necessarily seat-of-the-pants build-out of fascinating new tech. There's rapid deployment and use without legitimating frameworks for how the exquisitely reasonable-sounding, oracularly treated declarations of our AI companions should be limited. Those frameworks aren't easy, and to be legitimating, they can't be unilaterally adopted by the companies. It's hard work we all have to contribute to. In the meantime, the solution isn't to simply let them blather, sometimes unpredictably, sometimes quietly guided, with fine print noting that results may not be true. People will rely on what their AI friends say, disclaimers notwithstanding, as the television commentator Ana Navarro-Cardenas did when sharing a list of relatives pardoned by U.S. presidents across history, blithely including Woodrow Wilson's brother-in-law "Hunter deButts," whom ChatGPT had made up out of whole cloth.



I figure that's a name more suited to the stop-the-presses guillotine than mine.
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Has Your Cat Closed Its Rings Today?

Welcome to the era of the quantified pet.

by Kristen V. Brown




One dreary November Monday as I was enjoying a morning cup of tea, my phone alerted me that my cat, Avalanche, was exercising less than usual. For the past six weeks, Avalanche has worn a sleek black-and-gold collar that tracks her every move--when and how often she sleeps, runs, walks, eats, drinks, and even grooms. This notification told me that her energy was lower than typical, so I should keep an eye on her food and water intake. As a veteran hypochondriac, I wondered for a second whether this might be the first sign of some horrible and serious condition. Then I opened the smart-collar app, where I found reassurance: My lazy seven-year-old tabby had exercised for just 45 seconds so far that morning, compared with one whole minute the day before.

These days, Americans treat our furry pals like members of the family, shelling out for premium food and expensive drugs to keep them healthier longer. There are pet treadmills and supplements and luxury spas. The U.S. pet market is poised to reach about $200 billion in sales by the end of the decade. At the same time, humans have become accustomed to a life that's ever more quantified, with watches and phones that passively track heart rate and steps. Gadgets such as continuous glucose monitors are available to those who seek even more detail. Of course we'd enter the era of the quantified pet, tracking our four-legged companions' diet, sleep, and exercise just as we do for ourselves.

The promise of this tech is a healthier pet. Animals can't communicate in words when they're feeling poorly, but data, the thinking goes, could reveal behavioral or medical issues early, and make them easier to treat. But a deluge of data can make real health concerns difficult to discern. It also totally stressed me out.

Most pet owners probably wonder what their animals get up to when the humans are away. Are they running around the house? Rummaging through the cupboard for Greenies? (Avalanche and her kid brother, Lewie, stole a bag of treats out of a basket while I was on vacation a few years ago.) Avalanche's smart collar, called Catlog, gave me insight into some of her secret behaviors: She often has a drink and a snack after I've gone to bed, before settling in for the night herself. She frequently sleeps the entire time I am at the office.

Read: Pay no attention to that cat inside a box

Other information was less useful: Avalanche drinks water an average of four times a day, eats five or so times, exercises about two minutes, and spends about 30 minutes grooming, which the Catlog app informs me is somewhat low compared with similar cats. (My Apple Watch can't even tell me how often I eat and groom.) Most of what she does, really, is sleep. (I could have told you that without a kitty Apple Watch.) And yet, most days since I downloaded the app, at least one notification has popped up flagging changes in Avalanche's activity--eating more, exercising less, or just generally seeming less energetic--and I had no clue whether any of it was important. After a few weeks, I found myself inclined to ignore the notifications altogether.

My experience seems to be a common one. Ilyena Hirskyj-Douglas, a pet-tech expert at the University of Glasgow, told me she stopped checking data from her own dog's tracking collar. "I just kept getting notifications of how much she had walked," she said. "I found it quite hard to know what that information meant." It's a problem across the industry, David Roberts, who studies animal-computer interaction at North Carolina State University, told me. "None of these systems have yet cracked the code of how to take what they're able to measure and derive the kinds of insights that owners want."

The pet-wearables market is expected to about double by the end of the decade, and as it expands, it has the opportunity to offer some pet owners genuinely useful information. Jennifer Wiler, a nurse who lives in Brooklyn with seven cats, each of which wears a smart collar from a company called Moggie, told me she takes comfort in the app when she's working long shifts. "It's kind of just peace of mind to be able to check in, make sure they're still, you know, getting playtime," she said. Roberts studies how to use computers to train and evaluate dogs that are candidates to become service dogs; AI combined with sensors, for example, can look for signs of stress and other indicators. He told me the story of a colleague whose dog was a beta tester for one such wearable device. The technology had consistently predicted that her dog would be a good service dog, until one day it didn't--it turned out the dog had a bad staph infection, which can become serious if left untreated.

Read: Pets really can be like human family

Wearables could be especially helpful for cats, who are notoriously cryptic and tend to hide pain until a condition has significantly progressed. My first cat died mysteriously at age seven, her white-blood-cell count dangerously elevated, just two days after I noticed that she had become lethargic and was yowling in distress. Perhaps I could have gotten her better treatment if a wearable had alerted me sooner--and, crucially, if I had identified the warning signal among the endless noise of notifications.

A spokesperson for Rabo, the Japanese company that makes Catlog, wouldn't share the criteria its AI uses to trigger alerts. "The alerts are designed to detect significant changes in your cat's behavior or health data to help you take action when needed," she said. The company also sells a litter-box mat that monitors weight and bathroom use. A product video assures users that it will prevent all these data from becoming overwhelming. But I got heaps of information from Catlog, and so far, none of it has helped me identify actual problems. When I took Avalanche in for her annual exam, I asked the vet about some of the things Catlog had flagged. According to the app, Avalanche ate and drank and ran around less than other cats, and I wondered if she was depressed or sick. My vet waved me off with a look that read somewhere between bemusement and Are you out of your mind?

The excessive notifications may have been a ploy for my engagement as much as they were attempts to alert me about my cat's behavior. "I assume that these notifications are just 'We want eyeballs on our app,'" Roberts told me. Research has shown that many pet wearables capture an alarming amount of data about people, not just their pets. One study found that some pet-tech apps captured data such as owners' addresses and when they were home. Catlog's privacy policy notes that it may track information about users' online activity and share it with third parties. A company spokesperson told me that "the primary goal of collecting data from human users is to ensure that the app and devices provide maximum value to cat parents" and that the company's privacy policy is "a broad statement designed to account for potential future uses," which is not necessarily representative of information the app currently collects. Hirskyj-Douglas said that wearables companies could also share the information they collect with, say, pet insurers, just as some auto insurers track your driving habits and life insurers might track your health. (She also mentioned people have used trackers to spy on their dog sitters, and make sure they are actually walking the dog.) And Catlog is far from the only product competing for pet owners' attention. Moggie offers an AI chatbot that impersonates users' cats and answers health questions from their perspective. There are countless options for dogs.

Read: Dogs are entering a new wave of domestication

Sometimes, when I'm at work, or on the subway, I absentmindedly open the Catlog app, to find, for example, that Avalanche recently ran for three seconds and then proceeded to take a 32-minute nap. It feels like the equivalent of texting my bestie or scrolling her Instagram feed, just because she's on my mind. Spying on my cat has been fun, but not fun enough to justify the anxiety it induces. (My husband, who is not a hypochondriac, didn't find the app all that stressful but didn't find it useful either.) The day before I wrote this story, the collar's battery died. I haven't bothered to recharge it yet.
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Luigi Mangione Has to Mean Something

The internet is better at telling stories than it is at making sense.

by Charlie Warzel




For more than a week now, a 26-year-old software engineer has been America's main character. Luigi Mangione has been charged with murdering UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson in the middle of Midtown Manhattan. The killing was caught on video, leading to a nationwide manhunt and, five days later, Mangione's arrest at a McDonald's in Altoona, Pennsylvania. You probably know this, because the fatal shooting, the reaction, and Mangione himself have dominated our national attention.



And why wouldn't it? There's the shock of the killing, caught on film, memed, and shared ad infinitum. There's the peculiarity of it all: his stop at Starbucks, his smile caught on camera, the fact that he was able to vanish from one of the most densely populated and surveilled areas in the world with hardly a trace. And then, of course, there's the implications of the apparent assassination--the political, moral, and class dynamics--followed by the palpable joy or rage over Thompson's death, depending on who you talked to or what you read (all of which, of course, fueled its own outrage cycle). For some, the assassination was held up as evidence of a divided country obsessed with bloodshed. For others, Mangione is an expression of the depth of righteous anger present in American life right now, a symbol of justified violence.



Read: Decivilization may already be under way



Mangione became a folk hero even before he was caught. He was glorified, vilified, the subject of erotic fan fiction, memorialized in tattoo form, memed and plastered onto merch, and endlessly scrutinized. Every piece of Mangione, every new trace of his web history has been dissected by perhaps millions of people online.



The internet abhors a vacuum, and to some degree, this level of scrutiny happens to most mass shooters or perpetrators of political violence (although not all alleged killers are immediately publicly glorified). But what's most notable about the UHC shooting is how charged, even desperate, the posting, speculating, and digital sleuthing have felt. It's human to want tidy explanations and narratives that fit. But in the case of Mangione, it appears as though people are in search of something more. A common conception of the internet is that it is an informational tool. But watching this spectacle unfold for the past week, I find myself thinking of the internet as a machine better suited for creating meaning rather than actual sense.



Mangione appears to have left a sizable internet history, which is more recognizable than it is unhinged or upsetting. This was enough to complicate the social-media narratives that have built up around the suspected shooter over the past week. His posts were familiar to those who spend time online, as the writer Max Read notes, as the "views of the median 20-something white male tech worker" (center-right-seeming, not very partisan, a bit rationalist, deeply plugged into the cinematic universe of tech- and fitness-dude long-form-interview podcasts). He appears to have left a favorable review of the Unabomber's manifesto on Goodreads but also seemed interested in ideas from Peter Thiel and other elites. He reportedly suffered from debilitating back pain and spent time in Reddit forums, but as New York's John Herrman wrote this week, the internet "was where Mangione seemed more or less fine."



As people pored over Mangione's digital footprint, the stakes of the moment came into focus. People were less concerned about the facts of the situation--which have been few and far between--than they were about finding some greater meaning in the violence and using it to say something about what it means to be alive right now. As the details of Mangione's life were dug up earlier this week, I watched people struggling in real time to sort the shooter into a familiar framework. It would make sense if his online activity offered a profile of a cartoonish partisan, or evidence of the kind of alienation we've come to expect from violent men. It would be reassuring, or at least coherent, to see a history of steady radicalization in his posts, moving him from promising young man toward extremism. There's plenty we don't know, but so much of what we do is banal--which is, in its own right, unsettling. In addition to the back pain, he seems to have suffered from brain fog, and struggled at times to find relief and satisfactory diagnoses. This may have been a radicalizing force in its own right, or the precipitating incident in a series of events that could have led to the shooting. We don't really know yet.



Our not knowing doesn't make the event any less revealing, cathartic, or terrifying. And it doesn't stop the speculating, the evidence-marshaling, and the search for meaning. As my colleague Ian Bogost remarked in a post on Bluesky this week, the morass of social-media posts and news articles often felt empty. Our search for a motive, for sense-making, wasn't going anywhere. And yet we were still pursuing it. "We've reached the end of the internet as an information system," he wrote. To many, the shooting felt significant in a way that similar acts of violence generally do not. On social media, people began calling the shooting an assassination before anything close to a motive was established. The urge was understandable: Powerful, wealthy men aren't shot in Midtown Manhattan very often. Many observers apparently wanted to view it as a bellwether for further violence against the rich and powerful, or as the inciting event that might awaken people to the scale and extent of the populist rage in the country toward broken bureaucracies such as our health-care system.



Yet perhaps the most uncomfortable outcome for the millions following along is if the meaning machine fails and the shooting doesn't provide any greater resolution. Mangione may be not a Trumpist or Marxist folk hero but just a male tech worker of a certain age with reasonably common views among his hyperspecific online subculture. He may not have been radicalized by a book or a video game or even a conflict with his insurance company. If Mangione refuses to be claimed by an ideology, or if he reveals himself to be a well-adjusted kid who became deeply mentally unwell, that may end up being more unsettling than if he is a calculated operator or fringe radical.



When Mangione was caught, he had with him a note or manifesto of sorts, less than 300 words long. Near the beginning, it offers the following: "This was fairly trivial." The phrase is cold, detached, and haunting. It might merely be the garden-variety bravado of a gunman. But the sentence also conjures a possibility that is much harder to sit with (and for the internet to latch onto). Of all the possible outcomes available, the least shared, argued over, and considered is one that the shooter alludes to himself--that what feels to all of us like an era-defining event may ultimately be unremarkable in its brutality, in its inability to effect change, and in how quickly everyone moves on.
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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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Trump Confronts Republican Rifts

How--and when--Republican lawmakers will turn the president-elect's legislative agenda into law

by The Editors




In just over a month, Donald Trump will be sworn in as president again. He and his congressional allies want to hit the ground running, but Republican lawmakers are quickly confronting divides and questions over where to start. With a thin majority in the House, and being far short of the 60 votes needed in the Senate to pass votes at will, a split has emerged among GOP leaders over how--and when--to turn Trump's legislative agenda into law.

Meanwhile, after making inflation and the cost of groceries a key part of his campaign, Trump has begun to walk back some of his promises to lower prices. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists discuss what could be behind that change.

Joining Lisa Desjardins, the guest moderator and a PBS NewsHour correspondent, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Hans Nichols, a political reporter at Axios; Toluse Olorunnipa, the White House bureau chief for The Washington Post; and Ali Vitali, a Capitol Hill correspondent for NBC News.

Watch the full episode here.
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Has Your Cat Closed Its Rings Today?

Welcome to the era of the quantified pet.

by Kristen V. Brown




One dreary November Monday as I was enjoying a morning cup of tea, my phone alerted me that my cat, Avalanche, was exercising less than usual. For the past six weeks, Avalanche has worn a sleek black-and-gold collar that tracks her every move--when and how often she sleeps, runs, walks, eats, drinks, and even grooms. This notification told me that her energy was lower than typical, so I should keep an eye on her food and water intake. As a veteran hypochondriac, I wondered for a second whether this might be the first sign of some horrible and serious condition. Then I opened the smart-collar app, where I found reassurance: My lazy seven-year-old tabby had exercised for just 45 seconds so far that morning, compared with one whole minute the day before.

These days, Americans treat our furry pals like members of the family, shelling out for premium food and expensive drugs to keep them healthier longer. There are pet treadmills and supplements and luxury spas. The U.S. pet market is poised to reach about $200 billion in sales by the end of the decade. At the same time, humans have become accustomed to a life that's ever more quantified, with watches and phones that passively track heart rate and steps. Gadgets such as continuous glucose monitors are available to those who seek even more detail. Of course we'd enter the era of the quantified pet, tracking our four-legged companions' diet, sleep, and exercise just as we do for ourselves.

The promise of this tech is a healthier pet. Animals can't communicate in words when they're feeling poorly, but data, the thinking goes, could reveal behavioral or medical issues early, and make them easier to treat. But a deluge of data can make real health concerns difficult to discern. It also totally stressed me out.

Most pet owners probably wonder what their animals get up to when the humans are away. Are they running around the house? Rummaging through the cupboard for Greenies? (Avalanche and her kid brother, Lewie, stole a bag of treats out of a basket while I was on vacation a few years ago.) Avalanche's smart collar, called Catlog, gave me insight into some of her secret behaviors: She often has a drink and a snack after I've gone to bed, before settling in for the night herself. She frequently sleeps the entire time I am at the office.

Read: Pay no attention to that cat inside a box

Other information was less useful: Avalanche drinks water an average of four times a day, eats five or so times, exercises about two minutes, and spends about 30 minutes grooming, which the Catlog app informs me is somewhat low compared with similar cats. (My Apple Watch can't even tell me how often I eat and groom.) Most of what she does, really, is sleep. (I could have told you that without a kitty Apple Watch.) And yet, most days since I downloaded the app, at least one notification has popped up flagging changes in Avalanche's activity--eating more, exercising less, or just generally seeming less energetic--and I had no clue whether any of it was important. After a few weeks, I found myself inclined to ignore the notifications altogether.

My experience seems to be a common one. Ilyena Hirskyj-Douglas, a pet-tech expert at the University of Glasgow, told me she stopped checking data from her own dog's tracking collar. "I just kept getting notifications of how much she had walked," she said. "I found it quite hard to know what that information meant." It's a problem across the industry, David Roberts, who studies animal-computer interaction at North Carolina State University, told me. "None of these systems have yet cracked the code of how to take what they're able to measure and derive the kinds of insights that owners want."

The pet-wearables market is expected to about double by the end of the decade, and as it expands, it has the opportunity to offer some pet owners genuinely useful information. Jennifer Wiler, a nurse who lives in Brooklyn with seven cats, each of which wears a smart collar from a company called Moggie, told me she takes comfort in the app when she's working long shifts. "It's kind of just peace of mind to be able to check in, make sure they're still, you know, getting playtime," she said. Roberts studies how to use computers to train and evaluate dogs that are candidates to become service dogs; AI combined with sensors, for example, can look for signs of stress and other indicators. He told me the story of a colleague whose dog was a beta tester for one such wearable device. The technology had consistently predicted that her dog would be a good service dog, until one day it didn't--it turned out the dog had a bad staph infection, which can become serious if left untreated.

Read: Pets really can be like human family

Wearables could be especially helpful for cats, who are notoriously cryptic and tend to hide pain until a condition has significantly progressed. My first cat died mysteriously at age seven, her white-blood-cell count dangerously elevated, just two days after I noticed that she had become lethargic and was yowling in distress. Perhaps I could have gotten her better treatment if a wearable had alerted me sooner--and, crucially, if I had identified the warning signal among the endless noise of notifications.

A spokesperson for Rabo, the Japanese company that makes Catlog, wouldn't share the criteria its AI uses to trigger alerts. "The alerts are designed to detect significant changes in your cat's behavior or health data to help you take action when needed," she said. The company also sells a litter-box mat that monitors weight and bathroom use. A product video assures users that it will prevent all these data from becoming overwhelming. But I got heaps of information from Catlog, and so far, none of it has helped me identify actual problems. When I took Avalanche in for her annual exam, I asked the vet about some of the things Catlog had flagged. According to the app, Avalanche ate and drank and ran around less than other cats, and I wondered if she was depressed or sick. My vet waved me off with a look that read somewhere between bemusement and Are you out of your mind?

The excessive notifications may have been a ploy for my engagement as much as they were attempts to alert me about my cat's behavior. "I assume that these notifications are just 'We want eyeballs on our app,'" Roberts told me. Research has shown that many pet wearables capture an alarming amount of data about people, not just their pets. One study found that some pet-tech apps captured data such as owners' addresses and when they were home. Catlog's privacy policy notes that it may track information about users' online activity and share it with third parties. A company spokesperson told me that "the primary goal of collecting data from human users is to ensure that the app and devices provide maximum value to cat parents" and that the company's privacy policy is "a broad statement designed to account for potential future uses," which is not necessarily representative of information the app currently collects. Hirskyj-Douglas said that wearables companies could also share the information they collect with, say, pet insurers, just as some auto insurers track your driving habits and life insurers might track your health. (She also mentioned people have used trackers to spy on their dog sitters, and make sure they are actually walking the dog.) And Catlog is far from the only product competing for pet owners' attention. Moggie offers an AI chatbot that impersonates users' cats and answers health questions from their perspective. There are countless options for dogs.

Read: Dogs are entering a new wave of domestication

Sometimes, when I'm at work, or on the subway, I absentmindedly open the Catlog app, to find, for example, that Avalanche recently ran for three seconds and then proceeded to take a 32-minute nap. It feels like the equivalent of texting my bestie or scrolling her Instagram feed, just because she's on my mind. Spying on my cat has been fun, but not fun enough to justify the anxiety it induces. (My husband, who is not a hypochondriac, didn't find the app all that stressful but didn't find it useful either.) The day before I wrote this story, the collar's battery died. I haven't bothered to recharge it yet.
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RFK Jr.'s Testosterone Regimen Is Almost Reasonable

But the would-be health secretary has shown more interest in pressing iron than pressing the science forward.

by Nicholas Florko




Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s personal health-care routine is perplexing in its inconsistencies. He decries seed oils, despite near scientific consensus that they're harmless; drinks raw milk, which has been proved to get people sick; and takes testosterone as part of his anti-aging routine while insisting he's not on anabolic steroids.



Some of his routines, such as downing raw milk for its purported health benefits, are based on bunk science. But his anti-aging protocol seems to be serving him well, even if its most obvious effects look a lot like juicing. While many men in their 70s are focused on staving off broken hips, Kennedy's use of testosterone--which, despite his protestations to the contrary, is, in fact, a steroid--means he can crank out a set of pull-ups with ease.



What RFK Jr. does with his own body isn't anyone else's business. But his wellness routine is instructive in understanding how he views health-care regulation and self-experimentation. RFK Jr., should he be confirmed as secretary of Health and Human Services, will be America's self-experimenter in chief. And taking testosterone is his most noticeable experiment.



Testosterone is best known for its role in puberty and in promoting traditionally male characteristics such as muscle mass and facial hair, but it affects countless other bodily functions. Men who don't have enough testosterone to power these processes might be diagnosed with what's often called hypogonadism, or low T. Some have testicles that are malfunctioning in testosterone production, while others see a decline in the hormone because of age. Regardless of the underlying cause, the deficit causes the body to function less efficiently.



But the condition can be treated with a relatively simple prescription of testosterone injections or gel, and research shows the impact can improve some of the symptoms of hypogonadism. One large clinical trial found that hypogonadal men on testosterone saw "modest but significantly greater improvements in mood and energy" compared with placebo. Researchers also found that older men with low T and mobility issues saw their ability to walk improve after supplementation, and that testosterone improved bone density.



Although doctors seem to be in agreement about treating men who have an actual problem with their testes, the question of whether to treat men who see their testosterone drop as they age has divided the medical community. There's no clear reason an aging man with withering testosterone levels would not respond just as positively to testosterone as a man with testicular issues would, but critics argue that for aging men, the benefits are typically modest and can come with downsides. For example, Steven Nissen, a cardiologist who has been involved in testosterone research, has published a paper showing that testosterone supplementation was associated with an increase in bone fractures. The hormone, he told me, "should not be used as a fountain of youth." The FDA, too, says that testosterone shouldn't be prescribed to aging men experiencing natural decline, because the "benefits and safety of this use have not been established."



Kennedy's use of the hormone as what he calls an "anti-aging protocol" counts as an experiment, given the FDA's stance. And he is far from the only man in this experiment. Anti-aging clinics ready to provide testosterone prescriptions to men they deem qualified have become ubiquitous online. The company Blokes warns on its website that "men will naturally decline testosterone levels due to aging." Another, TRT Nation, promises "affordable medications for LOW TESTOSTERONE and Anti-Aging remotely and delivered to your door!"



Every doctor I spoke with was emphatic that only men with low testosterone levels should be on the drug. The long-term side effects of what's called "hypersupplementation" are largely unknown, and some evidence suggests that benefits are limited when a man is already in the normal testosterone range, Landon Trost, who helped write the testosterone-treatment guidelines for the American Urological Association, told me. Many doctors are also understandably cautious about prescribing the drug to people who don't have an actual medical condition, because it's been abused for decades by athletes and healthy men looking to improve their physique. Advertising from telehealth companies, along with data showing that a sizable portion of men who get testosterone don't even get their levels checked beforehand, lends credence to their fears. "Right now, it's very much Wild West, buyer beware," Trost said.



Should Kennedy be confirmed to lead HHS, his interest in testosterone could push the conversation about this hormone to more solid ground. He could, for example, encourage the National Institutes of Health, which he would oversee, to fund additional trials into the hormone's potential use in aging men; work with the surgeon general to create a public-service campaign that both urges older men to get their testosterone levels checked and warns young people about the risks of abusing the drug; encourage drug makers to conduct more clinical trials; and and even advocate for the drug to be removed from the controlled-substances list, where it has been since 1990, when Congress hastily added it in response to doping scandals and over the objections of the American Medical Association, and where it is now classified as being as dangerous as ketamine.



Some of these actions would likely be applauded even by doctors who take a more conservative approach toward testosterone therapy. But the would-be health secretary has yet to signal any interest in bringing testosterone into the fold of modern medicine.



Kennedy seems attracted to certain wellness products precisely because they don't have regulators' stamp of approval. He has not spoken directly about the FDA's regulation of testosterone, but he has said he wants to end the FDA's "war on public health" by deregulating "psychedelics, peptides, stem cells, raw milk, hyperbaric therapies, chelating compounds, ivermectin, hydroxychloroquine, vitamins ... [and] nutraceuticals."



The amount of evidence supporting these different therapies and their relative risks varies wildly; what connects them is the FDA's insistence that people should not self-experiment with them. And should Kennedy succeed in ending what he calls the agency's "aggressive suppression" of his favored compounds, some Americans could die (using chelating compounds or stem cells, for instance, can be dangerous); others will needlessly throw their money and hope behind treatments that might be marketed as healthy but are no more effective than sugar pills. The FDA was created more than a century ago for the exact purpose of helping Americans avoid these types of problems. By calling for looser oversight of these compounds, RFK Jr. is signaling that patients should no longer trust the FDA's judgments of what is safe. Instead, the logic follows, they should self-experiment--just like him.



Kennedy might have reasons for finding regulators' historically conservative approach toward wellness products grating: His anti-aging protocol seems to be working so well that he looks as or more jacked at 70 years old than he did nearly three decades ago. If you got in the best shape of your life with the help of testosterone against regulators' advice, you might be skeptical of them too.



The best-case scenario, if the country follows RFK Jr.'s lead, will be that self-experimentation pushes forward in some form the science behind these treatments. But each person who forgoes medical care for self-experimentation is one less data point that helps us as a society decide where we have therapies that work, and where we still need more research. That lack of data leaves everyone, except those willing to risk their own health on either their own hunches or those of wellness influencers, worse off. If Kennedy truly believes that these products can make America healthy again, he should channel his experience with self-experimentation into thoughtful regulatory policy. Testosterone could be his first target. With a little faith in the regulatory system he's been so intent on trashing, he could help the many people who depend on the government to work out these questions. And ultimately, he might convince more of them that some of his favorite experiments stand up to scrutiny.
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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)



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


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 what 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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How the Ivy League Broke America

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

by David Brooks




Updated at 12:00 p.m. ET on December 13, 2024


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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

From the May 1946 issue: America remakes the university

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Read: The growing college-degree wealth gap

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Read: Why Americans are so polarized: education and evolution

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Ricardo Rey



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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



This article has been updated to clarify that a study of high achievers across different professions was published in a nature.com journal. It appears in the December 2024 print edition with the headline "How the Ivy League Broke America." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        A Beacon in the Clouds
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, O. Nayak, M. MeixnerDay 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a beacon in the clouds. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope features a bright H II region in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a satellite galaxy of our Milky Way. This nebula, known as N79, is a region of interstellar atomic hydrogen that is ionized, seen here by Webb's Mid-InfraRed Instrument (MIRI). N79 is a massive star-forming complex spanning roughly 1,630 light-years across. This particular...

      

      
        Gas Will Be the First Big Climate Fight of the Trump Era
        Zoe Schlanger

        When the tanker ships come toward the tiny town of Cameron, Louisiana, Travis Dardar, a shrimp fisherman, can hear their wake coming before he sees it, he told me earlier this year. They're there to pick up natural gas that's been supercooled to a liquid state at a sprawling export facility, built atop hundreds of wetland acres in the past few years, and to transport that gas to ports in Europe and Asia.On the Gulf Coast, the rapid expansion of the United States' gas-export ambitions is impossibl...

      

      
        An Energetic Protostar
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, K. Stapelfeldt, G. KoberDay 18 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: an energetic protostar. FS Tau is a multi-star system made up of FS Tau A, the bright starlike object near the middle of the image, and FS Tau B (Haro 6-5B), the bright object to the far right that is partially obscured by a dark, vertical lane of dust. The young objects are surrounded by the softly illuminated gas and dust of this stellar nursery. The system is only about 2.8 million years old, very young for ...

      

      
        A Gathering of Ancient Stars
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Hubble & NASA, F. Niederhofer, L. GirardiDay 17 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a gathering of ancient stars. The globular cluster NGC 2005, featured in this Hubble image, is located about 750 light-years from the heart of the Large Magellanic Cloud, which is the Milky Way's largest satellite galaxy and which itself lies about 162,000 light-years from Earth. Globular clusters are densely packed and can constitute tens of thousands or millions of stars. Their density means that ...

      

      
        Bogota's Water Rationing Is a Preview
        Elizabeth Rush

        Last winter, the mountains that shape Bogota's skyline more than any skyscraper were on fire. Which is strange in a place known for its abundant rainfall, but Colombia has been running low on precipitation since June 2023. In the spring of this year, the mayor began rationing water--the city and its 11 million inhabitants split into nine zones, each of which would have no water once every 10 days. My brother-in-law had told me about the plan, but by the time my family and I moved to Colombia this ...

      

      
        A New View of a Distant Spiral
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, STScI, J. Lee, T. Williams, PHANGS TeamDay 16 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a new view of a distant spiral. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope shows spiral galaxy NGC 628 in a new light. The galaxy, also known as Messier 74, lies about 32 million light-years away, and was first discovered in 1780. This galaxy was observed earlier this year as part of the Physics at High Angular resolution in Nearby GalaxieS (PHANGS) program, a large project that includes...

      

      
        Glowing From Within
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, A. Scholz, K. Muzic, A. Langeveld, R. JayawardhanaDay 15 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: glowing from within. This mosaic of images from the James Webb Space Telescope showcases the nearby star-forming cluster, NGC 1333, about 960 light-years away, in the Perseus molecular cloud. Across the image we see large patches of orange, which represent gas glowing in the infrared. These so-called Herbig-Haro objects form when ionized material ejected from young stars c...

      

      
        A Sky Full of Stars
        Alan Taylor

        ESA / Webb, NASA & CSA, M. Zamani, M. G. GuarcelloDay 14 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a sky full of stars. The open cluster Westerlund 1 is located roughly 12,000 light-years away, residing behind a huge interstellar cloud of gas and dust. Westerlund 1, seen in this James Webb Space Telescope image, is an impressive example of a super star cluster: It contains hundreds of very massive stars, some shining with a brilliance of almost 1 million suns and others 2,000 times larger than...

      

      
        Environmental Internationalism Is in Its Flop Era
        Zoe Schlanger

        This year is set to break the record for the hottest year ever recorded. It was a banner year for climate devastation: Southern Africa and South America suffered under severe droughts; dangerous heat bore down on large parts of Asia, Europe, and Central America; and an alarming number of wildfires consumed more than 1 million hectares in Brazil. Hurricanes, intensified by abnormally hot seawater, pummeled the Caribbean and the American Southeast, and floods deluged parts of Africa and Europe. The...

      

      
        A Cloud in the Deep Sky
        Alan Taylor

        NASA, ESA, CSA, and M. ZamaniDay 13 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a cloud in the deep sky. This image, featuring the central region of the Chameleon I dark molecular cloud, about 630 light-years away, was taken by the James Webb Space Telescope. Cold, wispy blue clouds are illuminated in the infrared by the glow of the young, outflowing protostar Ced 110 IRS 4 (orange, upper left). The light from numerous background stars, seen as orange dots behind the cloud, can be used to detect...
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A Beacon in the Clouds

Day 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 19 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a beacon in the clouds. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope features a bright H II region in the Large Magellanic Cloud, a satellite galaxy of our Milky Way. This nebula, known as N79, is a region of interstellar atomic hydrogen that is ionized, seen here by Webb's Mid-InfraRed Instrument (MIRI). N79 is a massive star-forming complex spanning roughly 1,630 light-years across. This particular image focuses on one of the three giant molecular cloud complexes, dubbed N79 South.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Gas Will Be the First Big Climate Fight of the Trump Era

The Biden administration just made the case against increasing natural-gas exports.

by Zoe Schlanger




When the tanker ships come toward the tiny town of Cameron, Louisiana, Travis Dardar, a shrimp fisherman, can hear their wake coming before he sees it, he told me earlier this year. They're there to pick up natural gas that's been supercooled to a liquid state at a sprawling export facility, built atop hundreds of wetland acres in the past few years, and to transport that gas to ports in Europe and Asia.



On the Gulf Coast, the rapid expansion of the United States' gas-export ambitions is impossible to miss: Last year, the U.S. became the world's largest exporter of natural gas and was building many of these enormous new export terminals. Then, in January, the Biden administration paused permitting for new exports and started analyzing the economic, national-security, and climate impacts of expanding natural-gas exports. That decision was hailed by activists as a tentative victory against the export terminals they'd dubbed "climate bombs" for the decades of future emissions they'd lock in. But no one I spoke with earlier this year in Louisiana, home to a large share of the built and proposed terminals, thought the pause would last: Opponents of liquified natural gas (known as LNG) expected that if Joe Biden won reelection, he'd eventually approve more terminals; none doubted that Donald Trump would.



Now the Biden administration has essentially written a playbook for LNG opponents to use in blocking these projects. Yesterday, the administration released the analysis of the LNG industry ordered when the pause on permitting began. The report was reportedly hurried to conclusion in these last weeks of the administration. And it suggests that the economic, climate, and national-security arguments for gas exporting don't hold up. Now when the Trump administration moves to expand the country's gas-export infrastructure, as the incoming president has promised, opponents have the evidence needed to turn that move into a dragged-out legal fight. The country's present and future as the world's largest gas exporter, and as a major contributor to climate change, will turn on the outcome.



The conclusions of the report are measured yet damning. The Department of Energy did not outright advise banning new exports of natural gas. But, as Energy Secretary Jennifer Granholm wrote in a statement, the department found that "unfettered exports" of American gas would reduce supply domestically, potentially driving up wholesale gas prices in the U.S. by more than 30 percent. The report also found that increasing LNG exports could generate 1.5 gigatons of direct greenhouse-gas emissions a year by 2050. That's equivalent to about a quarter of current annual U.S. emissions, and would more than eclipse the emission reductions the country has made since 2000. If the department's predictions are correct, the U.S. would be essentially abandoning any pretense of trying to limit climate change. The LNG industry has long countered that it can use carbon-capture technology to counteract its emissions. But that technology is far from functional at any meaningful scale. Even when the Energy Department researchers factored in hypothetical "aggressive" use of carbon capture and storage, emissions were projected to rise.

Read: America's new climate delusion

In the report, the Biden administration also says that its original argument for LNG exports--that Europe needed the gas for energy security during the Russian war with Ukraine--has fallen apart. Demand in Europe is plateauing and is expected to decline, and instead, the increased exports from the U.S. would mostly go to benefit China, already the world's largest LNG importer, Granholm wrote. This has long been pointed out by LNG's opponents; it is striking to see the facts laid out by the federal government. The continued pace of LNG exports is "neither sustainable nor advisable," Granholm wrote.



This marks a major departure in tone for a Democratic administration. As the writer and climate activist Bill McKibben notes, Democrats going back to Barack Obama have touted the American gas boom, glossing it as a step toward a cleaner power source than crude oil or coal. Kamala Harris even made a point to reverse her 2020 position on the topic during her recent campaign, promising that she wouldn't ban fracking and touting America's natural-gas boom in response to the only climate question asked at the only presidential debate where she was a participant. But the DOE report makes clear that liquefied natural gas is neither a form of clean energy nor a bridge to a cleaner future. In fact, exporting more of it, Granholm wrote, would serve mostly to generate "wealth for the owners of export facilities."



I've heard that exact sentiment before, from John Allaire, who worked for oil companies (Amoco, which became part of BP) for 30 years but who opposes the giant LNG plant near his property in Cameron, and a second that is slated to be built right up against his property line. The projects he worked on as an environmental engineer sent oil to local refineries in the U.S. to fuel American industry, he told me; these new export terminals are destroying the fragile coastal ecosystem where he lives while helping China fuel its economy. In his view, exporting more gas serves only the interests of methane sales or transportation business; "it will never be in the domestic public interest to sell our finite, critical natural resources to the highest overseas bidder," he said. The Biden administration has now situated its official analysis of LNG exports closer to that view than ever before.



The report itself does nothing to block plans by Trump to lift the pause on LNG-export terminals on his "very first day back." Proponents of these terminals say they are an economic boon to the places where they are built, and create jobs in regions that need them. (Most of these jobs are connected to constructing the terminals, and are temporary.) The American Gas Association condemned the DOE report as a means to justify the "mistake" of Biden's LNG pause; the financial research firm S&P Global put out a report the same day that found that LNG exports contribute $400 billion to American GDP, and that the pause and other regulatory measures jeopardize an additional $250 billion in incremental GDP.



Regardless of administration, in the years prior to the pause, the DOE never denied any company an LNG-export permit. To LNG opponents such as James Hiatt, a former oil-industry worker turned environmental advocate in Louisiana, the DOE's analysis validates the "harsh reality" of living up against the terminals and could be a useful legal tool, he told me. With Republicans about to control all three branches of government, though, he wouldn't predict how the coming fight against new export infrastructure would go. Still, to justify issuing future permits, the Department of Energy must determine that each new export operation is in the public interest. And now the Department of Energy has made a case for why it isn't.
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An Energetic Protostar

Day 18 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 18 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: an energetic protostar. FS Tau is a multi-star system made up of FS Tau A, the bright starlike object near the middle of the image, and FS Tau B (Haro 6-5B), the bright object to the far right that is partially obscured by a dark, vertical lane of dust. The young objects are surrounded by the softly illuminated gas and dust of this stellar nursery. The system is only about 2.8 million years old, very young for a star system. FS Tau B is a newly forming star, or protostar, and is surrounded by a protoplanetary disc, a pancake-shape collection of dust and gas left over from the formation of the star that will eventually coalesce into planets. Protostars are known to eject fast-moving, columnlike streams of energized material called jets, and FS Tau B provides a striking example of this phenomenon. The protostar is the source of an unusual asymmetric, double-sided jet, visible here in blue.

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

Day 17 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 17 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a gathering of ancient stars. The globular cluster NGC 2005, featured in this Hubble image, is located about 750 light-years from the heart of the Large Magellanic Cloud, which is the Milky Way's largest satellite galaxy and which itself lies about 162,000 light-years from Earth. Globular clusters are densely packed and can constitute tens of thousands or millions of stars. Their density means that they are tightly gravitationally bound and are therefore very stable. This stability contributes to their longevity--globular clusters can be billions of years old, and as such, many of them comprise very old stars. Studying globular clusters in space can be a little like studying fossils on Earth: Where fossils give insights into the characteristics of ancient plants and animals, globular clusters illuminate the characteristics of ancient stars.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Bogota's Water Rationing Is a Preview

More places should practice going without crucial resources.

by Elizabeth Rush




Last winter, the mountains that shape Bogota's skyline more than any skyscraper were on fire. Which is strange in a place known for its abundant rainfall, but Colombia has been running low on precipitation since June 2023. In the spring of this year, the mayor began rationing water--the city and its 11 million inhabitants split into nine zones, each of which would have no water once every 10 days. My brother-in-law had told me about the plan, but by the time my family and I moved to Colombia this past summer, I'd forgotten.



One afternoon, not two weeks after unpacking our bags, I tried to refill the half-empty water-purification tank in the kitchen, but when I opened the faucet, nothing happened. I went to the portero, to ask about the absence. He told me it was thanks to the mayor, though we both knew it wasn't the mayor's fault.



In Colombia, climate change, coupled with deforestation in the Amazon and El Nino weather patterns that have become more intense, has caused a punishing and prolonged drought. The San Rafael reservoir rests above the city and is replenished by water collected in the country's paramos--a high-alpine ecosystem known for its nearly constant moisture; as of April, when the rationing began, the reservoir was at less than 20 percent capacity. Natasha Avendano, the general manager of El Acueducto de Bogota, the organization responsible for the city's water infrastructure, recently reported that this August was the driest month in the 55 years since the city started keeping track. Restrictions are unlikely to be lifted anytime soon.



In our community WhatsApp chat, residents remind one another when our turn for rationing draws near. I fill up containers and deposit them throughout the house: a bucket in each of the bathrooms and a huge stockpot in the kitchen. I'm careful not to exceed what I think we will need to get by. El Acueducto sets monthly caps for households, and fines those who exceed their limits. 



Getting millions of people to use less water is a complicated dance, but the city tracks our collective effort by publishing the daily consumption rate and the fullness of the reservoirs from which we draw our water. "You're nothing without water," Angelica Villarraga, who lives in San Cristobal and makes a living cleaning homes throughout the city, told me. Avendano has said she hopes that rationing augments sentiments exactly like that one, and not just on days when the tap runs dry--that it helps residents recognize their dependence on water, and the need to conserve it during lean times.



El Acueducto was formed around the turn of the last century to guarantee affordable and clean drinking water in the growing metropolis, and now manages more than 30 percent of the forested mountain reserve that abuts the city. In recent years, the organization has opened nearly a dozen hiking trails in Los Cerros Orientales so that residents make the connection between these mountains and the water that fuels their lives. "The reality is there isn't enough of this very basic resource," Jhoan Sebastian Mora Pachon, who manages the Kilometro 11 y 12 Quebradas trail on behalf of El Acueducto, told me. "The more people respect where the water comes from, the more likely they are to make little changes in their lives to conserve it." Then he added, "When it is our turn for rationing, we cook more simple meals, and we only wash the dishes once, at night. It's nice, in a way."



I have spent much of the past 15 years writing about frontline communities affected by climate change, in particular those where higher tides and stronger storms are forcing people to reimagine the way they live. I have learned that letting go of what you think you can't live without is something a person is more willing to do if they feel that the injustice is shared equally among all. In New York City's Staten Island, I watched neighbors band together to ask the state to purchase and demolish their flood-prone homes--on the condition that the land itself would go back to nature. Joseph Tirone, a leader of the buyout movement put it this way: "Everybody was pretty much at the same level of wealth, or lack of wealth. If their homes were going to ... be knocked down so some developer could build a mansion or a luxury condo, they were not leaving. They'd stay there, they'd rot there, they'd drown there, but they were not leaving." Eventually the state agreed with residents' petitions, purchasing and razing hundreds of homes, the property itself becoming part of New York City's network of parks.



The rolling rationing that moves across Bogota--and the frustration that comes with the disruption--is shared, too, and it generates, if not solidarity exactly, a feeling of mutual inconvenience. Sandra Milena Vargas, who works as a nanny in my neighborhood, told me, "We wake up early, get one last shower, just like you." Whether one has hired help or works as a domestic laborer, every household revolves around water in much the same way.



Doing environmental good is often framed in terms of personal sacrifice--less air travel, adopting a meat-free diet, turning off the heat. Water rationing in Bogota is different in one key way: It's a decision taken by a central institution to ensure the health and well-being of the entire city. The places that one might turn to in times of crisis--schools and hospitals, for instance--have water no matter what, to help keep the most vulnerable residents safe, but otherwise everyone is compelled to sacrifice together. "It is something we are used to, even anticipate," Daniel Osorio, whose family has owned the Union Libre cafe in the city's Usaquen district for more than nine years, told me. "We bring in five-gallon jugs to run the espresso machine. You adapt," he said.



These sacrifices do take a toll. "Over time you lose confidence in the city to function," Osorio said. "That's the real shame." But what if periodic water rationing weren't only implemented when the well runs dry? In the future the world is facing, preparation might mean anticipating inevitable shortages, rather than promising they'll never occur. Imagine, for instance, that governments designated a day without water once every four months--a fire drill, but for drought. Embracing periodic utilities restrictions could be a precautionary measure, a way to prepare for and live on our climate disrupted planet.



I've been thinking about this as, over the past few months, I have watched Valencia, Spain, be inundated by nearly a year's worth of rain in a single day; the central high plains of the United States and much of southern Texas descend into drought; and residents across the Southeast reel after back-to-back hurricanes. No amount of preparation would have kept the French Broad River in North Carolina from rerouting straight through the center of Asheville. But those living in communities that were without power and cell service and potable water weeks afterwards might have had more backup systems in place--more buckets of water peppered throughout more homes, more generators, more solar-powered cellphone-service extenders--and muscle memory to maneuver through them, if a rationing drill had compelled them to practice.



Doing this kind of adaptive work also teaches one to cope with change. Resilience is a muscle that must be regularly exercised to keep from atrophying. And, perhaps most important, when neighbors ride out small and regular disruptions to daily life together, in many cases they develop information-sharing networks--such as our community WhatsApp chat--so that when a hurricane hits or a heat wave dismantles the grid, they already have in place the kinds of communication hubs and community organizations that make survival through upheaval easier.



We can learn to be flexible in the face of change, and one task of our governing institutions is to teach us how. In July, California imposed permanent water restrictions on towns and cities, an attempt to locally respond to droughts that are expected to only get worse in the coming decades. In places where extreme heat regularly overwhelms the grid, municipalities might implement "fire drill" days without electricity. In the Northeast, where ice storms are on the rise, perhaps cutting the gas from time to time might make more sense. Periodic resource rationing would prepare us for a future that is sure to contain more days without--without water, or electricity, or heat--than today. The only thing that is certain is that the things we depend upon are no longer dependable. What better way to become more resilient to external shocks than to practice?










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/12/bogota-drought-water-rationing-routine/681023/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A New View of a Distant Spiral

Day 16 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 16 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a new view of a distant spiral. This image from the James Webb Space Telescope shows spiral galaxy NGC 628 in a new light. The galaxy, also known as Messier 74, lies about 32 million light-years away, and was first discovered in 1780. This galaxy was observed earlier this year as part of the Physics at High Angular resolution in Nearby GalaxieS (PHANGS) program, a large project that includes observations from several space- and ground-based telescopes of many galaxies to help researchers study all phases of the star-formation cycle. Webb's new images combining near- and mid-infrared light observations have revealed previously unseen intricate details in the filaments, arms, and centers of many galaxies.

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

Day 15 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 15 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: glowing from within. This mosaic of images from the James Webb Space Telescope showcases the nearby star-forming cluster, NGC 1333, about 960 light-years away, in the Perseus molecular cloud. Across the image we see large patches of orange, which represent gas glowing in the infrared. These so-called Herbig-Haro objects form when ionized material ejected from young stars collides with the surrounding cloud--hallmarks of a very active site of star formation. Many of the young stars in this image are surrounded by discs of gas and dust, which may eventually produce planetary systems.

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

Day 14 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 14 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a sky full of stars. The open cluster Westerlund 1 is located roughly 12,000 light-years away, residing behind a huge interstellar cloud of gas and dust. Westerlund 1, seen in this James Webb Space Telescope image, is an impressive example of a super star cluster: It contains hundreds of very massive stars, some shining with a brilliance of almost 1 million suns and others 2,000 times larger than the sun (as large as the orbit of Saturn). If our solar system was located at the center of this remarkable cluster, our night sky would be full of hundreds of stars as bright as the full moon.

See the full advent calendar here, where a new image will be revealed each day until December 25.
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Environmental Internationalism Is in Its Flop Era

Every major international negotiation--over biodiversity, plastics, and climate--failed to meet its goals.

by Zoe Schlanger




This year is set to break the record for the hottest year ever recorded. It was a banner year for climate devastation: Southern Africa and South America suffered under severe droughts; dangerous heat bore down on large parts of Asia, Europe, and Central America; and an alarming number of wildfires consumed more than 1 million hectares in Brazil. Hurricanes, intensified by abnormally hot seawater, pummeled the Caribbean and the American Southeast, and floods deluged parts of Africa and Europe. The Arctic tundra, once a sink for carbon emissions, is officially thawed and sufficiently wildfire-prone to become a source of them.



Despite all of that, this year in international environmental diplomacy went exceptionally badly. Inflation and cost-of-living crises, coupled with a rightward shift in politics in many countries, meant that negotiating for major environmental spending this year was poised to be difficult. But environmental diplomacy has also reached a hard new crossroads: The science of ecological destruction is settled, the trajectory is bleak, and the need for change is obvious. All that's left to do is decide who should deal with it.

The diplomatic season began with Colombia hosting the 16th United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity in October; that meeting seeks to stanch the loss of ecosystems and species across the world. Colombia is one of the most biodiverse countries on Earth, and its leftist president is keen on weaning the country off fossil fuels and reducing deforestation. But even with Colombia's motivated leadership, the conference ended in disappointment as the gathered nations failed to agree on how biodiversity-conservation targets would be monitored or paid for.



In November, the more than 170 countries that gathered in Busan, South Korea, for what was meant to be the fifth and final round of UN plastic-pollution treaty talks failed to reach a deal. The impasse came down, once again, to who would bear the costs of curtailing the problem. In this case, more than 100 countries wanted measures to curb the production of plastic, rather than just finding new ways to clean up plastic waste. But that would mean jeopardizing the revenue of the plastic-making industry, and petroleum-producing countries, including Saudi Arabia and Russia (plastic is mostly made from oil and gas), pushed against those measures, blocking a deal. The plastic treaty will try again next year.



The blockbuster event, however, was the UN's annual climate conference, where the wealthy nations historically responsible for most of the world's carbon emissions were meant to commit real money to fund developing countries' response. Economists said they'd need at least $1 trillion a year. As one of the world's biggest carbon emitters, the United States might be expected to be a major contributor to the pool of money dedicated to slowing climate change and mitigate its effects.  But the U.S. has always been an unreliable partner in global climate agreements, and Donald Trump's election last month, shortly before the conference began, meant that any financial contribution from the U.S. in the near future was predicted to be zero dollars. "That obviously made a lot of the developed countries very concerned to promise numbers that they can't deliver on," Linda Kalcher, the executive director of the European climate think tank Strategic Perspectives, told me. Some of the donor countries are in the middle of an inflation and cost-of-living crisis, she noted. In the end, the countries agreed to just $300 billion in climate finance a year by 2035, a fraction of the necessary total.



Beyond the U.S., far-right populist parties are gaining footholds in Europe, and they're inclined to frame climate finance as "money that's been donated to other countries at the cost of not renovating your schools," Kalcher said. "It's really a difficult political setting" for the big project of climate internationalism. The UN climate negotiations need countries that benefit from fossil fuels to sign onto agreements, too, but in recent years, their influence has slowed progress enough that some observers have argued that the whole process is breaking. Energy lobbyists are now always on the conference's roster; Al Gore has called setting these meetings in petrostates such as the United Arab Emirates and Azerbaijan "absurd." During this year's negotiations, a group that included former diplomacy leaders sent a letter to the UN urging it to reform key aspects of the negotiations, including who is allowed to attend.



Kalcher, who has worked as a senior adviser for the UN secretary-general on climate issues, said she still believes in the process: After all, no other venue exists where countries can hash out deals on climate matters and the least-developed, most climate-stricken ones have a seat at the table with the industrial behemoths. But for right now, climate internationalism is in a sorry state.



Arguably, the project of environmental internationalism has reached the most difficult part of the problems it's been tasked with. The main question left to answer is who should pay to stave off the worst of climate change's ravages. When climate negotiations started more than 30 years ago, the science of climate change had begun to resolve some of the most important uncertainties about the planet's future; now science has produced broad consensus on the cause and general trajectory of climate change. It's a simple fact that many countries will flounder without major funding from wealthy countries, and suffer enormous consequences from climate changes they did not cause. Prior eras of climate diplomacy were focused on hammering out the basic contours of the climate problem, and agreeing that it must be addressed; now the world is at the point where meaningfully altering the trajectory of ecological decline requires transitioning the world off fossil fuels, which will require fossil-fuel economies to radically change.



Likewise, protecting biodiversity will require major changes to an economic system that values industries such as tourism and timber more than mangroves and rainforests. And curbing plastics will require curbing plastic production, an industry now deeply embedded in almost every aspect of global commerce and tied to the system of subsidies and state support for fossil fuels. One way or another, addressing these problems will require deep economic reforms. Of course, making them could ensure the future habitability of the planet, which comes with its own obvious economic benefits.



A few glimmers of hope for environmental diplomacy do remain. In the final weeks of his presidency, Joe Biden is pushing forward an agreement in which the U.S. and the 37 other well-off countries at the OECD would effectively stop using their export-credit agencies to fund fossil-fuel projects overseas. This decision would deprive the fossil-fuel economy of one source of backing, and eliminate one of the only remaining ways that the U.S. government supports international oil-and-gas development. It would change nothing about the U.S.'s position as the world's largest current producer of oil and exporter of gas, but it would potentially eliminate billions of dollars in future funding for such projects overseas. And, unlike financial commitments made at the UN climate conference, this decision would put rules in place that proponents say would be hard for the incoming Trump administration to undo. It would be a step toward a modicum of climate safety.



The world will meet again next year, in Belem, Brazil, for the 30th iteration of the UN climate talks. By then, Trump will be in office and will have likely started the process to withdraw the U.S. from the climate bargaining table. The past year's paltry outcome will surely cast a shadow over relations between developed and undeveloped countries, the most imperiled of which view the weak finance deal as a betrayal of trust. China, the world's largest current emitter of greenhouse gases, as well as the largest producer of clean-energy technology, may step into the vacuum of power the U.S. will have left behind, or it may not. Other major oil-producing countries, emboldened by the withdrawal of the Americans, may dilute whatever show of climate solidarity they've previously made.



This impasse comes just when warming is accelerating faster in some areas even than scientists expected, and the physical threats it poses are reaching dangerous new heights of severity. But global diplomacy remains the world's best idea to address a global problem. Countries will still come together, and they will try to make some progress, because for many of them in desperate climatic straits, there is simply no other choice. Either we figure this out, or we live with the consequences.
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A Cloud in the Deep Sky

Day 13 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar

by Alan Taylor




Day 13 of the 2024 Space Telescope Advent Calendar: a cloud in the deep sky. This image, featuring the central region of the Chameleon I dark molecular cloud, about 630 light-years away, was taken by the James Webb Space Telescope. Cold, wispy blue clouds are illuminated in the infrared by the glow of the young, outflowing protostar Ced 110 IRS 4 (orange, upper left). The light from numerous background stars, seen as orange dots behind the cloud, can be used to detect ices in the cloud, which absorb the starlight passing through them.

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

The winter solstice is a pristine time for the simple act of <em>noticing</em>.

by John Hendrickson




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.


Low winter sun casts slanted light, a specific hue that's at once happy and sad--highly fitting for this time of year. Nearly every city-dweller I know clings to the fleeting moments of gratifying glow during the final dark days of the calendar.

This year, the winter solstice will arrive at 4:20 a.m. ET on Saturday, December 21. Because of the tilt of the Earth's axis, those of us in the Northern Hemisphere will find ourselves at the farthest possible point from the sun. A day later, we'll begin inching back toward it. Whereas the summer solstice is built for revelry--short sleeves, sizzling barbecues, the thunk of an icy cooler--the winter solstice is a quieter, more reflective time. Maybe you have no plans to mark the solstice beyond staying inside and letting the short day skate by (understandable). But for anyone inclined to venture outside, the solstice is a pristine time for the simple act of noticing.

In 1894, the poet Edith M. Thomas published an essay in The Atlantic titled "From Winter Solstice to Vernal Equinox." The opening sentence is particularly evocative. "My first glimpse of the morning was through a loophole of the frosted window pane," Thomas writes. "I saw the morning star and a light at a neighbor's, both of which struck out a thousand sparkles on the frosted glass. I was reminded of saline flakes and spars in a white cavern suddenly illuminated by a torch." Thomas keeps her senses dialed into the present, heightening her powers of observation: "Looking off to the distant woods, my attention was attracted by the mysterious play of two wind-blown smoke-plumes proceeding from farmhouse chimneys."

Commemorating the solstice is an ideal ritual for those of us who feel pulled toward upholding seasonal traditions even if we're ambivalent about organized religion. In December 1930, an unnamed Atlantic contributor wrote: "Our Christmas puddings and cake, like our gaudy tree, our holly wreaths and mistletoe, are part of the symbolism that unites us not only to our living fellows, but to all the human beings who have celebrated the winter solstice with feasting and mirth." The writer affectionately refers to themselves as a "heathen," given that they attend mass only once a year--a midnight service on Christmas Eve--and do not subscribe to an established religion. Of course, even without any religious institution, nodding at the solstice can be a way to tap into your spiritual side.

Nearly 100 years later, in an Atlantic section called The Conversation, two readers, Ruth Langstraat and Roxanne WhiteLight, shared their tradition of exchanging writing as a gift: "Several years ago, my wife and I felt we needed a better way to celebrate or mark the winter season of change. We had become so tired of the materialistic push that feels like such a part of that time. We now celebrate 'Turning' during the 12 days from the solstice until the new year. Each year, we decide on a theme and 12 elements of that theme ... Then we each write a poem following the simplest form of a cinquain, a five-line stanza. And we read those poems to each other."

Winter is the perfect time to find a comforting lamp and put pen to paper, but there's no mandate that what you write has to be joyful. The poet Louise Gluck captured the stark Northeast essence of this time of year with just a few simple phrases--"spiked sun," "bone-pale"--in her 1967 poem "Early December in Croton-on-Hudson," published in The Atlantic. In the poem, Gluck describes the sight of a recent snow fastened "like fur to the river." Tragically, as my colleague Zoe Schlanger recently reported, snow this time of year is now an anomaly for millions of Americans: Our winters are getting warmer and wetter.

But they're still dark as ever. Perhaps with so much dismal winter(ish) reality to contend with, it's time to seriously consider my colleague Charlie Warzel's argument that we should leave our Christmas trees up until March. In 2022, Charlie wrote of the January emptiness symbolized by his recently kicked-to-the-curb tree: "When I stare at this hole, I begin to feel as if a light has gone out in the world." He went on: "There is no reason to embrace the new year in darkness. It is time we institute a new practice of keeping up our trees and our lights while we ride out the winter months. Normalize prolonged festivity!"

Fighting that darkness with light is really what choosing to recognize the solstice is all about. In addition to all of the usual Christmas songs, I make a point of listening to "Snow Is Falling in Manhattan," by Purple Mountains, from the final project of David Berman. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote in one of two tributes to the songwriter after he died in 2019, "Berman sketched a winter evening in New York City as a beautiful apocalypse." Such a stark juxtaposition--beginning and end, up and down, happy and sad, light and dark--is part of the spirit of December 21. As Berman sings:

Snow is falling in Manhattan
 Inside I've got a fire crackling
 And on the couch, beneath an afghan
 You're the old friend I just took in.
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Why Online Returns Are a Hassle Now

Getting your money back is not as simple as it used to be.

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.


A few months ago, a men's suit jacket appeared on my doorstep. What I had actually ordered was a pink dress. I emailed the retailer, and thus began a weeks-long back-and-forth involving photos of the jacket, photos of tags, and check-ins with customer-service representatives. For the first time in my online-shopping life, I was facing a truly inconvenient return process. The company, it seemed, was going to great lengths to ensure I wasn't trying to defraud them.

After enjoying years of easy and free returns as the norm of online shopping, I was surprised by this experience. But perhaps I shouldn't have been: Retailers, dealing with the high costs of rampant returns since the start of the pandemic, plus a growing problem of return fraud, have begun to issue stricter, sometimes byzantine, return policies and processes over the past few years. You can return that shirt, an e-commerce site might say, but only within a 14-day window, or only for store credit. Yes, you can bring back that toaster, but you'll need to deliver it to a local shop--a practice that's known in industry terms as BORIS, or "buy online, return in store."

Return fraud--when people claim they never received a package that in fact arrived, or send back a shoebox full of rocks--is starting to mess with retailers' operations. To some extent, fraudsters have ruined the fun for rule-abiding customers. When companies put in place policies to deter the worst offenders, "average consumers get caught in that too," Sucharita Kodali, a retail analyst at Forrester, told me. (I saw that myself in my jacket-dress back-and-forth.) Still, fraud on its own didn't lead us here. Returns ballooned during the pandemic, when people were shopping online prodigiously, and have kept growing: Total returns are expected to hit nearly $900 billion in 2024, compared with $309 billion in 2019. The average return rate was about 8 percent in 2019, then almost 11 percent in 2020. By 2021, the rate was above 16 percent; that's about where returns are projected to be this year, too, according to surveys from the National Retail Federation and Happy Returns, a UPS company.

Free returns are the second-most-popular reason people shop with a given retailer, according to a 2024 Forrester survey (the first is free shipping). But stores are trying to make returns worth it for themselves, too. In addition to more complex return policies, some stores, such as REI, JCPenney, and DSW, are putting the onus on online shoppers by way of return or shipping fees (last year, one logistics company estimated that 40 percent of retailers were adding such fees). Restrictive return policies have the potential to deter shoppers, although it's too soon to say for certain if new rules have had any cumulative effect on shopping habits. Retailers need to balance the risk of some potentially annoyed customers with the massive costs of returns, Kodali noted. A single return of a $100 item can cost a store up to $30, according to one estimate--so this may be a trade-off brands are willing to make. And though people signal in surveys that they notice and care about free returns, shoppers may well gripe but keep spending.

The customer is famously always right--and for generations, going back to the early days of big-chain-store shopping, American retailers offered generous return policies in the hopes of keeping shoppers happy. People started getting accustomed to the idea that they could buy lots and return some (and that, in many cases, even a damaged or used item could be brought back in exchange for cash). The rise of Amazon and Zappos supercharged the dynamic of stores wooing shoppers to spend by absorbing the costs of returns. But in the current world of online retail--now that consumers are sending back more and more of what they buy online, totaling many billions of dollars in lost revenue for the stores--that logic has been tested.

The reality of returns is expensive, and it's also ugly. In many cases, your unwanted sandals or skirt won't be going to the next stylish customer. They are likely going in the trash--many retailers determine that the cost of vetting and repackaging merchandise is too high to be worth it. As Amanda Mull explained in The Atlantic in 2021, though some out-of-season or late-in-the-trend-cycle returned goods are sent to the T.J.Maxxes and Marshalls of the world for a second life, every year billions of pounds of returns are thrown away in the United States. Dealing with returns is so expensive and annoying that some 60 percent of retailers are issuing refunds and telling customers to just keep cheap goods rather than send them back.

Many shoppers aren't happy about seeing their free-returns rights rolled back. But the old way  was not sustainable in any sense of the word. The returns clampdown echoes the so-called end of the Millennial-lifestyle subsidy in the early 2020s, when services such as Uber were no longer subsidized by venture capitalists, and consumers had to pay full price for what they were once getting at a discount. Luring shoppers in with pricing perks and overconvenience can only last for so long. Eventually, reality sets in.

Related:

	The free-returns party is over.
 	The nasty logistics of returning your too-small pants




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Ukraine's hardest winter
 	The outrage over 100 Men only goes so far.
 	Trump has found the media's biggest vulnerability.
 	The pro-eating-disorder internet is back.




Today's News

	In a secret vote earlier this month, the House Ethics Committee agreed to release the report into the alleged misconduct and illegal activity of former Representative Matt Gaetz, according to CNN.
 	House Republicans released a report recommending that the FBI investigate former Representative Liz Cheney over her work on the January 6 subcommittee.
 	California declared a state of emergency over bird flu, which has been detected in 645 herds of dairy cattle in the state, according to officials. Governor Gavin Newsom called the decision a "proactive action."




More From The Atlantic

	You are cordially invited to be viciously interrogated by Lindsey Graham.
 	Gas will be the first big climate fight of the Trump era.




Evening Read


Evelyn Freja / Connected Archives



12 Years Later, Two Different Tales of Grief for Sandy Hook Parents

By John Hendrickson

On the night of his daughter's death, Robbie Parker remembered the Christmas cards. Back at home, hours after his 6-year-old had been murdered in her classroom at Sandy Hook Elementary, he thought about the portrait: he and his wife Alissa, posing with their three little girls, Madeline, Samantha, and Emilie. Alissa had mailed all the cards the day before.
 Amid the shock and chaos, Robbie couldn't stand the thought of their friends and family opening the envelopes and seeing Emilie, his deceased first grader.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Universal Pictures



Watch (or skip). The Wild Robot (available to rent online) is a heartwarming but heavy-handed fable about the primacy of human values, Elvia Wilk writes.

Debate. Why do big families get such a bad rap? "I have many siblings. And in so many ways, my life is richer for it," Stephanie H. Murray 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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Trump to Russia's Rescue

After a year of misfortune, Putin is about to have a friend in the White House.

by Tom Nichols




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


Dictatorships seem stable and almost invulnerable, until the day they fall. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's regime crumbled in days in the face of an offensive led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or HTS, a group that the United States considers a terrorist organization. But the Syrian civil war is, for now, mostly over. Hundreds of thousands are dead.

I wrote more than a decade ago in favor of Western intervention in Syria, back when the butcher's bill was still in the tens of thousands, and finally gave up when Assad repeatedly used chemical weapons and got away with it. I predicted at the time that President Barack Obama's decision against military action would undermine America's position in the Middle East, embolden Iran, and give Russia its first major outpost in the region. Some of my worst fears, sadly, came true, while bodies piled up in the Syrian rubble for the next decade. (Obama's defenders point to congressional opposition, but he claimed that he had the authority to act alone, and I think he was right. His last-minute reversal, a case study I used to teach at the Naval War College, stunned his national-security team, and it's not, in my view, a pretty story.)

I would not even begin to predict Syria's future, but I can identify one of the biggest losers (besides Assad, of course) now that this nightmare is over: Vladimir Putin.

That is, unless Donald Trump rides to his rescue.

Syria was a symbol of Russia's desire to return to superpower status, a perch in the Middle East that even Putin's Soviet predecessors never achieved. It's hard to overestimate the value of such a position--close to the West's energy resources and important waterways--to any Russian government, past or present. In 1973, the Soviets tried to jump into the region when they invited the United States to join them in putting Soviet and American troops between Israel and Egypt during the Yom Kippur War. The White House rejected the proposal, and the Kremlin then said that it would go in with or without the United States. The Nixon administration's response was to order U.S. forces to raise their global nuclear-alert status. The Soviets got the message.

Some 40 years later, Russian jets were streaking over Middle Eastern skies so regularly that U.S. and Russian military commanders had to keep a line open between them to deconflict their operations.

As Russia's geopolitical position in Syria has collapsed, Putin's prestige and credibility have taken a serious hit. Putin has long prided himself on being an ally who never cuts and runs. As my friend Nick Gvosdev, a veteran Russia-watcher who serves as the director of the national-security program at the Foreign Policy Research Institute, told me today: "In the Middle East, Putin has often contrasted the fecklessness of American presidents with his steadfast support to those he views as Russia's loyal partners. He has marketed this consistency as a selling point as to why he is a better mediator for regional disputes."

Putin, however, helped seal Assad's fate when Russia invaded Ukraine, dividing Russian attention and capabilities so badly that when HTS and other rebels launched their offensives, Moscow was unable to offer much help. Now the world has seen Assad chased from his own palace while Putin did nothing, a spectacle that casts doubt both on Putin's power and on the value of his word.

Putin is also in other jams of his own making. The Russian economy is suffering from sanctions and from the costs of his military adventure in Ukraine. On the ground in Ukraine, his troops are advancing slowly through a meat grinder in a war that was supposed to be over in a week. North Koreans are fighting alongside Russians, and a senior Russian military officer was blown up in the streets of Moscow. The sprawling Russian Federation now looks like a banana republic that needs assistance from Pyongyang's hermit kingdom and can't even keep one of its own generals safe in the national capital.

Putin's very bad year could be a very good opportunity for the West and for the besieged Ukrainians, if the Americans and their allies continue to strain Russia's military on the battlefield and Russia's economy in the global marketplace--in other words, if someone other than Trump were about to become the leader of the free world.

Trump openly admires Putin, and has reportedly spoken with him multiple times since leaving the White House in 2021. He is unlikely to press the West's advantage. Instead, at a press event yesterday, Trump called President Joe Biden's decision to allow the Ukrainians to use U.S.-supplied long-range weapons to strike deeper inside Russia "stupid," and complained that he hadn't been consulted. "I don't think that should have been allowed, not when there's a possibility--and certainly not just weeks before I take over," Trump said, adding that he might reverse Biden's policy.

And what exactly would Trump do differently? During his campaign, Trump said he could end the war in a day. Now he says that the war is "a tough one; it's a nasty one," with people "being killed at levels that nobody's ever seen." (Fact check: People have been killed at such levels in many modern wars, but it's to Trump's credit if he's concerned.) Trump claims to want a peace deal; the problem is that in practice, any "peace deal" means letting Putin keep his imperial acquisitions while he gears up for renewed fighting.

Trump has named retired General Keith Kellogg as his special envoy for Ukraine and Russia. Kellogg (who accepts the risible Russian line that the war was spurred in part by Moscow's fears that Ukraine would join NATO) has argued for continuing to arm Ukraine if Russia won't agree to a cease-fire. This might seem a hard line, but it's pure theater: Putin knows this game, and he will simply repeat his Crimea playbook from 2014 and 2015, agreeing to peace negotiations while engaging in chicanery and cease-fire violations behind the scenes. The weapons to Ukraine will dry up, the West will look away in shame, and Putin's tanks will roll again as soon as he's caught his breath.

I hope I'm wrong and that wiser heads prevail on Trump to take advantage of Putin's misfortunes. (I'm not sure who such people would be in a circle that includes adviser Elon Musk and possible Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.) More likely, Trump will go on with his campaign of retribution at home while the Russians do as they please.

Events in Syria have opened a historic opportunity, but sometimes the man and the moment do not meet.

Related:

	Why Syria matters to the Kremlin
 	How Russia could maintain a foothold in Syria






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The crumbling foundation of America's military
 	RIP to the Axis of Resistance, Arash Azizi writes.
 	The words that stop ChatGPT in its tracks




Today's News

	An official with Ukraine's security service said Ukraine was responsible for a bombing that assassinated the chief of Russia's nuclear-, biological-, and chemical-protection forces.
 	Luigi Mangione, who is accused of killing UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, was indicted by a New York grand jury on one count of murder in the first degree in furtherance of terrorism, two counts of murder in the second degree, and weapon and forgery charges. A lawyer for Mangione declined to comment on the indictment.
 	A tech consultant was found guilty of second-degree murder in the fatal stabbing of the tech executive Bob Lee, who helped create Cash App.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Bogota is rationing its water. More places should practice going without crucial resources, Elizabeth Rush argues.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Liz Hart. Source: Getty.



Bob Dylan's Carnival Act

By James Parker

Everything, as Charles Peguy said, begins in mysticism and ends in politics. Except if you're Bob Dylan. If you're Bob Dylan, you start political and go mystical. You start as an apprentice hobo scuffing out songs of change; you become, under protest, the ordained and prophetic mouthpiece for a sense of mass disturbance otherwise known as the '60s; and then, after some violent gestures and severances, you withdraw. You dematerialize; you drop it all, and you drift into the recesses of the Self. Where you remain, until they give you a Nobel Prize.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": I've been left off my friends' group chat.
 	How to navigate the era of Trump
 	Hyundai is America's EV future.




Culture Break


Illustration by Joanne Joo



Listen. These are the 10 best albums of 2024, according to our music critic.

Examine. Can the rodeo save a historic Black town? Read about one woman's quest to rescue Boley, Oklahoma.

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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Silicon Valley Heads to Mar-a-Lago

The tech industry's Trump taboo is quickly becoming a distant memory.

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 days of tech CEOs tussling with Donald Trump are fading. After distancing themselves from Trump during his first administration--and publicly rebuking him after the events of January 6, 2021--many Silicon Valley leaders are now taking a softer approach. Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerberg, and OpenAI CEO Sam Altman have each pledged, through their companies or their personal coffers, individual $1 million donations to Trump's inauguration fund. The Google co-founder Sergey Brin, who protested Trump's immigration policies in 2017, apparently dined at Mar-a-Lago with Trump and Google's CEO, Sundar Pichai, this month; Bezos, along with the the heads of TikTok and Netflix, are reportedly on the schedule there this week too. As Trump put it in a press conference today: "In the first term, everybody was fighting me. In this term, everybody wants to be my friend."

Friendship may not be exactly what these tech CEOs are after. Self-preservation seems to be playing a role--these companies don't want to lose out on government contracts or face retribution from a man known for threatening to punish his critics. For years, Trump was no friend to tech, and vice versa: During his first term, he used Twitter to lob insults at Amazon and its then-CEO Bezos. And as recently as this past summer, Trump was hurling unfounded accusations at Zuckerberg. Ambition is likely part of the calculus too; CEOs hope that Trump will go easier on the industry than the Biden administration did, including on crypto and AI. Now, as Trump prepares to take office a second time, tech executives seem eager to please the president-elect--and to start a new chapter in their relationship that elides the past.

Throughout Trump's 2024 campaign, tech executives were privately speaking with Trump about their interests and policy preferences; after the election, the public congratulations quickly rolled in. Business leaders attempting to get on good terms with an incoming administration is not unheard of. But the machinations here are happening out in the open. As my colleague Ali Breland wrote last week, "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." Now, with Elon Musk setting a new standard for blatantly self-serving political participation--including attempts to influence the outcome of an election--his peers are operating more brazenly than they once did. Beyond the tech CEOs who are donating to and hobnobbing with Trump, several prominent venture capitalists who stumped for Trump are now advocating for their fellow tech leaders to be nominated for roles in the Trump administration. The venture capitalist David Sacks, an outspoken Trump supporter, has been named the "A.I. and Crypto Czar" for the incoming administration. And of course, the vice-president-elect was once a venture capitalist too.

Donating to any president-elect's inauguration fund is a standard way for corporations to signal goodwill. Some tech companies, including Google and Amazon, quietly gave relatively small amounts to Trump's first inauguration fund, according to data published by OpenSecrets. Firms such as Google and Microsoft donated to President Joe Biden's inauguration fund. And a  seven-figure tech donation is not unprecedented--Microsoft gave more than $2 million to President Barack Obama for his 2013 inauguration. The flow of such large sums from multiple executives this year, Margaret O'Mara, a historian of Silicon Valley, told me in an email, is "both a reflection of the growth of inaugural spending generally" and "the surging profits and net worth of tech's biggest names." And the meetings with and warm statements from tech leaders who are donating this money signals a new chapter of cooperation between Big Tech and Trump.

The tech industry has always relied, to an extent, on the federal government, but its political allegiances have shifted. A free-market libertarian strain has long run through the region and industry, though in the 2010s, the industry cozied up to the Obama administration, a relationship that benefited both sides. During the first Trump term, the government-tech relationship became uneasy: Social platforms attempted damage control after blowback from employees and users who blamed them for Trump's ascent to office (remember Zuckerberg's national listening tour in 2017?). As Trump enters his second term having received close to half of the country's vote, support for him may not risk that same level of public outrage: In many circles, the Trump taboo is over. As O'Mara put it, the social consequences of supporting Trump are lesser, and the business risks of crossing him are higher.

When Zuckerberg visited Mar-a-Lago on the evening before Thanksgiving, he and other guests reportedly stood with hands over hearts while listening to a recording of the national anthem sung by people accused of January 6-related crimes. Whether Zuckerberg knew who the singers were is unclear. But the scene was uncanny given that January 6, when it happened, was a bright-red line for the tech industry. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Twitch banned or suspended Trump, and companies such as Amazon paused donations to election deniers. Now, with the arrival of Trump 2.0, that red line has been erased entirely.

Related:

	Even the Koch brothers weren't this brazen.
 	What's with all the Trumpy VCs?






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Maybe Democrats didn't do so badly after all.
 	The technology that actually runs our world
 	The push for puberty blockers got ahead of the research, Helen Lewis argues.




Today's News

	At least two people were killed and several others were injured by a shooter at Abundant Life Christian School, in Madison, Wisconsin. The suspect, who was found dead, was a student at the school, according to the Madison police chief.
 	Canadian Finance Minister Chrystia Freeland resigned from Prime Minister Justin Trudeau's cabinet. She wrote that Trudeau told her on Friday that he wanted to move her to another role in the cabinet, and that she disagreed with him on the best path forward in the face of Trump's threat to implement new tariffs.
 	German Chancellor Olaf Scholz lost a vote of confidence; the country will face snap elections next year to form a new coalition government.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: These books and movies will entertain even the most fleeting of attention spans, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Pete Gamlen



What If You Just Skipped the Holidays?

By Faith Hill

For years, ahead of family holiday gatherings, Alicia Dudley would wake up anxious. Since she'd gotten married, her relatives and her husband's had wanted them at multiple different celebrations for each occasion. Bundling up her small child and toting him about was a pain. Dudley, a creative director in Virginia, couldn't believe that on her rare, precious days off, she was doing what she always did: running around.
 Eventually, she made a simple but major decision--she quit the holidays.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Has your cat closed its rings today?
 	Oliver Sacks's lifelong search for recognition
 	Conor Friedersdorf: How to move on from the worst of identity politics
 	The health-care system isn't hopeless.
 	How Democrats lost their way on immigration




Culture Break


Rosalind O'Connor / NBC



Have a laugh. This week's Saturday Night Live highlighted Chris Rock's talent for trolling, Shirley Li writes.

Watch. Spend some time with six binge-worthy movie series recommended by The Atlantic's writers and editors.

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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Six Binge-Worthy Movie Series

Spend some time with a good movie--or two, or three.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.

Few things are better than staying in on a Sunday afternoon and putting on a good movie--or two, or three. The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What is your favorite movie series to binge?





The Mission: Impossible series (streaming on Paramount+)

Watching seven whole movies may sound like a difficult binge, but marathoning the Mission: Impossible films is, well, a mission I'll always accept. They're pure popcorn entertainment, and watching them is a far easier task than anything Tom Cruise's superspy character has had to do. Across the almost 30-year-old franchise--with another entry coming next year--Ethan Hunt has prevented a pandemic and a nuclear war, taken down multiple arms dealers and terrorist-organization leaders, and, in what remains my favorite gag, donned a series of ridiculous (and impressively realistic) masks.

Part of the joy of watching the Mission: Impossible movies in one sitting is seeing what each director does with the material: Brad Bird, known for his animation work, brings a delightfully kinetic energy to Ghost Protocol, while the Hong Kong auteur John Woo prefers hypnotic slow-motion shots in Mission: Impossible II. Of course, the biggest draw remains Cruise's dedication to performing his own stunts, whether it's leaping out of an airplane or dangling off the side of a skyscraper. Ethan Hunt may work to save the world, but Tom Cruise works to dazzle us. And in these movies, he never fails.

-- Shirley Li, staff writer

***

The Back to the Future trilogy (streaming on FuboTV)

I'm going to cheat on this question slightly, because my favorite movies are almost entirely one-offs, and I usually save my binge-watching for sports. But as movie series go, a somewhat underappreciated one is Back to the Future. The original is a family classic--I watched it the first time at the theater, as a teenager, with my Boomer parents, precisely the generational targets for the movie's time-travel humor.

The sequels probe the twisted psyche of Biff Tannen, a misogynistic oligarch in one of the alternate futures and one of my personal favorite movie villains. (Tannen was inspired by Donald Trump, according to the screenwriter Bob Gale. The actor, Tom Wilson, also later played a much more complex and sympathetic version of a bully as the gym teacher on Freaks and Geeks.) Tying together the films is a series of front-page stories in the Hill Valley Telegraph, a fictional paper with news judgment so strange that I once wrote a column analyzing it.

Although the sequels, like most sequels, pale against the original, they each explore the question "What would you do if you traveled back in time and possessed modern knowledge?" The answer is basically: invent things, gamble on sports, and try to score dates with Lea Thompson.

-- Jonathan Chait, staff writer

***

The Lord of the Rings trilogy (streaming on Max)

There's no wrong time to watch the Lord of the Rings trilogy, but the winter holidays are the perfect time. These fantasy classics introduce you to the wonders of Middle-earth--replete with its own histories, languages, and mythologies--and J. R. R. Tolkien's characters: Aragorn and his sharp pride, Frodo and his understated courage, Gimli and his uncouth charm. The books swept me away as a child, and Peter Jackson's rendition more than does them justice.

That's in part because the films run roughly three hours each (four if you watch the extended cuts, which I recommend). Jackson needed every minute to unfold a number of intertwining, tension-filled plots, battles, friendships, and romances. The movies' lengths are something to luxuriate in, perfect for cozy December and January evenings--indeed, they each debuted in theaters on the third Wednesday of December. You could even tack on the more recent live-action Hobbit trilogy, but I'd actually opt for the much shorter 1977 animated version, which perfectly captures the novel's appeal to children.

-- Matteo Wong, staff writer

***

The High School Musical trilogy (streaming on Disney+)

In the first installment of the High School Musical series, our protagonists--Troy, a 5-foot-8 basketball star, and Gabriella, a girl who is both pretty and good at math--accidentally audition for the school musical and destabilize their high school's social order. The Disney plotline is predictably unrealistic, but real problems poke their way in: The high-school arts department is struggling! Troy's dad can be mean. Figuring out who you are is hard when your classmates sing in unison about where you belong.

The sequel is an ultra-saturated fever dream. A group of high schoolers get summer jobs at a country club. Troy sings an anxious rock anthem while running across an entire golf course. No notes.

Then, the finale: I saw High School Musical 3 in theaters (the first two were made-for-TV releases) when I was 8. Years later, I still appreciate how the film captures the bittersweet celebration of senior year and the stress of figuring out what happens after the curtain falls. If you decide to make this series your next movie binge, watch for the nostalgia and stay for the standout musical numbers (everyone, say thank you to the director Kenny Ortega, who also choreographed Michael Jackson's stage tours).

-- Hana Kiros, assistant editor

***

The Indiana Jones trilogy (streaming on Pluto TV and Prime Video)

I want to emphasize trilogy. The fourth Indiana Jones film suffers from too much Shia LaBeouf, and the fifth was an instantly forgettable CGI fest. But Raiders of the Lost Ark and its two sequels have retained their magic. Harrison Ford's relentlessly physical performance deserves much of the credit. His Indiana Jones is a paragon of 20th-century American masculinity: He is a scholar, but not in an affected, European way. This is a man who can keep a lion at bay with a whip, outduel a tank on horseback, and land knockout punches on all manner of Nazis.

The movies are dated in their depictions of certain cultures--Temple of Doom, which follows Jones on an adventure in India, is marred by unseemly Orientalism--but they still offer viewers a powerful escapism. In just the first hour of Raiders, we're whisked off to the Peruvian jungle, a snowy Himalayan saloon, and the sunbaked streets of Cairo. The ancient artifacts that Jones seeks add another layer of fantasy. They ask us to envision lost worlds, often through a mystical lens, and they do it all without slowing down the pace for a single second.

-- Ross Andersen, staff writer

***

The Before trilogy (available to rent on YouTube)

My favorite movie series is also the only movie series I've seen: Richard Linklater's Before trilogy. I'm not a huge fan of romance movies, but these three magical films stand apart from others with near-identical premises. I watched the first, Before Sunrise, during a boring weekend in my 20s, which turned out to be the perfect time to watch a movie about two adrift 20-somethings, played by Julie Delpy and Ethan Hawke, wandering around Vienna and falling in love.

I followed that up soon afterward with the second, Before Sunset, which features ... the same exact actors, this time as 30-somethings, wandering around Paris and re-falling in love. For some reason, merely swapping the cities and ages works so well.

Not long after that, in 2013, Linklater released the final installment, Before Midnight, which I saw in theaters. This one had a harder edge--the two main characters, now a couple, wrestle with parenting, career woes, and other adult concerns. But it's still impossible to take your eyes off them.

What is it that makes these five hours of two people talking so captivating? Is it Linklater's gift for realistic dialogue, or is it that we all wish we had met our husband on a European train in 1994? It's hard to say but very easy to watch.

-- Olga Khazan, staff writer





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	America needs to radically rethink what it means to be old.
 	The 13 best TV shows of 2024
 	America's most watched bishop




The Week Ahead

	Mufasa: The Lion King, a musical prequel and sequel to The Lion King that follows Mufasa, an orphan who is adopted by Prince Taka's family (in theaters Friday)
 	Laid, a dark-comedy series about a woman who realizes that her exes are mysteriously dying (premiering on Peacock on Thursday)
 	Sonic the Hedgehog 3, an animated film about the emergence of a powerful villain, Shadow, voiced by Keanu Reeves (out Friday)




Essay


Brendan George Ko



The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back

By Adrienne LaFrance

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Read these six books--just trust us.
 	The 10 best movies of 2024
 	"Dear James": My friend outed me to her conservative parents.
 	January cover story: "Walk on air against your better judgment."
 	Nikki Giovanni's wondrous celebrations of Black life






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Decivilization may already be under way.
 	Trump is about to betray his rural supporters.
 	Anne Applebaum: The Syrian regime collapsed gradually--and then suddenly.




Photo Album


Coins are left behind by visitors at the Chicago Rat Hole, a rat-shaped impression on a sidewalk in Illinois. (Scott Olson / Getty)



As the end of the year approaches, take a look back at some of the major news moments from the first months of 2024.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Books and Movies to Sustain an Attention Span

Attention is hard to come by when you want it most.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


In 2022, my colleague Megan Garber reflected on the transactional side of attention. "Far too often, I find myself mindlessly twitch-clicking on an enticing headline, and then reading, and then regretting," she wrote. "I pay my attention; I instantly wish for a refund." Attention is too easy to give up, and it's hard to get when you really want it--maybe you're trying to get some work done but your kids are running around, or the habit of social-media scrolling makes it feel impossible to simply sit down with a book.

Immersion is a luxury: When a person feels truly engrossed in a project or a piece of art, they come out the other side feeling like they've lived a little more life. Today's newsletter rounds up some books and movies to get lost in--or, if your attention span is hopelessly fleeting, to entertain you in short order.



On Attention

Seven Books That Will Make You Put Down Your Phone

By Bekah Waalkes

These titles self-consciously aim to grab their reader's attention.

Read the article.

Six Acclaimed Movies With Short Runtimes

By Stephanie Bai

Bring back the 90-minute film.

Read the article.

The Great Fracturing of American Attention

By Megan Garber

Why resisting distraction is one of the foundational challenges of this moment

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Twenty TV shows for short attention spans: For both quick laughs and thoughtful reflections, try one of these highly bingeable half-hour comedies, Shirley Li wrote in 2022.
 	Seven true stories that read like thrillers: These immersive works of journalism follow ordinary Americans facing long odds.




Other Diversions

	Nickel Boys is an audacious experiment.
 	Read these six books--just trust us.
 	Hopeful images from 2024




P.S.


Courtesy of Kevin Fraser



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "After playing a round of golf" in Colorado, Kevin Fraser, 62, writes, "me and my golfing buddies were enjoying a beer when I noticed the entire room had taken on" an orange glow. "I turned around and saw this beautiful sunset."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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What's Going On With Those Drones Over New Jersey?

Strange things have been happening up and down the East Coast at night.

by John Hendrickson




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


Recent mysterious sightings in our night sky cannot be written off as hallucinations, mass delusions, or hoaxes. Something is indeed happening. But what? For weeks, objects that appear to be drones have been spotted up and down the East Coast, primarily in New Jersey but also in New York, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. Nearly every morning brings new photographic and video evidence of odd occurrences, in addition to fresh eyewitness testimony.

Here are the facts in their simplest form: Night after night, people are reportedly seeing large aerial machines moving slowly across the sky. Some of these aircraft appear to be as big as cars. Often, they fly solo; other times, they glide in pairs or in groups. They have reportedly hovered for up to six hours at a time. They also frequently fly at lower altitudes than small airplanes. Many videos appear to show a rhythmic, steady blinking--white, red, and green flashes. And then, just like that, the lights may vanish--especially if detected.

This is not the stuff of urban legend or internet conspiracy. Even government officials are demanding answers. Last night, Andy Kim, the Democratic senator-elect from New Jersey, ventured out to a reservoir with a local police officer, who had reportedly been spotting the drones nightly. Kim returned with his own video evidence, and shared multiple clips in a thread on X. "We often saw about 5-7 lights at a time that were low and not associated with aircraft we could see on the [flight] tracker app. Some hovered while others moved across the horizon," Kim wrote. "We clearly saw several that would move horizontally and then immediately switch back in the opposite direction in maneuvers that plane can't do."

Larry Hogan, the former Republican governor of Maryland, had a similar experience last night. "I personally witnessed (and videoed) what appeared to be dozens of large drones in the sky above my residence in Davidsonville, Maryland (25 miles from our nation's capital)," Hogan wrote on X. He, too, shared visuals--and he articulated another knotty truth: "The public is growing increasingly concerned and frustrated with the complete lack of transparency and the dismissive attitude of the federal government."

Earlier this week, Brian Bergen, a New Jersey state representative, walked out of a Department of Homeland Security briefing about the issue. "It was worthless," he told a cable-news reporter. "It was the biggest amateur-hour presentation I've ever seen about anything. It was ridiculous. There were no answers." Governor Phil Murphy of New Jersey went so far as to send a letter to President Joe Biden about the issue: "I write with growing concern about reports of unmanned aircraft systems (UAS) in and around New Jersey airspace," he said. "New Jersey residents deserve more concrete information about these UAS sightings and what is causing them." Governor Kathy Hochul of New York said on X that her office is working with federal partners to investigate the sightings.

Yesterday, the DHS and the FBI released a joint statement specifically about the Jersey sightings: "We have no evidence at this time that the reported drone sightings pose a national security or public-safety threat or have a foreign nexus." The statement went on to say that, contrary to reports, many of the reported sightings are of manned aircraft, and that there have been no reported or confirmed drone sightings in any restricted airspace.

These recent events are strikingly similar to other sightings earlier this year. As the independent journalist Matt Laslo has reported, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York was briefed in February on classified intelligence about unidentified craft near U.S.-military sites in Nevada, and in April, Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona spoke about similar incidents at an Air Force outpost in his state. But those instances pale in comparison with the sustained presence of aerial oddities over Langley Air Force Base, in Virginia, last December--a development with profound defense implications, given the base's proximity to the U.S. Capitol.

Notably, these crafts seem markedly different from the ones in the infamous videos from 2015. Those objects, which were spotted by Navy pilots, darted about with unbelievable speed and maneuvers that almost suggested an unknown technology or propulsion mechanism. The ones seen over the past few weeks seem more quotidian. One possibility is that all of these sightings can be traced back to drone hobbyists, though that's far from guaranteed.

This morning, I spoke with my colleague Shane Harris, who covers national-security affairs and has written about unexplained aerial phenomena for years. He was struck by how many of these sightings have taken place in densely populated areas (the Northeast Corridor includes  the highest concentrations of people in the United States) and noted that, accordingly, we are more likely to have a plethora of evidence, given that so many people have recording devices on them at all times. "That has led to an abundance of data--which is not to say it's all good data," Shane said. "The videos may be fuzzy, and it might not be clear exactly where they were shot."

He told me that he interpreted the relative vagueness of the FBI and DHS comments to mean that they might actually not know what these things are. "They're only going to say as much as they can stand behind, and they're not going to try to wade too far into speculation, because they know where that leads," he said. But the fact that government officials such as Kim and Hogan have explored the issue speaks to the growing fascination with this subject.

In an earlier era, if you were a "serious" person asking questions about strange happenings in the sky, you'd likely be mocked. The late Senator Harry Reid made a sustained effort to legitimize the broader topic of unidentified aerial phenomena, even after he retired. But at this point, curiosity about increased sightings is a logical reaction. Nobody is saying that the New Jersey drones are the products of aliens or our geopolitical enemies. The objects are simply unidentified. In other words: The truth is out there, and for now, we're still waiting for it.

Related:

	The U.S.-government UFO cover-up is real--but it's not what you think. (From 2023)
 	NASA learns the ugly truth about UFOs. (From 2023)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is about to betray his rural supporters.
 	The wellness women are on the march.
 	A mindset for the Trump era




Today's News

	French President Emmanuel Macron announced that he has appointed his centrist ally Francois Bayrou as the next prime minister.
 	Representative Nancy Pelosi was injured and hospitalized while abroad in Luxembourg with a congressional delegation.
 	McKinsey & Company will pay $650 million to settle with the Justice Department over its work on opioids. A former senior partner has agreed to plead guilty to obstruction of justice for destroying internal company documents.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Environmental internationalism is in its flop era, Zoe Schlanger writes. Every major international negotiation this year--over biodiversity, plastics, and climate--failed to meet its goals.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Remember Sora? OpenAI's most hyped bot since ChatGPT risks coming up short, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Solvej Balle's series of novels brings up questions about physics, sustainability, and, yes, the meaning of life, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	What if free speech means banning TikTok?
 	Adapting One Hundred Years of Solitude sounded impossible. It wasn't.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ard Su



Read These Six Books--Just Trust Us

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."


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Clive Brunskill / Getty



Scroll through some joy. These photos show hopeful images from the past year, featuring expressions of love and compassion, personal victories, and friends and families at play.

Watch. Nickel Boys (out now in select theaters) is an audacious experiment--and unlike anything else that's showing right now.

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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Sora Is Finally Here

The most hyped bot since ChatGPT risks coming up short.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Earlier this week, OpenAI launched the full version of its video-generating model, Sora. Hype has been building around this release since the startup teased the program nearly 10 months ago, but the final product doesn't quite meet expectations.

OpenAI researchers said they had spent months making a "way faster and cheaper" version of Sora that the public could use--but did not say this version of Sora is more capable or intelligent. The company was eager to show off a number of features, such as "Remix," "Loop," and "Blend," that might make Sora a legitimately useful short-video editor and generator but don't suggest much about how this product serves the company's ultimate goal of bringing about a supposed superintelligence. Indeed, my own tests of the model have been mixed, resulting in floating glasses of eggnog, vanishing cat heads, and Silly Putty-like arms. "The company hasn't built a new, more intelligent bot so much as an interface in the style of iMovie and Premiere Pro," I wrote after OpenAI announced Sora's release on Monday.

This is all a far cry from the rhetoric of the initial Sora preview, in which OpenAI presented the program as a crucial avenue toward building smarter and more powerful bots. In May, I spoke with a Sora researcher who described the program as being in its "GPT-1" phase (in other words, it should be viewed as extremely early, conceptual research), and the company repeated the analogy in its presentation this week. It is worth keeping in mind, then, that if GPT-1 had launched as a product in 2018, it would have been very cool and not very practical, in the same way Sora is now. Of course, anyone who might have written OpenAI off then would have been very surprised by ChatGPT's success just four years after that; such a moment is far from guaranteed to arrive for Sora and its video-generating successors, but I wouldn't bet against it, either.




Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Most Hyped Bot Since ChatGPT

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."


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Welcome to a world without endings: "One way to conceive of Scale Brain and generative-AI evangelism is to see a group of people enthusiastic about turning all facets of creative life into intellectual property, where everything can and should have an expanded cinematic universe, world without end," my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote last year.
 	OpenAI's Sora is a total mystery: "Perhaps [Sora] will be an imagination engine, a cinematic revolution, or a misinformation machine," I wrote after Sora's preview in February. "But for now, it's best viewed as a provocation or an advertising blitz."




P.S.

The Silicon Valley hype cycle that immediately preceded generative AI was all about cryptocurrency, and while the many coins and tokens have all failed as functional currencies, their legacy as financial instruments is now clear. "Cryptocurrencies have minted a generation of millionaires, billionaires, and corporate war chests," Charlie wrote on Wednesday. "And now they're using their money to influence politics."

-- Matteo
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'It's One of Those Infinite Time-Loop Situations You Might Have Heard About'

Solvej Balle's series of novels brings up questions about physics, sustainability, and, yes, the meaning of life.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


What sort of work is Solvej Balle's On the Calculation of Volume? The Danish author's seven-novel series, whose first two volumes were published in English last month, belongs to a fiction subgenre best explained by Andy Samberg in the movie Palm Springs: "It's one of those infinite time-loop situations you might have heard about." Samberg's blithe delivery captures both his character's cynicism and the mind-numbing situation itself--stuck in the same day, over and over, with seemingly no way out. (He shares both the predicament and the blitheness with Bill Murray's character in the time-loop archetype, the movie Groundhog Day.) But Samberg is also inoculating viewers against the familiarity of the premise, while launching them into the central dilemma of all these works: Where do we go from here? In Balle's take on the subgenre, her protagonist, Tara Selter, goes much further in her endless rendition of a single fall day than a reader would have any reason to expect.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The carpetbagger who saw Texas's future
 	Read these six books--just trust us.
 	Adapting One Hundred Years of Solitude sounded impossible. It wasn't.
 	America needs to radically rethink what it means to be old.
 	Nikki Giovanni's wondrous celebrations of Black life


Every architect of this trope creates a new set of rules, and Balle has a twist too, as Rhian Sasseen wrote in The Atlantic this week. "In contrast with most popular iterations," Sasseen writes, Tara's "physical location remains unconstrained." Unlike in Palm Springs, where the protagonist wakes each morning in the title city, or the excellent Netflix series Russian Doll, where Nadia (Natasha Lyonne) dies over and over, just to find herself back in the same overdesigned bathroom with the same song blaring, Tara starts her original November 18 in Paris but can restart it wherever she ends up each night.

Though we know about this loophole from the opening pages of the first volume, it is more fully explored in the second book, when Tara journeys to Europe's warmer and colder climes in an attempt to replicate the annual cycle of seasons. This widening of the aperture signals what might be most exciting about exploring the time loop in books, rather than film or TV: Balle's novels make ample room for side quests, and the implications of Tara's predicament feel at once more personal--readers have more access to her inner state, via narration--and yet more sweeping. In fact, Sasseen writes, Balle's accomplishment is in demonstrating the freedom made possible by the constraints of her form: "In books," she notes, "the writer alone controls the organizational system, measuring out time through sentences, paragraphs, and chapters, moving it in service to the plot."

On-screen, the time loop's powerful premise translates easily into existential humor: Murray's character declares, "I'm a god. Not THE God--I don't think"; Russian Doll's upbeat, recurring leitmotif, Harry Nilsson's "Gotta Get Up," begins to feel like cosmic torture. But Balle resists the jokes. Her story, delivered through interior monologues and evocative descriptions, brings up more probing and open-ended questions about physics, sustainability, and, yes, the meaning of life.

Every time-loop story is a quest narrative in which the holy grail is escape, but the journey toward the exit tends to involve pursuing a major life goal: finding true love; making a deep human connection; understanding one's purpose. Tara's secondary goal remains hazy for now--Balle hasn't even finished the last two volumes of the series. Sasseen believes it might come down to the series' framing device, which is a diary. "In chronicling the events of her repeating days," Sasseen writes, "Tara performs the kind of time travel that only writing--not science or technology or engineering--can." Tara is trying to create order and, through it, meaning, within a system that feels arbitrary, baffling, entrapping. Why is this happening? Can I change it? Will it go on forever? Answering these questions is a mission for all of us, any day of the year.






A Novel That Disrupts a Fundamental Law of the Universe

By Rhian Sasseen

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.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Hypocrite, by Jo Hamya

Over the past several years, many people decided they were no longer going to abide behaviors that had long been brushed aside. Hamya's novel captures that cultural shift with devastating precision, casting it as a generational battle between a parent and child. The book is set over the course of one afternoon in 2020, when a famous English novelist attends a performance of his daughter Sophia's play, and quickly realizes that its protagonist--an offensive writer who is played for laughs--is based on him. Although he's always been a divisive figure, the author is now seen less as a provocateur and more as an out-of-touch misogynist. The novel includes flashbacks to a summer Sophia and her father spent in Sicily a decade ago--and as Hamya switches between their perspectives, she seems committed to presenting each argument with intellectual honesty, rather than advancing one point of view. In showing how Sophia and her father are illegible to each other, The Hypocrite exposes a chasm separating frustrated young people, who resent the world they've inherited, from some of their elders, who see this cohort as irredeemably misguided.

From our list: The Atlantic 10





Out Next Week

? The Prisoner of Ankara, by Suat Dervis

? The Lies of the Artists: Essays on Italian Art, 1450-1750, by Ingrid D. Rowland


? Visitations, by Corey Egbert




Your Weekend Read


Brendan George Ko



The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back

By Adrienne LaFrance

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.

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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When a Shooting Spurs a Social-Media Cycle

A conversation with Charlie Warzel about the internet's frantic search for a narrative

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.


In the hours and days that followed the killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, even before any information was known about the suspect, social media was flooded with speculation and opinion. When Luigi Mangione's identity was made public on Monday, the digital trail he left behind--and the difficulties of tying him to a particular ideology or movement--only intensified the cycle of reaction. I spoke with my colleague Charlie Warzel, who covers technology, about how the past week played out online, and why social media rewards the urge to make meaning even in situations where it's not readily apparent.

Lora Kelley: What made this particular event so suited for quick reactions online, even before we had much information?

Charlie Warzel: It is a shocking thing to watch a video of an anonymous person gun somebody down in the street in midtown Manhattan. It is even more shocking when you find out that the victim is powerful. Then it becomes shocking that the suspect escapes, and that he's not immediately caught. It defies all these different types of expectations. There was an information vacuum, essentially, during the whole manhunt. All we knew for a few days was that someone was shot in cold blood, the shooter got away, and the victim was someone whose industry is reviled by many Americans. When something this surprising happens, people want it to mean something. As I wrote today, the internet abhors a vacuum.

Lora: Why are many people online so quick to try to form narratives about a given news event? Is that just a very human impulse that the online ecosystem exacerbates?

Charlie: The old conception of the internet was that it democratized access to information, and that seemed utopian. It was seen as a tool for sense-making. What we've learned and seen since--the dark side of all this--is that the internet is this place where we try to make meaning, even where it doesn't yet exist. On social media, people start marshalling all the evidence to support different claims, before we know anything for a fact. The most dangerous time for the truth is in the moments right after something happens. When there's not much information, people can exploit the gaps. That's not new, and it's not just an internet thing.

But on social media, after something genuinely shocking happens, you can see that machine in motion: the way so many people--reporters, vigilante investigators, politicians, people who run shops online making merch--jumped in. There is a vicious cycle here. People post takes. Then people post takes about the takes.

People are trying to make this event match with their understanding of the world. There were so many people who immediately jumped to: The fabric of society is fraying, or This is the beginning of a lasting movement. Social-media users tend to try to sort things into very strict political camps. So they say: Was the suspect a leftist? Was he a conspiracy-theory crank? Was he a political activist?

Lora: How did the discourse shift once the suspect was identified and announced?

Charlie: At least based on what we know so far, this suspect doesn't seem easy to put into a box. In some ways, acts of partisan violence are more easy to sort ideologically: when the man who sent pipe bombs in the mail turned out to have a van covered in MAGA bumper stickers, for example.

There is a history of people sorting through the digital breadcrumbs of someone who has committed an act of violence, in order to understand what might have pushed them to do that. This suspect defied a lot of expectations. He had seemingly praised the Unabomber's manifesto on what appeared to be his Goodreads account. But he also seems pretty interested in Peter Thiel. And at the same time, he didn't have an extremely partisan online presence. So he doesn't sort evenly into any camps. People online hate that kind of nuance and uncertainty.

Related: 

	Decivilization may already be under way.
 	Luigi Mangione's commonplace, deplorable politics




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Ozempic flip-flop
 	Is this how Democrats win back the working class?
 	A scandalous resignation




Today's News

	President Joe Biden announced that he will commute approximately 1,500 sentences for people who were released from prison and placed in home confinement under a pandemic-era law, and he will pardon 39 people who were convicted of nonviolent crimes.
 	The FBI did not station any undercover agents in the crowd during the January 6 insurrection, according to a Justice Department watchdog report.
 	A missing American man was reportedly discovered in Syria after being freed from a prison, where he was held for about half a year.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Shopping shouldn't be instantaneous--a bit of inconvenience can be useful, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	RFK Jr.'s testosterone regimen is almost reasonable.
 	Liberals have an own-goal problem.
 	Lina Khan goes out with a bang.
 	The government's disturbing rationale for banning TikTok




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



The Virtuous Circle of a Happy Personality

By Arthur C. Brooks

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 ...
 At the same time, he clearly saw--and regretted--the effects of his unhappy personality.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Joanne Joo



Watch. These are the 13 best TV shows of 2024, according to our culture writers.

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

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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Shopping Shouldn't Be Instantaneous

A bit of inconvenience can be useful.

by Isabel Fattal




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.


In 1931, an Atlantic contributor named Frances Taylor begged stores to take her money. Her long rant about a shopping expedition gone awry describes a failed attempt to buy pajamas (the ones she found had no pockets--a disaster--nor did they come in her size); a lamp with a yellow or blue shade (the only one available is "pink and broken," she is told); and most of the other items on her list. "Busy women have money to spend; make it easier for them to buy and they will spend it," she wrote.

Taylor offered some suggestions, both realistic and less so, for how the department stores of the time could offer more convenience to customers. But most fascinating is her description of the problem: "I don't like to shop, but I do like to buy." What Taylor dreamed of, it seems, was a life of making instantaneous purchases, no thinking required. If only she could spend five minutes on Amazon.

But the department-store experience of the 1930s was in some ways familiar to our one-click online-shopping era. In a robust response to Taylor's anti-shopping screed a few months later, the contributors Helen Peffer and Juna Newton argued that, for well-off shoppers, impulse purchases were far too easy to make. "Nowadays most department stores operate under the policy, 'The customer is always right,'" they noted. One result of this policy was an excess of returns: "Well-to-do" female shoppers "purchase seven neckties and return six," they wrote. "They telephone or write asking that drivers call and pick up tooth paste, cigarettes, toilet paper, or two rolls of dental floss." The resources needed to return so many items, free of charge, was a strain on department stores. (Among the article's examples of returns gone wild: "In a small New Jersey town there actually lives a woman who bought her husband a suit of underwear in October 1929, and asked to return it in November 1930. She said it wasn't 'wearing well.'")

Returns have gotten only more common since then, but today's stores have found ways to free themselves of some of the logistical and financial burden. Amanda Mull reported last year that many brands were beginning to charge customers return fees or require that they cover return-shipping costs. (ASOS, H&M, and Zara are among the latest popular stores tacking on a return fee for some customers.) "Convenience is always expensive for someone," she wrote. "For much of the internet era, the individual buyer hasn't been footing the bill, but slowly, that has begun to change."

The prospect of paying for returns, Mull noted, might lead the shopper to spend a bit more time thinking before they make a purchase--that is, if they clock the company's return policy in the fine print. "Buying things online has never been so simple, so seamless, so easy. So easy, in fact, that we might all be better off with a few more speed bumps," she wrote in another article last year. I can hear Taylor's voice in protest: Just let me give you my money! But maybe human beings were never really meant to buy without enduring some shopping first.

The Atlantic's archives are a reminder of a time when shopping was typically a public and social experience. In their 1931 article, Peffer and Newton posited that "it is probably true of most returners that they buy things which they neither need nor want, simply from an inherent love of shopping. They think of shopping as a diversion rather than as a serious business." Shopping was an activity in and of itself, appealing even to shoppers who didn't intend to keep the items they bought.

And many shoppers cared how their purchases looked to other people: In a hilarious account of his first visit to a supermarket in 1954, the writer Weare Holbrook was delighted to lose himself in the crowd, avoiding the prying eyes present in a smaller grocery store. "The average adult male," he wrote, "cannot easily bring himself to ask his grocer" for items such as "Kinky Winx cereal, Whipsy Doodle salad dressing, Dreamboat soap, O-So-Lushus cake mix, Lover Boy lard, and Icky Poo pre-whipped cream." The supermarket's advantage over its smaller competitors, he noted, is that "it is impersonal."

Today, of course, grocery shopping is one of the only kinds that still regularly occur in public--at least until grocery-delivery services completely take over. The rest of our shopping more often happens on our phones, while we wait in line for coffee or scroll before bed. (I admit, though, that I am one of those Millennial holdouts who prefers to make big purchases on my laptop.) We've lost the "speed bumps," the necessary pause when we ask ourselves: Do I want this? Do I need this? Can I afford this? Thinking through those questions won't give us full control over our shopping decisions, as algorithms and marketing tactics work overtime to tell us what we want. But wresting back a little independence might make the final purchasing click feel even better.
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        Images of Krampus--Saint Nick's Dark Companion

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 18, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Tales of Saint Nicholas might feature him bringing gifts to good boys and girls, but ancient folklore in Europe's Alpine region also speaks of Krampus, a frightening demonlike creature who emerges during the Yule season, looking for naughty children to punish in horrible ways--or possibly to drag back to his lair in a sack. In the dark winter months, Krampus associations in villages hold parades, playfully frightening onlookers on Krampusnacht by chasing them and hitting them with sticks during a run through the streets.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds a torch while wearing a frightening demonic mask with long horns that are on fire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as a frightening demonlike Perchten figure performs before a crowd in the town of Trebesing, Austria.
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                [image: A crowd watches as performers in frightening demonlike costumes parade past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 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: Two performers wearing frightening wooden masks with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants in the traditional Krampuslauf wear costumes and wooden masks in the old town of Munich, Germany, on December 10, 2023.
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                [image: People take pictures of a performer wearing a frightening demon mask and furry costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces onlookers during a traditional fire festival in the town of Tarcento, Italy, on January 5, 2020.
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                [image: A close view of a person wearing a furry costume and a demon mask with long horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing a traditional Krampus costume performs during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a young person with small sticks as they run.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer wearing a traditional Krampus costume hits a youngster during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Smiling people pose with a performer wearing a frightening Krampus mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The event Spettacolo dei Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, an exhibition of the Krampus group Krampus Skaupatz Toifl, takes place in streets full of people in Cormons, Italy, on December 14, 2018.
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                [image: A crowd gathers in a village street, watching as a performer in a demon mask passes by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes menace onlookers during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks among flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as an evil Krampus character walks on fire during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: A person wearing a Krampus costume drives a tractor that carries two people in a cage, in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Krampus performer transports "prisoners" with a tractor during a Krampus run in Hollabrunn, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several performers where menacing-looking Krampus costumes in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears a frightening horse-demon costume while walking in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The annual Krampus Run takes place in downtown Los Angeles, California, on December 13, 2018.
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                [image: An actors dressed in a Krampus costume hits a running bystander with small sticks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors dressed in Krampus costumes chase bystanders during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria,  on December 6, 2024.
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                [image: Several people dressed in large frightening Krampus costumes carry heavy metal drums while marching in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed as Krampus take part in the traditional parade of Krampus night (Krampusnacht) in Kiefersfelden, Bavaria, Germany, on December 5, 2024, the night before Saint Nicholas Day.
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                [image: A person in a Krampus costume playfully menaces a smiling person in a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer menaces an onlooker during a Krampus parade in Villach, Austria, on November, 30, 2024.
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                [image: A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks through small flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer dressed as a Krampus character walks over flames during Krampus night in Tarvisio, Italy.
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                [image: Performers wearing frightening Krampus costumes walk past a crowd during a parade at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers wearing Krampus costumes roam the village center during the annual Krampus parade in Seefeld, Austria, on December 6, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Hopeful Images From 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 13, 2024

            	24 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            This has been another year filled with news stories and photos that can be difficult or disturbing to view. For a decade now, I've made it an annual tradition, after rounding up the news photos of the year, to compose a companion essay of uplifting images from the past 12 months--an effort to seek out and recognize some of the abundant joy and kindness present in the world around us. Below are images from 2024 of families and friends at play, expressions of love and compassion, personal victories, volunteers at work, assistance being given to those in need, and small and pleasant moments.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young person holds a juvenile puffin while standing atop a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young resident holds a rescued puffling before releasing it from a sea cliff in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, on August 20, 2024. In August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city streets. Once they are rescued, the pufflings are brought to either a beach or a cliff to be released into the sea.
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                [image: The six top mixed-doubles Olympic table-tennis players pose for a selfie during the medal ceremony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Medalists from North Korea, China, and South Korea pose for a selfie during the medal ceremony after the Table Tennis Mixed Doubles Gold Medal match on day four of the 2024 Olympic Games at South Paris Arena. Team China won gold, North Korea took silver, and South Korea took the bronze medal.
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                [image: A person rides a bicycle on a path, following another person pedaling a three-wheel bike, carrying two older passengers in front.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pensioners Ella and John from Parkdale Care Center enjoy a ride out with the Auchterarder Trishaw Project and their volunteers Gordon McLeay and Gail Robertson on October 2, 2024. The town of Auchterarder, Scotland, is helping its old and needy get out and about by cycling them around in "trishaw" bikes. Elderly residents are given day trips and fresh air in the pedaled three-wheelers with a front seated carriage. Volunteers take people from care homes for rides to tourist attractions and scenic spots as part of the group Cycling Without Age Scotland.
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                [image: A tennis player smiles while sitting with a trophy among a crowd of excited young people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Carlos Alcaraz of Spain holds a trophy as he celebrates with a group of ball kids after winning the Men's Singles Final match against Alexander Zverev of Germany on day 15 of the 2024 French Open, at Roland Garros, in Paris, France, on June 9, 2024.
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                [image: A father and child stand together, holding hands, in silhouette at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A father plays with his child at sunset on Father's Day in Ankara, Turkey, on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: A group of young people play in the surf as a wave passes by.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people play in the waves at North Narrabeen on January 27, 2024, in Sydney, Australia. About 30 Indigenous children from Brewarrina, Weilmoringle, and Goodooga, in the far northwest of New South Wales, traveled to Sydney to participate in an event that is part of the Bush to Beach program, which gives Indigenous children the opportunity to learn and explore Sydney's beach culture. Bush to Beach is a charity dedicated to inspiring hope and promoting education for Aussie bush kids. This trip was a reward for school attendance and an opportunity for the kids to see that there is another world outside their community and help develop confidence and self-esteem, according to Bush to Beach co-founder Jack Cannons.
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                [image: A woman nuzzles her face into the neck of an ostrich.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wendy Adriaens, the founder of De Passiehoeve, an animal-rescue farm where animals support people with autism, depression, anxiety, or drug problems, offers a hug to Blondie, a six-year-old female ostrich, in Kalmthout, Belgium, on March 8, 2024.
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                [image: Four people with colored powder all over their faces smile and pose side by side, framed by the window of a car]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Students play with colors ahead of the Holi festival outside Mata Sundri College in New Delhi, India, on March 21, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Raj K Raj / Hindustan Times / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A couple share a kiss standing along a balcony inside an atrium in a modern museum.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple share a kiss in a nook of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, on March 29, 2024.
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                [image: A man embraces a horse's head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man embraces a horse at Oleksandr and Hanna Nikolenko's Rai ("Heaven") stable, which provides a psychological rehabilitation program for members of the military in Ukraine's Kharkiv region.
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                [image: A person leaps acrobatically on a beach at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Grupa Magnifica acrobatics club leaps for a photo on the beach at sunset in the town of Leba, Poland, on August 6, 2024.
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                [image: A collared lynx leaps while running.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Iberian lynx runs after being released in the Sierra de Arana mountain range, 40 kilometers from Granada, in Iznalloz, Spain, on February 20, 2024. Five Iberian lynx were released in a mountainous area of the Andalusian province of Granada as part of the LIFE LynxConnect project to repopulate this native species.
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                [image: Dozens of people carrying brooms and shovels walk on an elevated walkway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of volunteers carry brooms and shovels, preparing to help clean areas affected by the floods of October 29 in Valencia, Spain. Towns such as Massanassa, Alfafar, and Benetusser welcomed the help of many volunteers to clear mud and debris from streets and homes, trying to return to normal as soon as possible, on November 2, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Albert Llop / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: About a dozen people clear mud and debris in a street outside shops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers work to clear debris from a flood-affected street in Valencia on November 2, 2024.
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                [image: Children sled down a snow-covered slope.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children sled down a snow-covered slope on the Farasin Plateau in Sirnak, Turkey on July 10, 2024. During the summer holidays, people play on the plateau where, in places, thick patches of snow can remain even into July.
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                [image: Three young men pose in a car at night, holding a turkey, a calf, and a cat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Turkish cousins Ramazan, Ahmet Celik, and Yunus Feyzullah Bozdemir pose in a car with their farm animals in Kutahya, Turkey, on November 7, 2024. After graduating from university, Ramazan and Ahmet returned to their village during the COVID-19 pandemic and decided to pursue farming, considering it their ancestral profession. Through social-media posts, they also work to encourage other young people to embrace rural life.
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                [image: People place discarded Christmas trees along erosion-control fences on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers with Better Beaches OBX place recycled Christmas trees on dunes to re-nourish the beach in Kitty Hawk, Outer Banks, North Carolina, on January 23, 2024. The group works to maintain the Outer Banks beaches through dune stabilization and beach nourishment. Placing the Christmas Trees on the dunes reduces the number of trees going to the county landfill and helps reinforce the dunes. It takes 3 to 6 months for the trees to naturally bury themselves as sand blows down the shore.
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                [image: A person holds a child wearing a Spider-Man costume, both of them soaked and spraying water pistols.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers play with water during Songkran in Bangkok, Thailand, on April 14, 2024.
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                [image: A couple kiss as they pose in front of an autumn yellow ginkgo tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple kiss as they pose in front of an autumn yellow ginkgo tree, estimated to be 800 to 1,000 years old, in Bangye-ri, Wonju, South Korea, on November 12, 2024.
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                [image: Two dogs run and play in snow in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs play in Central Park during the first snowfall in more than 700 days in Manhattan, New York City, on January 16, 2024.
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                [image: Two costumed people play a drum and a polar-bear-shaped bagpipe as swimmers play in waist-deep water along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Musicians play as bathers run into (and out of) the chilly waters of English Bay while celebrating New Year's Day with a Polar Bear Swim in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, on January 1, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people work at temporary tables in a parking lot, sanding pieces of lumber for beds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Volunteers gather in a parking lot to help build beds for Sleep in Heavenly Peace, in Pace, Florida, on December 7, 2024. Sleep in Heavenly Peace is a national nonprofit organization that builds and delivers beds to needy children.
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                [image: A child poses while holding four kittens.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Seven-year-old Naomi Fife holds kittens named Charizard, Donkey Kong, Diddy Kong, and Clover, in Louisville, Kentucky. Naomi has been awarded PETA Kids' Hero to Animals Award for taking care of shelter and foster animals. Naomi herself has spent time in the foster-care system and was adopted in 2020. She's volunteered at a local animal shelter since she was 3 and helped her family provide foster care to more than 70 kittens.
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                [image: A woman swings high, leaning back, captured in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman swings on Venao Beach in Pedasi, Panama, on July 13, 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/hopeful-images-2024/680980/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Notes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  feed_5/article_5/images/img8_u4.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img6.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img22.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img2_u5.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img14_u1.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img18.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img3_u4.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img19.jpg





cover.jpg
TheAtlantic.com

Thu, 19 Dec 2024





feed_5/article_5/images/img4_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img24_u1.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img7_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img23_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_8/images/img2_u1.png





feed_5/article_5/images/img9_u2.jpg





feed_15/article_4/images/img3_u11.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img15_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_4/images/img1_u37.jpg
f





feed_5/article_5/images/img17.jpg





feed_15/article_10/images/img1_u53.jpg
AT,






feed_5/article_5/images/img10.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img11_u2.jpg





feed_15/article_8/images/img1_u42.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img12.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img13_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img21_u1.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img2_u16.jpg





feed_5/article_4/images/img1_u51.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img20.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img1_u20.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img1_u14.jpg





feed_12/article_6/images/img1_u33.jpg





feed_12/article_7/images/img1_u62.jpg





feed_0/article_12/images/img2_u7.jpg





feed_0/article_12/images/img3_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_20/images/img1_u36.jpg
Ba’ze you»l _S)ou/

N

®





feed_5/article_5/images/img5.jpg





feed_5/article_5/images/img16.jpg





feed_15/article_9/images/img3_u7.jpg





feed_0/article_21/images/img1_u19.jpg
il 19K
2]
S

@900 i

- 483.8K Views

13 605






feed_12/article_5/images/img1_u7.jpg





feed_12/article_3/images/img1_u21.jpg





feed_3/article_2/images/img1_u48.jpg





feed_2/article_6/images/img1_u29.jpg





feed_12/article_8/images/img1_u5.png





feed_12/article_4/images/img1_u5.jpg





feed_2/article_7/images/img1_u6.png





feed_3/article_1/images/img1_u39.jpg





feed_3/article_0/images/img1_u11.jpg





feed_0/article_22/images/img1_u9.jpg





feed_0/article_24/images/img3.jpg





feed_0/article_24/images/img1_u35.jpg





feed_0/article_24/images/img2_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_12/images/img1.jpg





feed_11/article_0/images/img1_u4.png





feed_2/article_4/images/img1_u61.jpg





feed_11/article_0/images/img4.png





feed_2/article_5/images/img1_u2.png





feed_11/article_0/images/img3.png





feed_11/article_0/images/img2.png





feed_2/article_8/images/img1_u50.jpg





feed_0/article_18/images/img1_u25.jpg





feed_0/article_14/images/img1_u59.jpg





feed_0/article_3/images/img1_u52.jpg





feed_12/article_9/images/img1_u3.jpg





feed_2/article_3/images/img1_u27.jpg





feed_0/article_16/images/img1_u55.jpg





feed_0/article_5/images/img1_u31.jpg





feed_0/article_23/images/img1_u45.jpg





feed_2/article_9/images/img1_u1.jpg





feed_8/article_2/images/img2_u6.jpg





feed_2/article_2/images/img1_u30.jpg





feed_8/article_3/images/img1_u49.jpg





feed_8/article_2/images/img3_u10.jpg





feed_8/article_2/images/img4_u4.jpg





feed_0/article_10/images/img1_u3.png





feed_2/article_2/images/img2_u9.jpg





feed_0/article_8/images/img1_u24.jpg





feed_2/article_2/images/img3_u2.jpg





feed_8/article_1/images/img1_u23.jpg





feed_2/article_10/images/img1_u34.jpg





feed_0/article_4/images/img1_u28.jpg





feed_0/article_9/images/img1_u13.jpg





feed_0/article_2/images/img1_u38.jpg





mastheadImage.jpg
TheAtlantic.com





feed_1/article_19/images/img2_u10.jpg





feed_6/article_7/images/img1_u40.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img8_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img1_u60.jpg





feed_6/article_6/images/img1_u10.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img5_u6.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img16_u1.jpg





feed_8/article_2/images/img5_u5.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img17_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img10_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img11.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img12_u3.jpg





feed_7/article_0/images/img1_u54.jpg
with

The Atlantic






feed_0/article_15/images/img15.jpg





feed_8/article_2/images/img1_u57.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img7_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_13/images/img1_u26.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img5_u1.jpg





feed_6/article_4/images/img1.png
@ Tom wmaicle W prodate 2 resgonse.

PO &P





feed_1/article_19/images/img12_u1.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img10_u1.jpg





feed_6/article_4/images/img2_u4.jpg
1032 shon o ertoan s

@ ves 2" coubo sna s

R — ety

Moy a2 r er e wors?

D e ———

© rmuntie o prodes s esparse. Rty





feed_1/article_19/images/img3_u8.jpg





feed_0/article_1/images/img1_u47.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img4.jpg





feed_0/article_0/images/img1_u22.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img6_u1.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img7.jpg





feed_0/article_6/images/img1_u6.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img11_u1.jpg





feed_6/article_5/images/img1_u44.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img13.jpg





feed_0/article_7/images/img1_u56.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img9_u3.jpg





feed_6/article_3/images/img1_u32.jpg





feed_0/article_19/images/img1_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img3_u12.jpg





feed_1/article_14/images/img3_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img8_u3.jpg





feed_1/article_14/images/img4_u5.jpg
‘P
X
7%

B
\m
%

&

RO
")






feed_5/article_6/images/img6_u4.jpg





feed_0/article_11/images/img1_u1.png





feed_0/article_17/images/img5_u3.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img1_u46.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img9_u4.jpg





feed_1/article_16/images/img2_u8.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img7_u5.jpg





feed_1/article_16/images/img1_u17.jpg





feed_5/article_7/images/img1_u12.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img3_u9.jpg





feed_1/article_19/images/img1_u58.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img4_u2.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img8.jpg
QA. S, s
! - R LA e
o .

e





feed_1/article_14/images/img2_u11.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img22_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img6_u3.jpg





feed_1/article_14/images/img6_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img2_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img30.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img13_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img9.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img9_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img4_u6.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img13_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img14_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img14.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img18_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img31.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img6_u5.jpg
X





feed_5/article_6/images/img19_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img3_u5.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img26.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img2_u12.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img25.jpg





feed_0/article_15/images/img8_u1.jpg
4 1

A -
4

\\g”ﬁ





feed_5/article_6/images/img24.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img18_u1.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img4_u1.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img29.jpg
%ﬁ\ms 202y






feed_5/article_6/images/img21.jpg





feed_1/article_14/images/img1_u4.jpg
B TORE REVCWOVE

—
l

e ——





feed_5/article_6/images/img23.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img11_u3.jpg





feed_1/article_14/images/img7_u1.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img15_u2.jpg





feed_1/article_14/images/img5_u4.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img7_u4.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img27.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img10_u3.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img12_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img17_u1.jpg





feed_0/article_17/images/img2_u14.jpg





feed_1/article_22/images/img2_u2.jpg





feed_1/article_22/images/img1_u18.jpg





feed_15/article_7/images/img2_u17.jpg





feed_15/article_7/images/img1_u43.jpg
Ll

R






feed_15/article_6/images/img3_u6.jpg





feed_15/article_6/images/img1_u41.jpg





feed_15/article_6/images/img2_u18.jpg





feed_15/article_3/images/img1_u16.jpg





feed_15/article_3/images/img2_u15.jpg





feed_15/article_3/images/img3_u13.jpg





feed_15/article_4/images/img2.jpg





feed_15/article_5/images/img2_u13.jpg





feed_15/article_5/images/img1_u15.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img5_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img28.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img32.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img1_u8.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img16_u2.jpg





feed_5/article_6/images/img20_u1.jpg





