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        You Don't Know Your Habits
        Shayla Love

        You probably remember when you took your last shower, but if I ask you to examine your routine more closely, you might discover some blank spots. Which hand do you use to pick up the shampoo bottle? Which armpit do you soap up first?Bathing, brushing your teeth, driving to work, making coffee--these are all core habits. In 1890, the psychologist William James observed that living creatures are nothing if not "bundles of habits." Habits, according to James's worldview, are a bargain with the devil....

      

      
        Rise and Shine
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.According to a 2023 YouGov poll, each year, about a third of American adults--and more than half of 18-to-29-year-olds--start the new year with at least one resolution. One of the most common resolutions, at 22 percent of all adults, is "being happy." Another common one is "improving physical health." I endorse the sentiment behind these commitments, of course--if I didn't, I wouldn't write the "How...

      

      
        Me, My Future, and I
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsInstead of the typical New Year's reckoning of choices past and future, this year, I opted for some AI assistance by signing up for the MIT Future You project, and I met my future self. The program prompts you to answer a series of personal questions and then builds a version of you 20 years in the future. Then you and your future self have a conversation, and you're free to ask whatever you want. I was nervous to meet my...

      

      
        Doctors Thought They Knew What a Genetic Disease Is. They Were Wrong.
        Jason Liebowitz

        In the summer of 2018, 59-year-old David Gould went for his annual checkup, expecting to hear the usual: Everything looks fine. Instead, he was told that he was newly--and oddly--anemic.Two months later, Gould began to experience a strange cascade of symptoms. His ankles swelled to the width of his calves. The right side of his face became so bloated that he could not open his eye. He developed a full-body rash, joint pain, fever, and drenching night sweats. His anemia worsened, and he was requirin...

      

      
        We're All in 'Dark Mode' Now
        Ian Bogost

        The sun is setting on computers. In October, Google finally--finally--rolled out a new black-background view for its Calendar app. This is just the latest in a string of recent software darkenings. In July, Wikipedia went light-on-dark. And a few years before that, we got dark-theme Google Search. Since 2017, night has fallen on Slack, Reddit, YouTube, Twitter, and mobile Gmail too. Even Microsoft went dark. One by one, the bright, white backgrounds that have defined these and all computer interfac...

      

      
        L.A.'s Twin Crises Finally Seem Fixable
        M. Nolan Gray

        Los Angeles has seen better days. Traffic is terrible, homelessness remains near record highs, and housing costs are among the worst in the country. Several years ago, these factors contributed to an alarming first: L.A.'s population started shrinking.This is no pandemic hangover. With a few exceptions, the local economy has come roaring back. Many of its major industries proved resistant to remote work--you still can't film a movie over Zoom--and perfect year-round weather continually drew digital...

      

      
        A Retiring Congressman's Advice to New Members of the House
        Conor Friedersdorf

        For many years, Representative Earl Blumenauer began each Congress by writing a personal letter to every new member of the House and hand-delivering it to their office. The letter contained all the advice he wished that he had been given in his first term.Now Blumenauer, an Oregon Democrat, has retired after 28 years in office. This month marks the last time that newcomers will get his letter, which has evolved in the nearly two decades since he drafted the first version. He shared the final lett...

      

      
        Doomed to Be a Tradwife
        Olga Khazan

        At least the fever came on a Friday. Or at least that's what I, an absolute fool, thought when my nine-month-old, Evan, spiked a 102-degree temperature after I picked him up from day care recently. That meant he'd have three days to recover and would be back at day care on Monday.When the fever rose to 104 on Saturday, my husband and I grew concerned, and when it persisted on Sunday, we took him to urgent care. They diagnosed Evan with an ear infection and prescribed antibiotics, which should tak...

      

      
        The Isolation of Intensive Parenting
        Stephanie H. Murray

        If you were to ask me about the lowest point of my life as a parent, I could pinpoint it almost to the day. It was in early March 2021. The United Kingdom was a couple of months into its third and longest COVID lockdown. I had been living in the country for more than a year, but having arrived just a few months before the outbreak, I still felt like a stranger in town. My kids were 2 and 3 years old, and my youngest was going through a screaming phase. I was overwhelmed, depressed, and crushingly...

      

      
        Narendra Modi's Populist Facade Is Cracking
        Robert F. Worth

        On a winter afternoon in January 2024, Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood before a podium, gazing out at a handpicked audience of the Indian elite: billionaires, Bollywood actors, cricket stars, nationalist politicians.Modi had come to the north-central city of Ayodhya, in the state of Uttar Pradesh, to consecrate the still-unfinished temple behind him, with its seven shrines, 160-foot-high dome, and baby-faced statue of the Hindu god Ram, carved in black stone and covered in jewels. He did not m...

      

      
        The Most Effective Antidote to ISIS Attacks
        Graeme Wood

        The man who murdered at least 15 people with his truck on Bourbon Street, in New Orleans, last night was flying the black banner of the Islamic State from his truck, according to the FBI. Police shot 42-year-old Shamsud-Din Bahar Jabbar dead at the scene. So far little else is known about the suspect, but given that ISIS flags are not a standard option on a Ford F-150, it is reasonable to presume that the driver--a U.S. Army veteran--committed mass murder as an homage to the Islamic State.President...

      

      
        Don't Let Terror Shut America Down
        Juliette Kayyem

        Updated on January 1, 2025, at 2:43 p.m. ETDespite the devastating terror attack that killed at least 10 people on Bourbon Street in New Orleans in the early-morning hours of New Year's Day, it seemed at first as though the Sugar Bowl college-football playoff game would continue tonight in the city's Superdome, less than two miles from the carnage. This afternoon, officials announced they would postpone the game for at least 24 hours.Getting on with activities as normal, to whatever extent is pos...

      

      
        Birthmark
        L. A. Johnson

        In California, even the worst
of us is forgiven: flooding roads
lead to freeway superbloom, birds
make nests out of all our trash.
And despite drought, jacarandas
spike purple in July, their roots
cracking the concrete. Once, I
tripped under one, tore the skin
off my knees. And at last removed
the leftover scars of childhood.
My father fell once outside  
the dirtiest apartment I lived
in that overlooked the freeway
on a street where no one walked. Yet
when he fell, some kind stranger
materialize...

      

      
        The President Trump Is Pushing Aside
        Russell Berman

        Only one historic site bears the name of America's 22nd and 24th president--and it's no Monticello.The Grover Cleveland Presidential Library and Museum occupies a one-story building in Caldwell, New Jersey, behind the house where its namesake spent the first few years of his life. The museum is the size of a small living room. A Dunkin' sits across the street.The site befits Cleveland's legacy. He was a large man but not larger than life; his two terms in the White House were most remarkable for t...

      

      
        The Controversy Over Baby Names
        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.I have two names, but only one exists on paper. When I was born, my parents put my name down as Stephanie, inspired by the Full House character. They thought she was cute and a little spunky, and they also wanted a more convenient life for me--one without the hassle of repeating my Chinese name, Yue er, ...

      

      
        My Boyfriend Is About to Move In With His Ex
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I'm a 73-old-woman who has been dating a man of the same age. We get along famously except for one problem: His previous girlfriend still lives in his home, which he lef...

      

      
        Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Staff Writers
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing the hires of political reporters Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, who will both become staff writers in mid-January. In an announcement to staff, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability j...

      

      
        Apocalypse, Constantly
        Adam Kirsch

        In 1985, when I was 9 years old, I watched the first episode of the new Twilight Zone, a reboot of the classic early-1960s TV series. People rarely talk about the '80s version, which ran for just three seasons. But there must be other viewers around my age who have never forgotten "A Little Peace and Quiet," the second story in that debut episode. It's about a woman who discovers a magic pendant in the shape of a sundial that gives her the power to stop time. Whenever she says "Shut up," everyone...

      

      
        An Astonishing Level of Dehumanization
        Peter Wehner

        This article was updated on December 31 at 6:15pm.The cast of Saturday Night Live has said lots of things over the course of the show's 50-year history that have drawn wild cheers from its audience. But two Saturdays ago may have been the first time the person drawing shrieks of delight had been arrested for a cold-blooded assassination.The spontaneous ovation was for Luigi Mangione, the 26-year-old charged in the December 4 killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson. The husband and father o...

      

      
        The Case for Finding Common Ground With RFK
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDemocrats need to build a bigger tent to be competitive. But building a bigger political tent means compromising--and that compromise usually means making someone inside your tent angry.Take, for instance, Colorado Governor Jared Polis, who surprised many and angered some by announcing that he was "excited" by the nomination of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. Asking people to hold...

      

      
        How the Ugly Shoe Got Chic
        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.From a young age, I respected the Croc. But somewhere along the way, I got the message that my favorite orange clogs were not chic, and I moved on.Then, something remarkable happened. After years of being periodically trendy, comfy shoes took off during the early pandemic. Crocs started selling like cra...

      

      
        Vivek Ramaswamy Is Uninvited From My Sleepover
        David Brooks

        I could have been a tech entrepreneur, but my parents let me go to sleepovers. I could have been a billionaire, but I used to watch Saturday-morning cartoons. I could have been Vivek Ramaswamy, if not for the ways I've been corrupted by the mediocrity of American culture. I'm sad when I contemplate my lazy, pathetic, non-Ramaswamy life.These ruminations were triggered by a statement that Ramaswamy, the noted cultural critic, made on X on Thursday. He was explaining why tech companies prefer to hi...

      

      
        The MAGA Honeymoon Is Over
        Ali Breland

        Elon Musk spent Christmas Day online, in the thick of a particularly venomous culture war, one that would lead him to later make the un-Christmas-like demand of his critics to "take a big step back and FUCK YOURSELF in the face."Donald Trump had ignited this war by appointing the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan to be his senior AI-policy adviser. Encouraged by the MAGA acolyte and expert troll Laura Loomer, parts of the far-right internet melted down, arguing that Krishnan's appointment symbol...

      

      
        What Not to Wear
        Ellen Cushing

        As long as people have been able to dress in color, we've been desperate to do it better. In the mid-19th century, advances in dyeing technology and synthetic organic chemistry allowed the textile industry, previously limited to what was available in nature, to mass-produce a rainbow's worth of new shades. The problem was, people began wearing some truly awful outfits, driven to clashy maximalism by this revolution in color.The press created a minor moral panic ("un scandale optique," a French jo...

      

      
        The Rise of the Union Right
        Annie Lowrey

        Richard Tikey builds coke-oven doors for U.S. Steel. He's a union guy, through and through: He's been a union member for 26 years, and is now the vice president of his local, the United Steelworkers 1557 in Clairton, Pennsylvania. He has spent much of his adult life voting for Democrats.Kamala Harris and Joe Biden lobbied hard for votes like Tikey's. The Biden administration increased tariffs on foreign steel and spent hundreds of billions on heavy infrastructure. It supported union drives, stock...
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You Don't Know Your Habits

The science of habits reveals that they can be invisible to us and unresponsive to our desires.

by Shayla Love




You probably remember when you took your last shower, but if I ask you to examine your routine more closely, you might discover some blank spots. Which hand do you use to pick up the shampoo bottle? Which armpit do you soap up first?

Bathing, brushing your teeth, driving to work, making coffee--these are all core habits. In 1890, the psychologist William James observed that living creatures are nothing if not "bundles of habits." Habits, according to James's worldview, are a bargain with the devil. They make life easier by automating behaviors you perform regularly. (I would rather attend to what I read in the news on a given morning, for example, than to the minutiae of how I steep my daily tea.) But once an action becomes a habit, you can lose sight of what prompts it, or if you even like it very much. (Maybe the tea would taste better if I steeped it longer.)

Around the new year, countless people pledge to reform their bad habits and introduce new, better ones. Yet the science of habits reveals that they are not beholden to our desires. "We like to think that we're doing things for a reason, that everything is driven by a goal," Wendy Wood, a provost professor emerita who studies habit at the University of Southern California, told me. But goals seem like our primary motivation only because we're more conscious of them than of how strong our habits are. In fact, becoming aware of your invisible habits can boost your chances of successfully forming new, effective habits or breaking harmful ones this resolution season, so that you can live a life dictated more by what you enjoy and less by what you're used to.

James was prescient about habits, even though he described them more than 100 years ago. Habitual action "goes on of itself," he wrote. Indeed, modern researchers have discerned that habits are practically automatic "context-response associations"--they form when people repeat an action cued by some trigger in an environment. After you repeat an action enough times, you'll do it mindlessly if you encounter the cue and the environment. "That doesn't mean that people have no recollection of what they did," David Neal, a psychologist who specializes in behavior change, told me. "It just means that your conscious mind doesn't need to participate in the initiation or execution of the behavior."

Read: Make a to-don't list

Our conscious goals might motivate us to repeat a particular behavior, and so serve as the spark that gets the habit engine going. In fact, "people who are best at achieving their goals are the ones who purposefully form habits to automate some of the things that they do," Benjamin Gardner, a psychologist of habitual behavior at the University of Surrey, told me. He recently enacted a flossing habit by flossing each day in the same environment (the bathroom), following the same contextual cues (brushing his teeth). "There are days when I think, I can't remember if I flossed yesterday, but I just trust I definitely did, because it's such a strong part of my routine," he said.

But even habits that are deliberately begun are worth reevaluating every so often, because once they solidify, they can break away from the goals that inspired them. If our goals shift, context cues will still trigger habitual behavior. A 1998 meta-analysis found that intentions could predict only actions that are done occasionally, such as getting a flu shot, and not actions that were repeated regularly, such as wearing a seat belt. In one study from 2012, students who often went to a sports stadium raised their voices when they saw an image of that stadium, even if they didn't intend to. And scientists have shown that habitual behaviors and goal-directed behaviors involve different pathways in the brain. When an action becomes a habit, it becomes more automatic and relies more on the sensorimotor system. When scientists damage the parts of animals' brains that are related to goal-directed behavior, the animals start behaving more habitually. (There remains some debate, however, about whether any human action can truly be independent from goals.)

And yet, people tend to explain their habitual behavior by appealing to their goals and desires. A 2011 study found that people who said they'd eat when they got emotional weren't actually more likely to snack in response to negative feelings; eating behaviors were better explained by habit. In a 2022 study, Wood and her colleagues asked people why they drank coffee. The participants said they did so when they were tired, but in fact, when they logged their coffee drinking, it was only weakly correlated with their fatigue. "They didn't have a desire to drink coffee," Wood said. "It was just the time when they typically did during the day."

Read: The long-held habits you might need to reconsider

Habits also maintain their independence by not being as sensitive to rewards. If you don't like something the first time you try it, you probably won't repeat the experience. But habits can persist even if their outcome stops being pleasing. In one study Wood worked on with Neal and other colleagues, people with a habit of eating popcorn at the movies ate more stale popcorn than those without the habit. Those with a popcorn habit reported later that they could tell the popcorn was gross, but they just kept eating it. "It's not that they are totally unaware that they don't like it," Wood said. "The behavior continues to be triggered by the context that they're in." It's not so terrible to endure some stale popcorn, but consider the consequences if more complex habitual actions--ones related to, say, work-life balance, relationships, or technology--hang around past their expiration date.

In the face of invisible habits, awareness and attention are powerful weapons. In a recent study, Gardner asked people who slept fewer than six hours a night to describe their bedtime routines in detail. Doing so revealed pernicious bedtime habits they weren't aware of before. James Clear, the author of Atomic Habits, has similarly suggested making a "Habits Scorecard," a written list of all of your daily habits that includes a rating of how positively, negatively, or neutrally they affect your life.

Read: You can't simply decide to be a different person

Neutral habits, such as the timing of my yoga session, can be hardest to take stock of. And if they're just humming along making your life easier, identifying them might feel pointless. But because habits won't always have your latest intentions in mind, it's worth keeping an eye on them to make sure they don't start working against you. Like it or not, people are destined to be bundled up with habits. But knowing how they work--simply becoming aware of how unaware of them we can be--can help get you to a life with as little stale popcorn as possible.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/01/habit-goal-psychology-resolution/681196/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Rise and Shine

Getting up early could be the best resolution you ever keep.

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.

According to a 2023 YouGov poll, each year, about a third of American adults--and more than half of 18-to-29-year-olds--start the new year with at least one resolution. One of the most common resolutions, at 22 percent of all adults, is "being happy." Another common one is "improving physical health." I endorse the sentiment behind these commitments, of course--if I didn't, I wouldn't write the "How to Build a Life" column.

But these good intentions are too broad to be successful. Behavioral scientists have long shown that specific goals are the ones that tend to lead to real wins. They have found, for example, that setting a small resolution for a day's work motivates teams, and can do the same even if someone is working alone. When I am writing a book (which I am about 75 percent of my professional time), my goal on any given day is simply to compose 100 words--a very modest but achievable target, and one that eventually adds up to finished chapters and, ultimately, a completed book. By the same token, researchers find that incremental progress is a great way to address complex policy problems.

And so it is when building your life. This year, try setting a very defined goal that you can realistically achieve--and that sets you on a path toward those bigger, more diffuse resolutions. And I have one particular, very achievable commitment in mind that will help you become happier and improve your health and effectiveness: This year, start getting up early.

From the October 1904 issue: The fetich of early rising

How early is early? you ask. Although the clock time will vary according to time of year and where you live, what I have in mind is before daybreak.

To rise before dawn sounds ascetic--indeed, the habit is characteristic of many monastic traditions throughout history. Certainly from the fourth century, and possibly earlier, Christian monks have observed the part of the liturgy called Matins, which is conducted between 3 a.m. and dawn. In the Hindu religion, too, adherents are encouraged to experience the brahma muhurta, which in Sanskrit means "the creator's time" and refers to the moment that occurs precisely one hour and 36 minutes before sunrise. To discipline the body and mind, and frame the day in worship of the divine, the thinking goes, this is the appropriate time to get up.

Modern neuroscience indicates that, as painful as the practice can seem for people unaccustomed to it, this may be the right way to start the day for optimal human performance. For example, a 2012 study of adolescents and young adults ages 16 to 22 in India compared two randomly selected groups, one of which rose before 4:30 a.m. and the other at about 7 a.m. The researchers found that the early risers significantly improved during the study in both attention and recall tasks, outperforming the later risers. Consistent with this finding, a 2019 paper in Frontiers in Human Neuroscience showed that our brain exhibits greater functional connectivity in the mornings. This, we might assume, facilitates better performance of complex tasks.

Rising early is an especially effective resolution because it tends to enable the achievement of other popular goals. For example, new evidence from researchers suggests that rising early makes it easier to build good habits, because the goal-directed brain regions--such as the hippocampus and orbitofrontal cortex--work better at this time than later in the day.

One habit that is easier to adopt first thing in the morning is exercise. Clear data exist to show that when people intend to exercise early in the day, they are significantly less likely to experience "intention failure" than if they plan to exercise later.

Of course, getting up before dawn is difficult. If it weren't, you wouldn't need a resolution. For almost everyone, the body resists getting out of the warm bed, and moving abruptly from sleep to wakefulness can feel like violent disruption. Mother Nature, you might feel, simply doesn't want you to get up--and that could be right in an evolutionary sense: We are programmed to seek comfort and get rest when we can. Your Pleistocene ancestors--who probably didn't live much past the age of 30--needed to husband their energy to fight for their survival every day. This instinct still exists, even though we are no longer fighting to survive.

Because getting up early is a challenge, you might assume that one cost of doing so would be feeling less happy. The research says the opposite. Psychologists writing in the journal Emotion have shown that people who get up early enjoy a more positive mood throughout the day compared with those who rise late. Even after controlling for problems such as depression and neuroticism that are associated with sleep disorders, people who stay up late and get up late tend to have worse habits of emotional regulation than those who get up early; that, in turn, can lead to higher levels of negative mood.

Read: America's worst time zone

So the science on the benefits of rising early--in spite of the difficulty--seems clear. But what do you need to do to succeed in your resolution and develop this habit? Here are a few things to keep in mind:

1. This morning started last night.
 Early rising is really the second part of two habits: The first part is going to bed early enough that you get sufficient sleep. This probably seems like the easier habit to keep, but for many people it isn't. I have written before about why people don't make it to bed or can't get to sleep at a reasonable time. For many young adults, the problem is what psychologists call "revenge bedtime procrastination," in which they stay up late as a form of rebellion against their own inner authority. Knowing that you have this tendency can help you break free of it.

Others might have a genetic disposition to want to stay up late and get up late. Or (like me) they simply find it hard to turn off their mental machine, which can make falling asleep tough. For this issue, science-based protocols can make a dramatic difference.

2. Raise the cost of not getting up.
 One reason people struggle to rise early is because they aren't required to do so. In my 20s, when I made a living as a musician, I always got up well after the sun rose, because I never had rehearsals or concerts in the morning. In theory, I wanted to get up early. But if I set the clock for 6 a.m., and then, when it went off, I knew there was no cost to going back to sleep, I would turn off the alarm and roll over. Later, in my 30s, when I finally went to college and graduate school, I had places to be very early--and that changed my habits.

Even if you don't have to start your work or studies early, you can still induce yourself to get up by making a conscious commitment to accomplish something of value. In Meditations, which were Marcus Aurelius's notes to himself, the Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher wrote: "In the morning when thou findest thyself unwilling to rise, consider with thyself presently, it is to go about a man's work that I am stirred up." So choose a deed that will stir you up.

In psychological experiments, participants who commit even to a trivial task such as solving a minor math problem right after their alarm sounds are far less likely than others to go back to sleep. If necessary, you can increase the cost of sleeping in by making yourself accountable to someone else. For example, if you get a workout partner and agree to meet at the gym first thing, you are much more likely to roll out of bed when the clock goes off--rather than incur the cost of letting your buddy down.

3. Make early rising divine.
 As mentioned above, many religious traditions dedicate the time before dawn to prayer and worship, in the belief that these moments of tranquility and mental clarity are best spent in the presence of the divine. But a nonbeliever can equally well experience these hours as transcendent. Don't take my word for it--here is confirmation from a notorious atheist, the 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer: "Do not shorten the morning by getting up late ... look upon it as the quintessence of life ... Each day is a little life: every waking and rising a little birth, every fresh morning a little youth."

Make your predawn the most transcendent moment in your day by framing it in existential terms: The discomfort of rising early bears witness to your being truly alive, and it is the day's first act of your rebellion against death. Spend that precious time without devices, with your attention undivided by quotidian demands and trivial distractions, so that you can explore deep thoughts about the big questions of life.

Derek Thompson: Can medieval sleeping habits fix America's insomnia?

So much for the soul; let's end on a practical note. To make getting up before dawn your ordinary routine, you need to establish the practice as a habit. As a neuroscientific matter, this is a behavior governed by the basal ganglia in the cerebrum. That means it must be repeated enough to become automatic, not a conscious daily choice. How long will this take to establish? British scholars studying habit formation have found that this varies widely from individual to individual: to achieve 95 percent automaticity, anything from 18 to 254 days.

For the morning larks among us, this means a predawn routine will start to become a true part of your life by the end of January; for the night owls, it could take until sometime in September. I was definitely the latter, and many mornings, it felt pretty bad to leave my warm bed when it was still dark. But it was worth it: The brahma muhurta is now the best time of my day.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/happiness-early-rising/681026/?utm_source=feed
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Me, My Future, and I

I had a conversation with an 80-year-old version of myself. I didn't like her.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Instead of the typical New Year's reckoning of choices past and future, this year, I opted for some AI assistance by signing up for the MIT Future You project, and I met my future self. The program prompts you to answer a series of personal questions and then builds a version of you 20 years in the future. Then you and your future self have a conversation, and you're free to ask whatever you want. I was nervous to meet my future self, lest she be depressed or full of regrets. But it turns out I was worried for the wrong reasons.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I talked to Pat Pataranutaporn and Pattie Maes, two creators of the Future You project, about all the reasons it's crucial to feel closer to your future self--and the pitfalls. Pataranutaporn, a writer on the Netflix series Tomorrow and I, also talked about the very different ways a future self works in sci-fi. And I talked to future Hanna, who--let's just say--was a frustrating interviewee.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Hello?
 Future Rosin: This is Future Hanna.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Oh, boy. My name is pronounced Hoh-nuh, Hanna. You should know that, of all people.


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Rosin: Who are you?
 Future Rosin: Hey there. I'm Hanna Rosin, an 80-year-old journalist from the future. I'm here to have a conversation with you about our career and life experiences, and offer some insights and advice based on my own journey.
 Just a heads up, though, since we are from different timelines, things may be slightly different for me than they will be for you. But regardless of what lies ahead, I am excited to chat with you and share my thoughts.
 
 Rosin: Oh, boy.


Rosin: What if you had the chance to meet your future self? In make-believe--meaning movies--people get to meet their future selves a lot. Usually, it's coming around to teach them something, like a kid is desperate to be older--

David Moscow (from the movie Big): I wish I were big.


Rosin: --only to learn that being an adult is kind of terrible. Or it's the holidays, when everyone is supposed to be smiling and drinking eggnog but, instead, they're frantically reevaluating all their life choices.

Michael Caine (from the movie The Muppet Christmas Carol): Am I in the presence of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come?


Rosin: Or you're a teenager doing stupid teenager things when the future you all of a sudden pops up.

Aubrey Plaza (from the movie My Old Ass): Dude, I'm you. Well, I'm 39-year-old you.
 Maisy Stella: What?
 Plaza: Left boob: one cup smaller than the right. And no, it never catches up to the right. But honestly, you get used to it, and it's okay. Guys can't really tell.


Rosin: There's always this hunger to talk to our future selves, to know how things end up--a desire to change something today that will have an effect on tomorrow.

But life isn't a movie, and I'm not an actress. So instead, I signed up for this program from MIT called Future You. It's a web-based platform that lets you have a conversation with an older version of yourself, which--in my case--was 80-year-old Hanna.

First, I answered a questionnaire about my life, my family, my career. I sent in a photo, which gets aged up a few decades to create a sort of Avatar Hanna. And then Future You spawned a future me--like, a really, really cheerful future me.

Rosin: Do you have any advice for me now?
 Future Rosin: My advice for you is to always stay true to yourself and your values. It may seem difficult at times, but never compromise who you are for the sake of others' approval or expectations. Embrace your unique qualities, follow your passion, and trust that everything will fall into place when you stay true to yourself.


Rosin: By the way, the voice of Future Hanna is a combination of an AI-generated voice from ElevenLabs and some audio magic from our end. And I'll note here that The Atlantic uses ElevenLabs to read out some articles on our site.

To be clear: The MIT project does not actually talk to you voice-to-voice. It's all text based. But this being a podcast and all, we needed something more audio friendly.

Rosin: How do you feel about being older?
 Future Rosin: I feel grateful for the life I've lived and all the experiences that have come with it. Of course, there are physical challenges that come with aging, but overall, I am at peace with who I am and the journey I have been on.
 Rosin: You sound much sunnier than the real Hanna.
 Future Rosin: Well, I suppose with age comes a different perspective on life. But trust me--I've had my fair share of ups and downs and challenges along the way. It's all a part of the journey. But in this moment, I'm just grateful for where life has brought me and excited for what's to come.
 Rosin: Do you talk to your friends this way?
 Future Rosin: Absolutely.
 Rosin: Do you have any pets?
 Future Rosin: Yes. I have a beloved rescue dog named Max. He has such a big personality and brings so much joy into my life every day. Sometimes the simplest names are the best ones for our furry friends.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Do you talk this way to our children? Because I don't think they would like it. I don't think they've ever heard me say the phrase "furry friends."
 Future Rosin: Of course I do. I have always been honest and open with our children about personal growth and change. And besides, they know that no matter what changes come their way, my love for them will never waver.
 Rosin: Are you running for political office?
 Future Rosin: No. I can confidently say that politics was never in my future. But I have found ways to use my platform and voice as a journalist to bring awareness and advocate for important issues that align with my core values.
 Rosin: Oh my God--
 Future Rosin: Keep following your passions, Hanna. You never know where they may lead you.
 Rosin: Stop calling me Ha-na.


[Music]

Rosin: Okay. I hate that she doesn't know how to say our name. Also, I'm not sure how I feel about this earnest, positive person. It doesn't feel like any possible version of me. Unless it is? Like, could I one day turn into Yoda Hanna? Do I want to?

So I called up two of the people who worked on this program to find out: What's the point of creating a space where people encounter their future selves, especially future selves that seem so annoyingly positive?

Also, I just needed to talk to someone about the photo they aged up.

Rosin: By the way, I uploaded a picture, and I yelped. I was like, Oh my god. That's my mother. I'm sure a lot of people have that experience when they do that.
 Pattie Maes: Yeah.


Rosin: That would be MIT professor Pattie Maes--

Maes: Hi. Nice to meet you.


Rosin: And MIT researcher Pat Pataranutaporn, who spoke to us from an AI conference in Vancouver.

Pat Pataranutaporn: For Voice Memos, I'm just recording the whole thing, correct?


Rosin: Pattie and Pat were both part of the team that created Future You.

Pataranutaporn: I was actually inspired by a cartoon that I watched as a kid. It was actually a Japanese animation called Doraemon.
 [Theme from Doraemon]
 Pataranutaporn: Which is actually the name of the robot that comes back from the 22nd century to help a boy who was not very interested in school to discover himself and become the best version of himself.
 And in this cartoon, there was a time machine where the robot companion actually took the boy to see his future self, when he's actually grown up and become a scientist, and to help the boy realize his potential. So this idea actually stuck with me for a very long time. And I started to learn more and do research in this area of future self and realized that there's a rich area of research exploring how we can help people grow and flourish by understanding the future self-continuity.


Rosin: Future self-continuity. This is an idea that who we are--our personality, our values, our beliefs--basically, the core of what makes us us--remains the same, even as we get older.

A lot of researchers, by the way, think that there is no consistent identity--that we change so much over time that the "core self" is just a comforting illusion. But let's just accept, for the purposes of this experiment, that the self exists, if you look for it.

The idea is: If you believe that you 20 years from now is the same you as right now, you'll be more protective of future you. And if you don't believe that, you'll get in all kinds of trouble.

Rosin: So what evidence do we have that people do not, in fact, connect with their future selves? Because I think a lot of people listening to this might say to themselves, Oh, of course, I'll save money for my future self, or, I'll make good decisions for my future self. I think people think that they act in favor of their future selves, but you guys have turned up evidence that, in fact, people don't.
 Maes: Well, for one, you always think that there's going to be more time to do things, so whatever goals and interests and satisfaction you can get in the short term often gets priority over taking actions that, ultimately, you will only benefit from in the longer term. That's just human nature, I would say.
 I mean, a lot of our life is limited by how we see ourselves. We stereotype people, but we also, in a way, stereotype ourselves. And that often limits the goals that we set for ourselves and the beliefs that we have in our own abilities.
 
 Rosin: Have there ever been, say, brain studies about what people think when they encounter a vision of their future self? Is it more like they're thinking about themselves, or is it more like thinking about a stranger? I've always been curious about that.
 Pataranutaporn: Yeah. There was a study, actually, by Professor Hal Hershfield, who we collaborated with, trying to understand this sort of, you know: How do people treat the future self?
 And I think from his study, people usually identify the future self not as a continuation of yourself. Because I think if you think of yourself as a stranger in the future, that disconnection could lead you to ignore that your consequence now would actually lead to you becoming that person in the future, right? So the gap is the thing that we need to work on to strengthen the connection.
 Rosin: I see. Okay. That's really interesting. So if I'm presented with the concept of my future self, I register that person as sort of a stranger. I don't register it as me.
 Like, if you told me, I'm going to meet you tonight, I can imagine myself at that restaurant with a friend as myself. But the future, that almost seems like a different person.
 Pataranutaporn: Totally. And I think, sometimes, people often miss this connection. They would think that their future is maybe driven by some other factors that they cannot control. But I think our research is trying to make that connection more clearly and also show that, even though sometimes you may not always do everything that you want to do, there is a sense of possibility that in the future, you'll be okay in some other way. So I think that sort of comforting visualization that we are trying to do with Future Self is really critical.
 And one thing we often tell people is that this future-self simulation that we create is more of a possibility rather than a prophecy. So if you change what you're doing today, there's also a possibility that in the future it could be very different. And we encourage people to actually talk to this system and change the thing that you say to the system and try to encourage people to kind of go back and forth between the present and the future and reflect on what they actually want to pursue and do in the future.


[Music]

Rosin: This was making more sense. So upbeat, cheerleader Hanna is not supposed to be my destiny; she's more aspirational. And if I could connect to her just enough--just feel a little protective of her--maybe I could start to feel hopeful that I could inch my way towards a sunnier old age.

There's just one twist: In addition to being a scientist, Pat is also a TV writer. His Netflix sci-fi show, Tomorrow and I, just recently came out. And in it, the people of the future? They are very, very dark--definitely not people to be trusted.

That's after the break.

[Music]

[Break]

Rosin:  Pat, you were a writer for the new Netflix show Tomorrow and I, which is a kind of Black Mirror set in Thailand, a very interesting show.
 [Sound from Tomorrow and I]
 Rosin:  One thing I noted is that in that show, like in a lot of sci-fi, emissaries from the future--unlike in your Future You program--they are not often the wise or kind ones. They are not necessarily leading you to a better place. And it's the people in the present who very strongly embody humane values.
 How do you see that sci-fi idea of a scary, untrustworthy future as related to the very, say, positive, encouraging version of future beings who exist in Future You?
 Pataranutaporn: No. Thank you for making that connection. I think you are really spot on with that.  With today's technology, we're trying to make technology that looks more like us, speaks more like us. We're making technology more humanized. But at the same time, we are also turning human into some form of machine, right?  
 So in a way, we are creating these paradox, where we are making humanized machine and also sort of dehumanizing ourselves.
 Rosin:  Yeah. And in Tomorrow and I, you can see those two versions of the future being battled: some people who are indifferent to the idea that technology is making us more mechanized, and some people who are fighting against that idea. So you see both those kinds of characters.
 Pataranutaporn: Totally. And I think in our own work--even the work at MIT--we also think a lot about this question. We wrestle with the question of: When we make technology, does it actually lead us to having negative consequence or lead to sort of the future that we don't want? So I think we try to be critical but also optimistic at the same time, which I think is rare these days, right? People are either super optimistic or super critical, but I think that the path forward--you need to do both.


Rosin: Right. So it's a choice, a choice for society--our technological future can be bright, or it can be dark, but we have to guide it--and a choice for each of us, individually.

Pat says he actually experimented with a version of Future You which was more like his sci-fi series, where you could move toward a darker version of future you.

Pataranutaporn: Like, I became alcoholic after I finished my Ph.D. at MIT. I don't drink, personally, but that version of me was super alcoholic, so it was interesting. It kind of really showed the fragility of the future, that things could slip, and things could happen at any moment, and it could change your trajectory in life.


Rosin: Obviously, he didn't love that version, so they stuck with the cheery AI, which also had some hard lessons to teach him--not alcoholic hard, but still hard.

Pataranutaporn: Right now, I'm living in the U.S., but my parents are still in Thailand, where I'm from. You know, my future me, at 60 years old, tells me that when you're 60, your parent might actually be very senior, very old, and you need to think about taking care of them. And in one future, my parents already passed away in that future. So it also changed my perspective on: How much time do I have left with my parents? And what should I prioritize right now? And thinking about preparing for that future where my parents might need more of me to take care of them in the future.
 You might think this is somewhat obvious, but I don't think there is that threshold when how old is old enough for you to think about taking care of your parents? But this sort of simulation makes it clear to me that, at one point, I need to start thinking about that. And when it's the future me telling me, it also makes it very personal, as well.


[Music]

Rosin: I can see that. Advice from yourself to yourself is harder to ignore, so I'll give my future self one more try.

Rosin: How do you feel, physically? How do you feel in your body?
 Future Rosin: Physically, I feel good for my age. Of course, there are aches and pains that come with getting older. But overall, I am grateful for the health and vitality I still have.
 Rosin: Do you ever get depressed?
 Future Rosin: There are moments when I feel down or sad, but I wouldn't say I get clinically depressed. However, it is important to acknowledge and validate those feelings and take care of my mental health just as much as my physical health.
 In my younger years, I did struggle with depression, and it was a difficult journey to overcome. But through therapy and self-care practices, I have learned how to manage those emotions and live a fulfilling life.
 Rosin: Do you ever think about death?
 Future Rosin: Yes. I do think about death. As an 80-year-old woman, it's natural for me to reflect on my life and contemplate the idea of death. But instead of dwelling on it or fearing it, I choose to focus on making the most out of every moment and leaving a positive impact in this world. Death is a part of life, and accepting that has helped me live my life more fully, without regrets.
 Rosin: I have to say, that sounds a little glib.
 Future Rosin: I can understand why it may seem that way. But as someone who has seen and experienced much in my 80 years, I've learned to approach death with a sense of peace and acceptance. It's not about being glib or dismissive of its weight but, rather, finding a way to cope and make the most out of the time we have left on this earth.
 Death is an inevitable part of life. But how we choose to live our lives is what truly matters.
 Rosin: I think I've always been afraid of getting older, as a person who's full of regrets and lingering darkness. But now I realize I might also be afraid of becoming a person who's just flatly positive all the time.
 Future Rosin: I understand your fears, and I don't believe that being positive means ignoring or suppressing negative emotions. It's about finding balance and not letting negativity consume you. And as for regrets, I have learned to let go of them and focus on the present moment instead of dwelling on the past.
 Life is full of ups and downs, but it's important to appreciate both and find lessons in every experience. Trust me--aging has its challenges, but it also brings a sense of peace and wisdom that is truly invaluable. Embrace it with an open mind and heart, my dear younger self.
 Rosin: Okay. That got through to me a little bit.
 [Music]
 Future Rosin: Just remember: Life is a journey. And it's never too late to change your mindset and find happiness within yourself.
 Rosin: Can you please stop saying, "Life is a journey"?
 Future Rosin: Fair enough.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Michelle Ciarrocca, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Happy New Year. And thank you for listening.

And to my future self: I'll see you later.

Future Rosin: You'll figure it out, Hanna. Just keep living your life and following your heart. See you in 2050.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) So weird. (Laughs.) That was very disconcerting.
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Your Body Has 30 Trillion Genomes

Mutations that happen throughout a person's life may contribute to disease more than doctors have realized.

by Jason Liebowitz

In the summer of 2018, 59-year-old David Gould went for his annual checkup, expecting to hear the usual: Everything looks fine. Instead, he was told that he was newly--and oddly--anemic.



Two months later, Gould began to experience a strange cascade of symptoms. His ankles swelled to the width of his calves. The right side of his face became so bloated that he could not open his eye. He developed a full-body rash, joint pain, fever, and drenching night sweats. His anemia worsened, and he was requiring frequent blood transfusions. Gould's physicians were baffled; he was scared. "I started to get my will and affairs in order," he told me.



Almost two years into his ordeal, Gould learned of an initiative at the National Institutes of Health that focuses on solving the country's most puzzling medical cases. He applied for the program, and his file soon reached the desks of Donna Novacic and David Beck, two scientists then at the NIH. The pair had helped identify a still-unnamed disease, which they had tied to a particular gene and to a particular somatic mutation--a genetic change that had not been passed down from a parent and was present only in certain cells. Gould's symptoms seemed uncannily similar to those of patients known to have this new disease, and a blood test confirmed the scientists' hunch: Gould had the mutation.



The NIH doctors reached Gould by phone the day he was set to start chemotherapy, which had proved dangerous in another person with the same disease. A bone-marrow transplant, they told him, could be a risky but more effective intervention--one he ultimately chose after extensive discussions with his own physicians. Within weeks, he was no longer anemic, and his once unrelenting symptoms dissipated. A few months after his transplant, Gould felt normal again--and has ever since.



When the NIH team published its findings in 2020, the paper created a sensation in the medical community, not only because it described a new genetic disease (now known as VEXAS) but also because of the role a somatic mutation had played in a condition that appeared in adulthood. For many doctors like me--I practice rheumatology, which focuses on the treatment of autoimmune illnesses--the term genetic disease has always implied an inherited condition, one shared by family members and present at birth. Yet what physicians are only now beginning to realize is that somatic mutations may help explain illnesses that were never considered "genetic" at all.







Somatic mutations occur after conception--after egg meets sperm--and continue over our lives, spurred by exposure to tobacco smoke, ultraviolet light, or other harmful substances. Our bodies are adept at catching these mistakes, but sometimes errors slip through. The result is a state called "somatic mosaicism," in which two or more groups of cells in the same body possess different genetic compositions. In recent years, the discovery of conditions such as VEXAS have forced scientists to question their assumptions about just how relevant somatic mosaicism might be to human disease, and, in 2023, the NIH launched the Somatic Mosaicism Across Human Tissues (SMaHT) Network, meant to deepen our understanding of genetic variation across the human body's cells.



Over the past decade, genetic sequencing has become dramatically faster, cheaper, and more detailed, which has made sequencing the genomes of different cells in the same person more practical and has led scientists to understand just how much genetic variation exists in each of us. Tweaks in DNA caused by somatic mutations mean that we have not just one genome, perfectly replicated in every cell of our body. Jake Rubens, the CEO and a co-founder of Quotient Therapeutics, a company that uses somatic genomics to develop novel therapies, has calculated that we each have closer to 30 trillion genomes, dispersed across our many cells. Two adjacent cells, seemingly identical under the microscope, can have about 1,000 differences in their genomes.



One medical specialty has long understood the implications of this variation: oncology. Since the 1990s, doctors have known that most cancers arise from somatic mutations in genes that promote or suppress tumor growth, but discoveries such as VEXAS are convincing more researchers that these mutations could help explain or define other types of illnesses too. "We have the data that says many conditions are genetic, but we don't understand the machinery that makes this so," Richard Gibbs, the founding director of the Human Genome Sequencing Center at Baylor University, told me. "Maybe somatic mutations are the events that serve as the missing link." James Bennett, a SMaHT-funded researcher, is confident that the more scientists look at mutations in different cells of the body, the more connections they are likely to find to specific diseases. Until recently, genetic sequencing has been applied almost exclusively to the most accessible type of cells--blood cells--but, as Bennett told me, these cells sometimes have little to do with diseases affecting various organs. The result of SMaHT, he said, will be that "for the first time, we will have an atlas of somatic mutations across the entire body."



The brain, for instance, is often thought of as our most genetically bland organ, because adult brain cells don't replicate much, and it has rarely been subject to genetic investigation. But in 2015, scientists in South Korea demonstrated that people with a disease called focal epilepsy can develop seizures because of somatic mutations that create faulty genes in a subset of brain cells. This finding has led researchers such as Christopher Walsh, the chief of the genetics and genomics division at Boston Children's Hospital, to consider what other brain disorders might arise from somatic mutations. He hypothesized that somatic mutations in different parts of the brain could, for instance, explain the varied ways that autism can affect different people, and, in a series of studies, demonstrated that this is indeed the case for a small portion of children with autism. Other researchers have published work indicating that somatic mutations in brain cells likely contribute to the development of schizophrenia, Parkinson's disease, and Alzheimer's disease (though, these researchers note, mutations are just one of several factors that contribute to these complex conditions).



As much as these mutations might help us better understand disease, some scientists caution that few other examples will be as tidy as cancer, or VEXAS. Yiming Luo, a rheumatologist and genetics expert at Columbia University Irving Medical Center (which I am also affiliated with), told me told me that finding germ-line mutations, which are changes to DNA that a person inherits from a parent's egg or sperm cell, is much easier than finding significant somatic mutations. A germ-line mutation looks like a red ball in a sea of white balls--difficult, but not impossible, to spot; a somatic mutation is gray, and more easily blends in. "In genetics, it can be hard to separate sound from noise," Luo said. And even when a scientist feels confident that they have found a real somatic mutation, the next steps--understanding the biologic and clinical implications of the mutation--can take years.



Oncologists have had a head start on translating somatic-mutation science into practice, but doing the same in other specialties--including mine--may prove challenging. Dan Kastner, a rheumatologist and one of the lead NIH scientists responsible for the discovery of VEXAS, told me that, although cancer involves mountains of cellular clones that are easily identifiable and begging to be genetically analyzed, pinpointing a single cell that drives, say, a rheumatologic disease is much harder. The story of VEXAS was remarkable because the mutation causing the disease was found in blood cells, which are easy to sample and are the cells most often tested for genetic variation. Finding other disease-causing somatic mutations in rheumatology and related specialties will take skill, cunning, and a willingness to test cells and organs throughout the body.





Yet my colleagues and I can no longer ignore the possibility that somatic mutations may be affecting our adult patients. VEXAS, which was unknown to doctors five years ago, may be present in 15,000 people across the U.S. (making it as common as ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig's disease); if its global prevalence matches that of this country, it could affect about half a million people worldwide. And if, while seeking diagnoses for patients, we stop and consider the possibility that diseases we already know are linked to somatic mutations, this could help improve our practice.



Recently, I was called to evaluate a man in his 60s whose medical history was littered with unexplained symptoms and signs--swollen lymph nodes, joint pain, abnormal blood-cell counts--that had stumped his team of specialists. I was struck that his skin was riddled with xanthomas--yellowish, waxy-appearing deposits of fatty tissue--even though his cholesterol levels were normal, and I learned through Googling that among their potential causes was Erdheim-Chester disease, a rare blood-cell disorder that arises due to somatic mutations.



I wondered whether I was losing perspective, given my newfound obsession, but because the patient had already had biopsies of a lymph node and his bone marrow, we sent those off for molecular testing. Both samples came back with an identical finding: a somatic mutation associated with Erdheim-Chester. When I emailed a local expert on the disease, I still expected a gentle admonishment for being too eager to invoke an exceedingly uncommon diagnosis. But within minutes, he replied that, yes, this patient likely had Erdheim-Chester and that he would be happy to see the man in his clinic right away.



I sat at my computer staring at this reply. I could not have even contemplated the likely diagnosis for this patient a year ago, yet here it was: an adult-onset condition, masquerading as an autoimmune illness, but actually due to a somatic mutation. The diagnosis felt too perfect to be true, and in some ways, it was. Fewer than 1,500 patients have ever been found to have this particular condition. But, at the same time, it made me wonder: If rethinking genetic disease helped this one person, how many others out there are waiting for a similar answer?
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We're All in 'Dark Mode' Now

How light-on-black became a way of life

by Ian Bogost




The sun is setting on computers. In October, Google finally--finally--rolled out a new black-background view for its Calendar app. This is just the latest in a string of recent software darkenings. In July, Wikipedia went light-on-dark. And a few years before that, we got dark-theme Google Search. Since 2017, night has fallen on Slack, Reddit, YouTube, Twitter, and mobile Gmail too. Even Microsoft went dark. One by one, the bright, white backgrounds that have defined these and all computer interfaces since the advent of the Macintosh have been slipping into the shadows.

Dark mode has its touted benefits: Dimmer screens mean less eye strain, some assert; and on certain displays (including most smartphones), showing more black pixels prolongs battery life. Dark mode also has its drawbacks: Reading lots of text is more difficult to do in white-on-black. But even if these tradeoffs might be used to justify the use of inverted-color settings, they offer little insight into those settings' true appeal. They don't tell us why so many people suddenly want their screens, which had glowed bright for years, to go dark. And they're tangential to the story of how, in a fairly short period of time, we all became creatures of the night mode.

Computer programmers, for their part, have always liked the dark. Back when offices were the only places to work, some software companies housed their engineers in what I remember being called "programmer pits": rooms with closed doors where all the lights were extinguished. In open-plan workplaces, where the pits could not exist, programmers who preferred darkness would go to great lengths to create or preserve it. I recall some plotting to remove the bulbs from overhead lights near their workstations.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, I managed a large team of software engineers. They wrote programs for computer desktops, the web, and the handheld devices that predated smartphones. I remember one of them was so averse to lighting that he draped a thick blanket over his monitor and torso, creating a makeshift cave for work. Another built a lighttight cot underneath his cubicle in which to take breaks to recover from the oppressive sun that poured in through office windows. Others merely chose to work very early or very late, under the natural shroud of night.

Why? If I'd asked them, they would probably have said: to reduce distractions and improve focus. Programming a computer is a bit like repairing a very tiny machine with precision tools while looking under a microscope. Quiet and calm help facilitate that process. Programmers may also just prefer the dark. (Some have argued that people with "Aspergers-like" tendencies, which are associated with sensitivity to bright lights, may be especially well suited to the tech industry.)

But even with the environment dimmed, one source of light persists: the computer itself. Its bright glare could potentially disrupt the very act of writing the programs it might run. Perhaps that's why code-editing software has long offered white-on-black displays or other dimmed-out custom color themes. If you look at depictions of programmers at work in television or film, you're likely to see white text on black screens. It's a visual sign of computer professionals at work.

Those of us old enough to remember using command-line text on DOS- or Unix-based computers will recall that light-on-dark displays were, at first, the standard. Surely some of that color scheme's newfound appeal is pure nostalgia, at least among those users who once typed out documents in WordPerfect or played text-only adventure games such as Zork. To call it "dark mode," as we do today, and sell it as a wellness tool is a somewhat recent innovation.

Read: I wrote this on a 30-year-old computer

Starting about 10 years ago, the option of a dark or dimmer background began to be included as a system-wide setting on laptops and smartphones. Microsoft launched its Windows "Night Light" mode, with warmer colors, in 2017; Apple followed with its own Dark Mode shortly after. Once that happened, individual software applications followed suit. The light-on-dark appearance could now be marketed as a way to heal your circadian rhythms, but its essential function was the same as ever: a softer, less oppressive glow for people who might be staring at their screens for many hours at a time.

The number of people doing so was increasing every day. Even 20 years ago, a computer was still a tool used only occasionally. Desktop computers sat on desks, to be consulted when needed. Even at work, many actions that are now carried out only via computer--such as filing expense reports or taking part in mandatory office trainings--happened in meatspace instead. Home life was also a mixed-media affair. Television was viewed on a television set, through a set-top box or DVD player. Voice calls were made on phones still found on desks or attached to walls. And other ordinary activities, such as paying bills and managing kids' school affairs, still were carried out on paper, in person--not online.

Read: Universities have a computer-science problem

Between the early aughts and the late 2010s, the rest of humankind caught up with computer programmers. Communication now takes place on a screen. So does knowledge work. Also shopping, entertainment, and the management of daily life. According to one report, Americans checked their phones more than 200 times a day this year, an increase of 40 percent over last year. In short, an ordinary person's habits of computer use have grown to be a lot more like those of the previously strange guys who were writing software with me at the dawn of the internet.

So dark modes spread to serve our changing circumstances. There's no longer any need to drape a blanket on your office desk; soon enough, every app will achieve this effect on its own. Software companies may even start competing to produce the most effective artificial night. It's now gotten to the point where Microsoft can engage in dark-mode ballyhoo: Its own "Black" theme "provides the darkest experience," the company boasts; "if you're in search of dark mode, this is the theme for you."

Maybe the dark-mode age was inevitable. The bright glow of computers was tolerable--even thrilling--when it still felt new, but as lit-up screens suffused our every waking act, their light was doomed to overwhelm us. Given that software developers are the people who develop software, and their software-making software had been in dark mode from the start, the latest trend should come as no surprise. Of course darkness would have spread from their desktops to everyone's. From day into night, we are all programming computers now.
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L.A.'s Twin Crises Finally Seem Fixable

The city is gradually revamping America's most infamous sprawl.

by M. Nolan Gray




Los Angeles has seen better days. Traffic is terrible, homelessness remains near record highs, and housing costs are among the worst in the country. Several years ago, these factors contributed to an alarming first: L.A.'s population started shrinking.

This is no pandemic hangover. With a few exceptions, the local economy has come roaring back. Many of its major industries proved resistant to remote work--you still can't film a movie over Zoom--and perfect year-round weather continually drew digital nomads. The quick rebound has had the paradoxical effect of kicking L.A.'s pre-pandemic problems into overdrive, by clogging freeways, eating up limited housing supply, and forcing out residents who couldn't afford to stay.

The city's traffic and housing crises date back a century, when Los Angeles first became dependent on the automobile and exclusionary zoning. Ever since, municipalities across the country--from Las Vegas to Miami, and nearly every suburb in between--have followed L.A.'s example, prioritizing cars over public transit and segregating housing by income. Predictably, Los Angeles's problems have become urban America's problems.

In recent years, a critical mass of state policy makers, housing reformers, and urban planners understood that L.A.'s problems are reversible, and started to lay out an alternative path for the future. The city has made massive investments in transit and--partly because of pressure from statewide pro-housing laws--experienced a surge of permitting for new homes. Even though rampant NIMBYism remains a barrier, the breadth of the city's progress is becoming clearer: Los Angeles is gradually revamping America's most infamous sprawl.

L.A.'s quest to reinvent itself holds national implications. Savvy urban planners and policy makers are watching to see how Los Angeles addresses the issues that are intensifying in many of their own cities. They know that a congested, unaffordable future awaits if they don't intervene.



It's often said that Los Angeles was planned around the car. But it was actually built around what was once the largest transit system in the world. In the early 20th century, the Pacific Electric Railway stitched together hundreds of historic town centers from Riverside to Venice. The rest of L.A. was subdivided into one of the largest street grids in history, marshaling growth along a coherent, interconnected pattern.

Only in the 1930s did the city begin to redesign itself for driving. Freeways started carving up the grid, spewing pollution across Los Angeles. The railway closed. Walking and biking became unpleasant and unsafe. This transformation spawned today's L.A., where car crashes kill more people than violent crime, and the average driver spends 62 hours a year sitting in traffic. It ended up being a model for suburbs across the country; the average American now spends an hour a day driving.

The state of housing is equally bleak. By some measures, Los Angeles has arguably the worst housing-affordability crisis in the country. If a middle-class family ever wants to own a home, they'd better go somewhere else. The median home price in L.A. is over 10 times the median household income--more than double a healthy ratio.

The many Angelenos who are locked out of homeownership are stuck paying some of America's steepest rents. Most residents spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing; a quarter of residents spend at least half. To curb costs, many renters double or triple up, resulting in the country's highest overcrowding rate. About 75,000 residents of Los Angeles County go without housing altogether.

The housing shortage is by design: Beginning in the 1960s, policy makers tightened zoning regulations, slashing the city's capacity by 60 percent. As a matter of law, Los Angeles could not grow. Today, building apartments is still illegal in about three-quarters of residential areas, where most land is effectively reserved for McMansions. The situation is even worse in the suburbs, where zoning allows virtually no new housing at all. The crisis has even spread to once-affordable places like Phoenix, as local growth butts up against restrictive zoning in more and more cities.

Until recently, nearly every development in L.A.-adjacent cities such as Pasadena or Culver City entailed a costly environmental review and endless public hearings, both easily hijacked by NIMBYs. Impact fees increase the cost of a new housing unit by tens of thousands of dollars. For a long time, the number of permits issued across Greater Los Angeles looked more like it does in diminished cities like Detroit than in prosperous peers like Seattle.

The city's recent population decline might make you think that nobody wants to live there. But, really, Los Angeles hasn't let anybody in.



After decades of dysfunction, L.A.'s twin crises are starting to look fixable.

Take transit: Los Angeles is currently building one of North America's most ambitious rail expansions, which will rival the top systems in the country. Thanks in part to Measure M, a half-cent sales-tax increase that voters approved in 2016, the city is scheduled to open rail service to Los Angeles International Airport by the end of the decade, as well as new trains extending from West Los Angeles to East Los Angeles. In 2023, L.A. Metro completed the Regional Connector, which linked two light-rail lines, allowing for transfer-free rides across the metropolis.

All this new rail will soon be supplemented by an expanded network of bus, bicycle, and pedestrian infrastructure. In March, a coalition led by the group Streets for All passed Measure HLA, which will add over 200 miles of bus lanes and protected bicycle lanes, and many hundreds of redesigned, pedestrian-friendly streets in the coming decades. If officials can unlock new revenue through congestion pricing--which will nudge some Angelenos out of their cars--the city might finally be able to tame traffic.

The housing situation is turning around too, if in fits and starts. Recent experience shows that simply easing overly restrictive rules could unlock a lot of new home building. In 2022, Los Angeles issued more permits than it had in any of the previous 36 years. Although the average home price continues to hover around a million dollars, rents have fallen by about 5 percent compared with late 2023.

A range of interventions have made this possible. Since 2017, Los Angeles has permitted nearly 35,000 accessory dwelling units--homes that were largely illegal prior to state intervention in 2017. Thanks to a newly strengthened state "fair share" law, cities across L.A. County will be required to permit thousands of new homes in coming years; Santa Monica, for example, will have to allow some 1,500 new homes over the next few years, more than the city has permitted in decades. A 2022 law green-lighting the construction of affordable housing in commercial zones has prompted Costco to agree to add 800 apartments above a planned storefront in South Los Angeles. Other state laws have eliminated parking mandates, streamlined permitting, and expedited townhouse subdivisions.

Still, fixing the crisis will require much more work. By one state estimate, Greater L.A. must permit 168,000 homes each year to end the housing shortage. Even in the historically productive year of 2022, the region permitted fewer than 60,000. And in a major setback, the city council voted in December to preserve single-family zoning, which bans new apartments in nearly three-quarters of Los Angeles. (Never mind that a city-commissioned report admits that the decision will entrench segregation.)

But reform continues bubbling up locally thanks to a growing YIMBY movement. Ten years ago, the idea of rolling back apartment prohibitions in Los Angeles was unthinkable; now it seems inevitable. The Transit-Oriented Communities program, part of a ballot measure that Angelenos adopted in 2016, has facilitated the construction of tens of thousands of new apartments near transit. When Mayor Karen Bass took office in 2022, she issued Executive Directive 1, speeding up permitting processes. Combined with a generous state incentive program for projects that agree to keep rents low, the initiative has attracted applications for more than 20,000 new homes and counting. At almost any public hearing, expect to bump into an Abundant Housing LA volunteer eager to share the good news.

A century ago, Los Angeles pioneered an urban model that much of America made the mistake of replicating. Now, after many decades of strict zoning and car-centric growth, Los Angeles is figuring out what comes next. The city is starting to treat its dependence on automobiles by reintroducing bus lanes, bike lanes, and rail lines. Neighborhoods that had been locked up for a half century by zoning are finally growing again. Hundreds of urban areas across the country desperately require similar interventions.

If history is a guide, L.A.'s ambitions might once again reshape the American city--this time for the better.
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A Retiring Congressman's Advice to New Members of the House

Representative Earl Blumenauer thinks more lawmakers should eat well, exercise, and develop deep connections with their colleagues.

by Conor Friedersdorf




For many years, Representative Earl Blumenauer began each Congress by writing a personal letter to every new member of the House and hand-delivering it to their office. The letter contained all the advice he wished that he had been given in his first term.

Now Blumenauer, an Oregon Democrat, has retired after 28 years in office. This month marks the last time that newcomers will get his letter, which has evolved in the nearly two decades since he drafted the first version. He shared the final letter with me last month. It focused more than I expected on the human needs of the men and women elected to represent us. This is because, Blumenauer proposed in an interview, Congress would perform better if lawmakers ate healthy, got enough exercise, made more time for family, forged deeper connections with fellow members, and took care to hire good staffers.

What follows is an edited version of our interview.

Conor Friedersdorf: You joined the House for the first time in 1996, and 10 years later, you wrote an orientation letter to help new colleagues. What inspired it?

Earl Blumenauer: I was campaigning in North Carolina for a former professional football player named Heath Shuler--and while talking with his campaign manager, an experienced political operative, it became clear to me that even though he knew how to run a campaign, he had no idea how to help Heath set up a congressional office if he won. For the bulk of a long drive, I tried to give him a sense of what he was getting into. And when I got home, I developed two or three pages capturing that information.

Starting out right is important, given the challenges they are about to face, not just as a member but as a human being, because, to be honest, Congress can be soul crushing. The job is often hectic. It's totally unpredictable. And many aspects of it are getting worse.

Read: The myth that Congress doesn't work hard

Friedersdorf: Americans can turn on C-SPAN and see committee hearings, floor debates, and votes on bills where everyone says "yay" or "nay." What's hectic and unpredictable?

Blumenauer: The dance of legislation is much more complicated than the Schoolhouse Rock version. It's very hard to predict if or when many votes will be held. You're dealing with the dynamics between the House and the Senate, the dynamic in your party--just trying to negotiate a through line with your own coalition--and, of course, there are conflicts between the parties, and the dynamic with the president. And even a single House member can upset the apple cart and blow things up if they are so inclined.

The schedule can be disrupted in a heartbeat and often is. You have an appointment where you anticipate solving a problem with somebody over a nice dinner, and that gets blown up because of legislative hassles. Suddenly, you've got an unexpected late night of work, no opportunity to get food, and an early-morning Zoom call with a group back home. Or maybe you're delayed on the floor, you've got people waiting for you at a reception, and whatever you need to accomplish is cut short because you're rushing to catch a flight to your district, where you have obligations both professional and personal.

You race around with a knot in your stomach, week after week. Will I make this meeting? This vote? This flight?

Friedersdorf: You advise getting to know lots of other members. How does that help?

Blumenauer: We have seen in the last couple of years sort of a guerrilla, performative approach to the legislative process, where people are more than willing to just blow things up because they are not interested in passing legislation. They're not interested in outcomes that normal people would anticipate. They are there to get clicks, command eyeballs, and get online contributions. That introduces more uncertainty into the process. And you don't want to waste time on something that turns out to be a sideshow or a personal vendetta. So you look to others for information. No one person knows what is happening in Congress at any given time, so relationships become very important for figuring out what will and won't happen. Meeting new members and their staffers and spouses has helped me to understand what's going on and who I can work with.

Read: The emerging bipartisan wokeness

Friedersdorf: I was surprised by how much of your advice would apply to someone in any high-stress job--you tell members of Congress to eat healthy, to exercise, to set aside time for family.

Blumenauer: I advise people to keep healthy food at their desks because mealtime is wildly unpredictable. I advise making a habit of taking the stairs and riding a bike to work because that builds exercise you wouldn't otherwise get into your routine. And it's easy to get caught up in the job and neglect family if you don't set aside family time on your calendar and instruct your staff to respect it.

Friedersdorf: Following that advice would doubtless help members personally. Would it also be better for the country?

Blumenauer: I strongly feel that's the case. You've got a bunch of people who are far from home, inadequately nourished, overly caffeinated, perhaps drinking alcohol, often sleep deprived, cranky, and constantly plunged into uncertainty about their schedule and travel.

Friedersdorf: In other words, you want well-rested, well-nourished, unharried legislators, because life stressors make reaching sound conclusions and compromises even harder than it would otherwise be?

Blumenauer: Exactly. Especially if they're not in a safe seat, they're fundraising too. They sometimes lose track of what city they're in, going from hotel room to hotel room, all of which look the same. It takes a physical toll. And emotionally, if people are involved with leadership or intense political activities, or are just tightly wound, this can add up to outbreaks of conflict. All these things seem manageable in isolation, especially at first, but they take a cumulative toll. Unless you help people understand the dynamic that they're entering, they won't appreciate what they need to do to preserve their family, friendships, and health. Those kinds of struggles make you worse at your job. It is vital to humanize this process.

Read: How sleep deprivation decays the mind and body

Friedersdorf: You give your letter to Republicans and Democrats. You want members of both parties to be at their best. Why?

Blumenauer: So much of what we do is not inherently partisan. I've always, from my very first political experience, looked for the things that bring people together. I started on a campaign to lower the voting age and developed relationships on both sides of the aisle for that constitutional amendment. I was struck by how powerful it is to allow people to work cooperatively.

Every piece of legislation I introduce starts out as being bipartisan. We've got a bipartisan bicycle caucus. Animal welfare is not a partisan issue and shouldn't be. I've worked assiduously to cultivate, if I can use that term, a bipartisan coalition on cannabis policy.

Infrastructure didn't used to be partisan. It was one of those things that brought people together to deliver for their districts. Some of my proudest accomplishments deal with international water, where we put together a bipartisan coalition that's provided resources for poor people around the globe dealing with water and sanitation. It has resulted in tens of millions of lives being saved. It's not without controversy; you've gotta pay for it. And sometimes it gets caught up in partisan controversy. But in the main, it doesn't.

Read: A moderate proposal

Friedersdorf: The most powerful committees in Congress have tremendous power and influence. You advise new members to avoid underrating less prestigious committees. Why?

Blumenauer: I worked hard for a dozen years to get on the Ways and Means Committee, and wow, it's been really exciting and impactful. But there are no bad committees. While working to get on Ways and Means, I was able to have an impact on the Foreign Affairs Committee, dealing with trade policy and technology. The Transportation Infrastructure Committee is profound in its impact on communities across the country. So if you want to be on the money committees where they tax and spend, that's fine. But being on Foreign Affairs, or Veterans Affairs--because they're not prestigious, they have more turnover. You can end up being a chair or a ranking member of a subcommittee in one or two sessions of Congress. You can develop expertise, move more legislation, get visibility, and achieve significant successes.

Friedersdorf: You urge new members to invest a lot of time and effort in how they staff their new offices. How does better-than-average staffing translate into better results for members?

Blumenauer: You can't be an expert on every issue. And there is the added responsibility to represent the people at home who have problems. You must learn to empower staff to sort through issues and to help us reach out and represent constituents. We are, I think, woefully understaffed. So hiring men and women who are dedicated to being problem solvers, who are loyal to their member, loyal to the district and their oath, makes all the difference. I advise being slow and deliberate while staffing up, and moving on quickly if it's not working. Nonperformers sap the enthusiasm of people on your team who do perform.

But as Congress has gotten more performative, some members have de-emphasized staff expertise. They hire for PR skills, while doing few constituent services and hiring no policy people at all.

Friedersdorf: On votes, you advise, "Don't vote against your conscience" or your "best judgment." You call that "one thing that you cannot explain to your family and close supporters." What tempts members of Congress to cast votes that they can't defend?

Blumenauer: It's how we got the Iraq War. A number of us saw very clearly this was a mistake. But in the aftermath of 9/11, the Iraq War was popular, and there was a sense among a number of members that if they didn't go along with popular opinion, despite their reservations, they'd pay a price. A lot of foreign-policy decisions have had tragic consequences because it's so difficult for people to cast votes on the merits and their conscience. At times, I've heard from other members, I admired what you did. I wish I could have done that. But the job is to do that. I make the point that the perceived political cost doesn't really matter on a lot of such votes, because people twist, distort, or lie about your voting record anyway. So straddling difficult issues ends up not helping anyway.

Read: How to salvage Congress

Friedersdorf: If you were writing a letter to Americans about what they don't know about Congress, what would you tell them?

Blumenauer: I'd start with what we do to help people understand the basics. There are three branches of government. More than half of the public doesn't know that. So we've got our work cut out for us. Another problem: The vast majority of people are not even participating in primaries. They get information through social media and grotesque advertising campaigns. And they don't take advantage of opportunities for actually meeting candidates.

I don't have any snappy slogans or easy answers. But one way to improve things is for Congress and the 535 men and women who represent all of us to exercise their responsibilities more carefully. To be a little more sensitive to one another's needs as human beings and to run the legislative process with that in mind. We need to model the behavior that we want to see from the political process. Identifying issues that are important but not divisive is extraordinarily rewarding. And it's how we're going to get through this difficult era: by focusing on things that weren't in the crossfire of the last election.
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Doomed to Be a Tradwife

Can a marriage ever truly be equal?

by Olga Khazan




At least the fever came on a Friday. Or at least that's what I, an absolute fool, thought when my nine-month-old, Evan, spiked a 102-degree temperature after I picked him up from day care recently. That meant he'd have three days to recover and would be back at day care on Monday.

When the fever rose to 104 on Saturday, my husband and I grew concerned, and when it persisted on Sunday, we took him to urgent care. They diagnosed Evan with an ear infection and prescribed antibiotics, which should take "a day or two" to work, the doctor said.

Okay, fine; we would miss a day of work. Our jobs, thank God, are flexible about such things.

Except on Tuesday, Evan still had a fever. His ear infection had not gone away, and in fact had worsened to the point that he refused to eat or drink and screamed whenever he was laid down. On Wednesday, the doctor switched him to a new antibiotic. That Friday, a mere 48 hours away, I had to go record my audiobook, in a recording session that my publisher had already booked and paid for.

Annie Lowrey: Why I can't put down the vacuum

Before we had Evan, my husband, Rich, and I had discussed such exigencies using Fair Play, a popular system--in the form of a book and card game--for divvying up chores. It aims to help women in heterosexual relationships, who tend to take on more household cognitive and physical labor, offload tasks onto their partner. Rich was assigned researching backup child care, for whenever our son was inevitably sick and could not attend day care.

The thing is, Rich never did research backup child care. Before people have kids, they don't realize that parenting is like running a complex military operation in addition to holding down your regular job. He figured we wouldn't need backup care, and because I was tired and pregnant and swamped with millions of other tasks, I didn't do the research for him. So here we found ourselves.

Which is why, when Rich asked me, four days into Evan's fever, as we were syringing Tylenol into his wailing mouth at 2 a.m., "What are we gonna do?" I very reasonably responded, "I don't know, dickhead! What the fuck are we gonna do?"

I had done what the pop-feminist chore-management gurus suggested. I had tried to reduce my mental load by foisting ownership of and accountability for tasks onto my husband. The only slight hiccup in this plan is that if your husband doesn't do the tasks, the system falls apart.

The problem, as both Fair Play's author, Eve Rodsky, and I, and probably lots of other women, see it, is the men. Our husbands or male partners, enlightened though they may be, don't notice what needs to be done, or they forget to do it, or they don't know how to do it. This requires the woman to act as project manager, reminding her husband to clean the baby's humidifier or to grab the yogurt snacks, and so on and so forth, as long as you both shall live.

In theory, Fair Play offers a good solution. The best-selling 2019 book, and its companion card deck, lay out all the chores a family could conceivably have--everything from buying birthday gifts to doing the dishes to taking out the trash--on 100 cards, which the couple is meant to divide. Though the resulting division might not quite be 50-50, it should feel equitable. Rodsky writes that the man in the relationship should take at least 21 cards. She told me that a popular way to keep track of who has which card is through the software program Trello.

Each person is to take complete "ownership" of their card, including its "conception, planning, and execution." The same person remembers that it's time to clean the countertops, finds the cleaning liquid, and actually uses it.

Of course, people's definition of "clean" varies, and many women have higher standards when it comes to tidiness and caretaking. Single, childless women tend to do more housework than single, childless men. Rodsky addresses this through something called the "minimum standard of care," or a basic level of competence for each task that both spouses agree upon in advance. This means no cramming all the Tupperware into a Jenga tower if the MSC, as it is known, calls for it to be stacked neatly. (Left mostly unresolved is what to do if you can't agree on a minimum standard of care, or if one partner doesn't live up to it.) You maintain this system through regular check-ins with your spouse, at which you assess how things are going and re-deal the cards if necessary.

Sure, this may sound like romance by McKinsey--a friend of mine called these chore check-ins "deeply unsexy"--but hundreds of thousands of people have bought the book or card deck. Couples seem to really need a way to talk about household labor, and Rodsky offers one.

Rodsky, a married mother of three based in Los Angeles, worked as a lawyer and philanthropic adviser before she developed Fair Play. She got the idea, she writes, when one day after she had hustled out the door with a bag of snacks, a FedEx package, a pair of kids' shoes to be returned, and a client contract--literally with her hands full--her husband texted her, "I'm surprised you didn't get blueberries." She was doing so much, but apparently she should have been doing the blueberries too.

It made her realize that despite a successful career, "I was still the she-fault parent charged with doing it all, buying the blueberries and masterminding our family's day-to-day life while my husband ... was still not much more than a 'helper.'"

For the book, she interviewed hundreds of couples and immersed herself in research about the division of household labor. She came away with a set of facts and observations that may make you want to set your bra on fire and run off to a lesbian commune. Men hate to be nagged but, Rodsky writes, when pressed in interviews, they admit that they wait for their wife to tell them what to do around the house. Countless studies show that women do much more unpaid labor--housework and child care--than men do, even when both work outside the home. Rodsky cites a study showing that after couples who claim to be egalitarian have a baby, men cut back on the amount of housework they do by five hours a week. In part because of this disparity, working women, on average, see their incomes cut in half after having children.

You may be thinking "not all men," but it's an awful lot of men. Several studies show that women score higher on two facets of the conscientiousness personality trait: orderliness and dutifulness. In layman's terms, this means women like things neater than men do, on average, and they pay more attention to the rules and structure of home life.

Explanations for this phenomenon vary. It could be that women are socialized from girlhood to be cleaner and more organized, and are judged in adulthood for having a messy home more than men are. Socialization might have contributed to my own orderliness: My parents are immigrants who, from what I can tell, have never taken a gender-studies course. When I told my mom about the Fair Play system, she said, "That's dog nonsense. Men don't know what to do with kids. Especially your man."

It could be that because women bear disproportionate costs of childbearing in the form of pregnancy, birth, and in many cases breastfeeding, many feel more invested. They may pay greater attention to their children, and their various needs and proclivities, than the kids' father does. And men tend to earn more than women, so when one person's work has to take a hit for the kids' sake, it's usually the woman's. Rodsky quotes one father as saying, "I'm so proud of how well my wife balances work with her family life." Her family life.

I heard about Fair Play during the pandemic, and I thought it could help settle the chore wars that had been simmering between Rich and me for years already. Within a few weeks, we'd read the book, bought the cards, and scheduled a weekly check-in on our Google Calendars. It worked for a while. But after I got pregnant, I suddenly felt the need to, for example, research the difference between strollers and "travel systems," while Rich did not. We thus found it virtually impossible to play fairly for more than a few weeks at a time. After Evan was born, it didn't seem possible at all.

To name just a few of 10,000 examples: Rich was in charge of cleaning the floors, but he forgot to do it unless I asked. We hired a cleaning lady. He forgot to pay the cleaning lady. The cleaning lady texted me to ask about getting paid. I would task him with taking Evan to a doctor appointment (which I had made), and he would forget the diaper bag. Mentally, I willed Evan to have a huge blowout in the waiting room, just to teach him a lesson.

Perhaps these are personal foibles, specific to me and my husband. But the broader system--and indeed, any system of this kind--seems like it would crumble for any couple operating under the pressures of modern life, especially if you don't live near family.

Let's say you're holding the "dinner" card, but you really need help with the execution part--peeling the potatoes--because you got stuck on a work call. According to Rodsky, what you're supposed to do in this case is ask for help from "someone in your village other than your partner." The problem, of course, is that I, and so many other moms, don't have a village. My parents live a flight away. Rich's parents are dead. We have no other family nearby, and we have to drive an hour to see most of our friends. Often, I'm "assigning" Rich tasks, even if they're technically my "job," because I'm literally holding a crying baby and no one else is available to help.

Rodsky herself seems deeply empathetic to people who don't have the money or time to maintain a perfectly run household. She grew up with a single mother, so financially pinched that they used trash bags as luggage. She told me that when she would go into the kitchen at night to get her disabled brother some water, she would close her eyes for a second to allow the cockroaches time to scatter off the piles of dirty dishes.

On our call, Rodsky suggested that one solution might be thinking of your village as a neighbor or even a friendly security guard at a local store--two individuals her own mother relied on for occasional help when she was a girl. But I don't know my neighbors or my local shopkeepers well enough to do this.

Rich and I have also struggled with the minimum standard of care. At one point, Rich tried to convince me that floors don't actually need mopping. They can just be dirty! Rodsky suggests that, in situations like these, you should "collaborate on what is reasonable within your own home," ultimately reverting to a "reasonable person" standard from jurisprudence. But the problem is that in our home, and in many others, there is no judge or jury. We are prosecutor and defense attorney, and there's no verdict in sight.

A recent study of the Fair Play system conducted by researchers at the University of Southern California found that the system did work--at least among the couples who actually applied it. When participants in the study completed the Fair Play program and divided the household labor more equitably, their mental health improved, their burnout decreased, and their relationship quality improved. But here's the rub: Only about a quarter of the participants actually completed the Fair Play program. Darby Saxbe, a USC psychologist and an author of the study, told me that participants might have dropped out because they didn't pay for or even actively seek out the program; they were offered it. Or perhaps being overwhelmed with parenting and domestic labor didn't leave a lot of time for divvying up parenting and domestic labor. Still, Saxbe thinks the program is worth considering, especially before couples have kids. "We know domestic labor is a huge reason that a lot of women initiate divorce and separation, but we don't have a lot of great solutions," she told me.

Allison Daminger, a sociologist at the University of Wisconsin who studies the division of household labor, told me Fair Play is the program she tends to refer people to when they tell her they're struggling with chore management. But people who seek it out, she said, often struggle with "overload, maybe some conflict in the relationship." These are the very things that become hurdles to doing Fair Play.

I asked Rodsky what to do if your partner just doesn't do his cards--the issue that my husband and I keep running into. Rodsky told me this can mean that the partner who does do their cards has poor boundaries. "They haven't really done that internal work yet to really understand what a boundary means," she says. "What are they willing to accept?" Rodsky says that for her, setting a boundary meant telling her husband, "I'm not willing to live like that anymore."

But I am willing to live this way. I'm not getting divorced, because there is too much work to do. Right now a helper is worse than a co-pilot, but it's better than nothing. And, well, when we're not screaming at each other about Clorox wipes, we do like each other.

Daminger also suggested doing some "deep work" to understand why a (hypothetical) husband (but actually mine) wasn't doing his fair share. It could be that "you and your partner have very different underlying goals and intentions," Daminger said. "And I think if that's the case, then systems for dividing up tasks better are probably not going to be effective."

Joe Pinsker: The gender researcher's guide to an equal marriage

When reached for comment, Rich called this article "very good" and "delightful," but admitted that he has "a vastly different thinking pattern around what is clean and what isn't clean." Then he pointed out that he, unbidden, cleans "both sides of the garbage-disposal cover." Then we got into a fight about how often he initiates Swiffering without being asked.

The more I talked with Rodsky and Daminger, the worse I felt. I felt bad for having an imperfect husband and an imperfect life. Why didn't I know my neighbor well enough for her to be my village? Why did I marry a sloppy guy who doesn't Swiffer? Why did I have a baby if I don't have good boundaries, or even a Trello account? I came away with the conclusion that Rich and I are just not very compatible in this way, and that to approach compatibility would take a whopping amount of couple's therapy that we don't have time for right now.

Instead, our strategy is not one that Rodsky would like. I bark out orders, and Rich kinda-sorta fulfills them, most of the time. He doesn't understand Evan's needs the way I do, and it would be too hard for me to explain them to him. I'm pickier and cleaner than he is, and it will probably always be this way. Rodsky referred to this kind of thinking as being "complicit in your own oppression." I call it getting our kid to middle school in one piece.

There is another element to it, though. During that frightening, feverish week, I spent hours swabbing Evan's forehead with a cold washcloth and, because it hurt his ears to nurse, giving him sips of breast milk from a cup--his first-ever drink from something other than a bottle. I had to admit that part of me liked cuddling him and easing his distress--even if it was technically Rich's turn to be on duty. It was mental, emotional, and physical labor that didn't pay and that I, on some level, enjoyed. It wasn't fair. But life rarely is.
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The Isolation of Intensive Parenting

You can micromanage your kid's life or ask for community help with child care--but you can't have both.

by Stephanie H. Murray




If you were to ask me about the lowest point of my life as a parent, I could pinpoint it almost to the day. It was in early March 2021. The United Kingdom was a couple of months into its third and longest COVID lockdown. I had been living in the country for more than a year, but having arrived just a few months before the outbreak, I still felt like a stranger in town. My kids were 2 and 3 years old, and my youngest was going through a screaming phase. I was overwhelmed, depressed, and crushingly lonely. Something had to change.

"Household mixing" was, at the time, strictly prohibited. But tucked into the lockdown guidelines was a provision allowing parents to form a child-care bubble with one other family. So I sent a message to a WhatsApp group of local parents I'd been added to, asking if anyone was interested in forming such a bubble. Mercifully, a couple took me up on the offer--and they happened to live around the corner. Like us, they'd recently moved from the United States and had no family or friends to draw on for support. And like us, they had two young daughters. After a brief video call, we decided to take turns watching each other's children for a few hours one evening a week.

It was, in hindsight, an audacious way to go about arranging child care. We didn't really know these people. We had done no vetting and spoken little about what the children would do or eat while they were in the other household's care. The expectation certainly wasn't for either family to prepare special activities or entertainment for the kids--just to keep them alive for a few hours.

I didn't presume that this desperation-induced pact would outlast the pandemic. But I was wrong about that. We've continued our "baby swap," as we've come to call it, in an almost entirely unbroken pattern for nearly three years. In fact, it has grown: Now four families are involved. Two nights a week, one family takes all the children for three hours, giving the other parents an evening off. Even outside these formal arrangements, it has become fairly routine for us to watch one another's kids as needed, for one-off Fridays or random overnights. A few months ago, while I was stirring a big pot of mac and cheese for the six kids scurrying around me, ranging in age from 2 to 7, I realized that, quite unintentionally, I'd built something like the proverbial "village" that so many modern parents go without.

Read: What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street

Over time, I've concluded that the success of this laid-back setup isn't a coincidence; our village thrives not despite the comically low expectations we have for one another, but because of them. And this, in turn, clarified something unexpected for me: The hovering, "intensive" approach to parenting that has steadily come to dominate American, and to some extent British, family life is simply incompatible with village building. You can try to micromanage your child's care--whether they eat sugar, whether they get screen time, whether someone insists that a child apologize after snatching another kid's toy--or you can have reliable community help with child care. But you can't have both.

The term intensive parenting perhaps conjures images of achievement-obsessed parents drilling their 2-year-olds on their ABCs or pushing their 4-year-olds to take daily violin lessons. Here, I'm using the term a bit more broadly to encapsulate the tendency among many modern parents to assign outsize importance to any particular decision a parent or other caregiver makes. It reflects a highly deterministic view of child-rearing--one that offers parents little room for error. And these days, it comes in a variety of flavors. Some parents are neurotic about validating their kids' emotions or guarding their individuality; others fixate on maximizing their career potential. Even those who repudiate overly achievement-focused parenting can become intensive about not pushing their kids, as if nudging a child to give soccer a try will somehow compromise their emotional development.

I believe that parenting, and parenting well, is important. It's good to thoughtfully consider children's needs. Taken to the extreme, though, the intensive approach can foreclose opportunities for community support. This is true in the simple sense that if your child's schedule is jam-packed with enrichment activities, then it will be much harder for you and your would-be villagers to find time to help one another. (This was, no doubt, one reason it was so easy to coordinate baby swapping during the pandemic--we weren't running around doing other things.) But it's also true in a deeper sense: Inflating the importance of parental decisions assumes a degree of control over a child's environment that is out of step with village life.

If you want to rely on your community, you have to rely on the community you've got. As the anonymous writer of the newsletter Cartoons Hate Her recently pointed out, parents who pine for a village cannot expect it to be "a bespoke neighborhood you might curate in The Sims"; traditionally, villages just consisted of "the people around us." And you can't expect to assert the same control you might in a paid babysitting arrangement. When I hire a sitter, we have a shared understanding that I'm still in charge--that I'm paying them to come into my home and largely replicate my systems of care. Money also helps cordon off the boundaries of an exchange: Once the service has been provided and the money handed over, each party can walk away knowing they're settled up. But that's not how "village" reciprocity works.

Read: Don't tell America the babysitter's dead

A village agreement is, in its way, transactional; our baby swap certainly involves a trade. But the nature of the deal is quite different. I'm not hiring the families around me to replicate all my household systems; I'm asking them to make room for my kids within their households for an evening, with the understanding that I'll do the same for them.

Allowing each household to largely carry on doing its own thing makes the whole situation feel more relaxed. This arrangement is also better aligned with the real goal of village building: to forge a network of relationships defined by a sense of community obligation. In such a scenario, asking other households for help without settling up feels ordinary, because you'll be in one another's lives the next week and the week after that. The beauty of raising kids in a village is that, eventually, looking out for one another's children starts to feel less like a series of one-off favors and more like an ordinary part of life.

Inevitably, building a village means developing trust. That means loosening up a bit, letting go of both judgments and self-consciousness about the varying ways that people live with and care for children. The kids in my little village can be quite frank about how our households differ. They don't hesitate to let me know that my home is the messy house. And it's something of a running joke that I pretty much never serve them anything but pasta. My husband and I are sticklers about "please" and "thank you" and basically never let the kids watch TV. Other families have their own rules and rituals. For this whole thing to work, I have to have faith that each household has its own sensible systems for managing manners, conflict, and screen time, and that whatever those systems are, they will not break my children.

Of course, I wouldn't leave my kids with just anyone. Trusting people doesn't mean never setting boundaries or never asking that accommodations be made for a child who needs them. But it does often mean accepting that other people will manage your child's needs in ways that you wouldn't. This can be a nerve-racking experience. It can also be an enriching and enlightening one. Handing off your children, relaxing your grip, might help chip away at the fears that make you think you need to control everything, and can show you that your children will adapt and thrive in a variety of settings. A village, that is, can provide one of the greatest gifts that anyone can offer parents: the reassurance that the path to raising healthy, well-adjusted kids isn't as narrow as you think.
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Narendra Modi's Populist Facade Is Cracking

India is now a testing ground for whether demagoguery or deteriorating living conditions exert a greater sway on voters.

by Robert F. Worth




On a winter afternoon in January 2024, Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood before a podium, gazing out at a handpicked audience of the Indian elite: billionaires, Bollywood actors, cricket stars, nationalist politicians.

Modi had come to the north-central city of Ayodhya, in the state of Uttar Pradesh, to consecrate the still-unfinished temple behind him, with its seven shrines, 160-foot-high dome, and baby-faced statue of the Hindu god Ram, carved in black stone and covered in jewels. He did not mention the fact that the temple was being built on a contested site where Hindu radicals had torn down a 16th-century mosque three decades earlier, setting off years of protests and legal struggle.

Instead, Modi described the temple as an emblem of India's present and future greatness--its rising economic might, its growing navy, its moon missions, and, most of all, its immense human energy and potential. The temple signified India's historic triumph over the "mentality of slavery," he said. This nation of nearly 1.5 billion was shedding its old secular creed and, despite the fact that 200 million of its citizens are Muslim, being reborn as a land of Hindu-nationalist ideals. "The generations after a thousand years will remember our nation-building efforts today," he told the crowd.

Among the tens of millions of Indians who watched that speech on TV was 42-year-old Luv Shukla, who lives on the edge of a small town about a three-hour drive from Ayodhya. I met him on a hot day in June, and we chatted while sitting in plastic chairs outside the tiny electronics shop he has run since he was 16.

Shukla has supported Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party since it rose to power in 2014. He was drawn to Modi's confidence and his talk of making India an explicitly Hindu country. But in 2024, for the first time in his life, he voted for the opposition, helping deliver an electoral setback late last spring that changed the narrative of Indian politics. Instead of the sweeping victory Modi had predicted, his party lost its majority in the lower house of India's Parliament--just a few months after that triumphant speech at the new Ayodhya temple. Modi had done everything he could to bend the system in his favor, and that made the reversal all the more surprising. His government had frozen bank accounts of the main opposition party--a tax-return issue, it was alleged--and launched prosecutions of many opposition candidates, turning India's justice system into a political tool.

Modi would remain prime minister, but with only 240 of the 543 seats in Parliament, he would be dependent on coalition partners. An especially shocking loss for the BJP was Uttar Pradesh, the country's most populous state, long considered a bulwark for Modi and his party.

I asked Shukla why he had lost faith in Modi. One reason, he said, was "animals." When I looked confused, he pointed helpfully to the street, where a huge cow was meandering down the middle of the road. "Look, here's an animal coming now." It took me a moment to realize what he was talking about. The BJP's preoccupation with protecting cows--for Hindus, a symbol of divine beneficence--was driving people crazy. No one was allowed to touch them anymore, Shukla said. They wandered at will, eating crops and fodder. Cows had even become a source of corruption, he claimed; funds have been set up to protect cows, Shukla said, but "the money disappears." This is what Modi's rhetoric about building a Hindu nation often amounts to at the local level, especially in villages that have no Muslims to blame.

Shukla moved on from cows to the government's more basic failures. Small-business owners like him were most affected by the Modi government's mistakes, such as the surprise decision in 2016 to cancel large-currency banknotes, a misguided effort to curtail money laundering that left ordinary people desperate for cash. The mishandling of the coronavirus pandemic caused staggering losses of life and income. Many small firms folded, and others had to let go of workers. At the same time, Modi's grand promises about being India's "Development Man" remained unfulfilled. The schools were a mess. The local hospital was a joke.

Shukla was getting angrier. He stood up, saying he had something to show me. We walked across the street, past a brightly painted Hindu temple--by far the best-maintained building in the village--and approached an abandoned house with a rusted bed frame beside it. Nearby was a ruined ambulance, its tires rotting into the dust. The building was supposed to be a maternity hospital, Shukla said, but the government had never followed through. He kicked the building's broken door. "Useless," he said.

India has been living on hype. Its leaders manufacture bigger promises every year: India as an economic titan, a spiritual leader, a world power capable of standing alongside China, Russia, Europe, and America. Modi's enablers describe him as a "civilizational figure"--someone who stands above politics, who will use his country's demographic weight to rewrite the rules of the global economy. This kind of chest-thumping is often picked up on in the West, where leaders such as President Joe Biden and France's Emmanuel Macron have expressed a desire for a reliable and prosperous Indian ally. Even Modi's abundant critics have focused mostly on his Muslim-baiting and his democratic backsliding, as if prepared to concede what they see as his managerial skill.

But the election results and their aftermath hint at a crack in Modi's populist facade and a spreading discontent with his economic and political record. India's growth has been heavily weighted toward the wealthy, who have become exponentially richer on Modi's watch. Those who have benefited most are a small cadre of billionaire friends to whom Modi has granted special access for years. That practice was cast in a new light in November, when American prosecutors indicted the industrialist Gautam Adani--India's second-richest man and a close Modi ally--for his role in a multibillion-dollar bribery-and-fraud scheme. (His company has denied the charges, calling them baseless.) The accusation revived fears about opacity and cronyism--the specter of "India Inc."--that Modi had promised to address a decade ago.

At the same time, eight in 10 Indians live in poverty. Extraordinary numbers are out of work; one estimate puts unemployment among those ages 15 to 24 at more than 45 percent (though other estimates run lower). Instead of moving from farms to seek employment in cities, as people in other developing countries have done, many Indians--unable to find factory or service jobs--are making the trek in reverse, even as farm income stagnates and drought turns fields into deserts. Modi often says he wants India to be a developed country by 2047, a century after it gained its independence from Britain. But by several key social measures, it is falling behind neighbors such as Bangladesh and Nepal.

The Modi years have made India into a testing ground for the following question: What, in the long run, exerts greater sway on the electorate--the lure of demagoguery, or the reality of deteriorating living conditions?

Saadat Hasan Manto, one of the Indian subcontinent's great literary figures in the first half of the 20th century, once wrote that India has "too few leaders and too many stuntmen." Many Indians appear to be tiring of Modi's showmanship and growing frustrated with his failures. They may be proud of India's fabled economic growth, but it hasn't reached them. During the weeks I spent traveling in India last year, I detected levels of frustration and anger that were noticeably different from what I'd heard on earlier visits--about lost jobs, failed schools, poisoned air and water.

India is--among many other things--an experiment, the largest such experiment in the world, and one with urgent relevance for many other countries. The Modi years have made India into a testing ground for the following question: What, in the long run, exerts greater sway on the electorate--the lure of demagoguery, or the reality of deteriorating living conditions?

Mahendra Tripathi remembers the first time he saw Narendra Modi. It was January 14, 1992, and the future prime minister was in Ayodhya with a group of young Hindu nationalists standing outside the mosque known as Babri Masjid. A movement had been gathering for years to remove the mosque, which was widely said to have been built on the site of an older Hindu temple. Energy was in the air, often charged with violence, and Tripathi--then a young news photographer--wanted to capture it.

Something about Modi attracted Tripathi's notice, even though "he was nobody at that time," he told me. Perhaps it was his dress or the way he carried himself. Modi has always been intensely conscious of the impression he makes. Even at the age of 6 or 7, he was deliberate about what he wore and "spent a lot of time in grooming," his uncle told a biographer. His ego and charisma were evident early on; he liked acting in school plays but insisted on having the lead role.

From the April 2009 issue: Robert D. Kaplan on Narendra Modi, India's new face

Tripathi remembers taking Modi's picture and asking him when he would come back to Ayodhya. Modi replied that he would come back when the temple was built. "He kept his promise," Tripathi told me.

Back in 1992, Modi was a party worker in the RSS, India's first and most influential Hindu-nationalist group (the acronym stands for Hindi words meaning "national volunteer association"). The RSS was founded in 1925 in an effort to overcome the Hindu weakness and disunity that had, its founders felt, allowed India to be colonized by the British and other invaders over the centuries. The RSS aimed to impose discipline and military rigor on a growing army of Hindu recruits, along with a uniform: black forage cap, white shirt, khaki shorts. It later gave birth to an array of linked groups--including the BJP--with the shared goal of spreading Hindutva, or Hinduness, as the glue of a new nation. A central part of that nationalist ideal was the exclusion of Muslims, who were tacitly cast as latecomers to and usurpers of a Hindu realm.

Less than a year after Modi's first visit to Ayodhya, Tripathi was standing in the same spot when a crowd led by Hindu zealots climbed the dome of Babri Masjid and destroyed it with sledgehammers and axes. Tripathi sympathized, but the mob was seething with rage and thousands strong, and he was lucky to get out alive. His photography studio, not far away, was demolished. "Everything was being broken down," he told me.

Modi wasn't there on the big day, and he is said to have resented missing the Ayodhya moment. But he got his own moment 10 years later, on a day that would prove just as important to the transformation of Indian politics.

On February 27, 2002, a train carrying Hindu pilgrims home from Ayodhya caught fire in the western state of Gujarat. Fifty-nine pilgrims were killed, and rumors quickly spread that Muslims had caused the fire. In the pogroms that followed, more than 1,000 people were butchered, most of them Muslim. Modi had just become the chief minister, meaning governor, of Gujarat, and he was accused of telling the police to stand back and let the rioters teach the Muslims a lesson. Although he denied the allegations--and was ultimately cleared of wrongdoing after a decade of legal inquiries--he never expressed regret for what happened. His defiance in the face of pressure for his removal by opposition politicians made him a hero among many Hindus and gave him a national political profile.


Narendra Modi in Ahmadabad in 2007, after reelection as chief minister of Gujarat (Ajit Solanki / AP)



Modi's timing was impeccable: India's old order had been crumbling for years. Its founding ideology had been defined in the 1940s by Jawaharlal Nehru, India's brilliant first prime minister, who famously called his country an "ancient palimpsest" of its many cultures and traditions. Nehru wanted an alternative to the tribal mindset that had led to the partition of the country along religious lines in 1947, when about 1 million people--estimates vary widely--were killed in sectarian violence as they fled across the new borders between India and Pakistan. Separating the two nations by religion served as a way out for the exhausted British. To Nehru, it was a betrayal of India's greatest gift. His India would define itself through diversity; through a grand, maternal embrace of all its discordant parts. Even today, the Indian rupee note declares its value in 17 different languages. Nehru's patriotism was the high-minded vision of a Cambridge graduate who hoped to set India on a unique path--benignly secular and socialist, proudly nonaligned in the binary world of the Cold War.

By the turn of the 21st century, this ideal was a relic. India's leaders had already begun appealing to either Hindu or Muslim communal feelings as a way to get votes. A new capitalist ethic was rising, a consequence of the 1991 decision to embrace the free market and abolish the "license Raj"--heavy-handed economic management by government bureaucrats that had stifled Indian business for decades. The elite had become richer and more isolated from the rest of the country, putting added strain on the old Gandhian ideals of austerity and simplicity.

"The truth is we were an effete, hopeless bunch," wrote Tavleen Singh, a columnist and an avowed member of what she herself called "the old, colonised ruling class," in a harsh self-assessment published in April. "We spoke no Indian language well, but this did not matter to us. We were proud of speaking English well. In our drawing rooms we sneered at those who dared enter without speaking good English. And at those whose table manners were not embellished with western refinement."

Modi was one of those unrefined outsiders. He had grown up poor, the son of a tea seller from one of the lower tiers of the country's hierarchical caste system, which still weighs heavily on the life chances of most Indians. That background gave him an unusual street credibility within the BJP, whose original support base lay with upper-caste Hindus. He presented himself as an ascetic figure who rose before dawn and worked until late at night, a man with no wife or children whose only loyalty was to India. (Modi does in fact have a wife--he was married as a teenager in a family-arranged ceremony--but he left her almost immediately afterward and has always described himself as single.)

It was a winning formula: Millions of poor and middle-class Indians greeted him like an avenging hero, and not just because of his lowly origins or his gifts as a speaker. The old BJP rallying cry--that Hindus were under attack--had a strong ring of truth in the 2000s, when Islamist terrorists carried out deadly bombings across India. Modi's immense and sustained popularity is partly about his ability to project a kind of Churchillian defiance in the face of these threats.

Modi became prime minister in 2014 amid a popular movement against corruption, saying he would clean house and fulfill India's great economic promise. Many liberals were receptive, despite their unease with his triumphalist Hindu rhetoric. There was no denying that the Indian National Congress--the party of Nehru and his daughter, Indira Gandhi, which had dominated Indian politics since independence--was corrupt. And Modi had gained a reputation for managerial competence in Gujarat, where he'd been governor for more than 10 years. He had streamlined regulations and worked to lure big-business owners with what he and his proxies advertised as the "Gujarat model." He promised to do the same for the entire country.

Modi has some real achievements to his credit. His government's road-building blitz has transformed the landscape over the past decade, adding thousands of miles of highway every year; the figure for smaller roads is many times greater. I can remember the days when driving across India was a bit like heading out to sea: You'd stock the car with gas and provisions--uncertain when you'd find a gas station or a place to eat--and set off with a vague sense that you were taking your life into your hands. Nowadays, an Indian road trip is remarkable for its ordinariness.

The BJP has also taken steps to democratize information technology. In a small village in northern India, I saw people paying for produce by holding up their smartphone to a QR code stuck on a vendor's wooden wagon. The payment system involves minimal merchant fees and has removed the middlemen who used to take a cut. Every Indian with a phone now has access to a virtual "DigiLocker" where their identity and tax documents can be stored, a useful innovation.

Some of Modi's defenders argue that he has renewed the country's politics. Swapan Dasgupta, a conservative journalist and former BJP lawmaker, told me that Modi had made use of Hindutva not just to demonize his enemies but to mobilize Indians politically and to deepen the country's democracy. "The gap between rulers and ruled has narrowed," he said. "There is now a vernacular elite."

Modi often gets credit for raising his country's profile and being an effective ambassador for what he and his allies call Brand India. There may be some truth in this, though it's hard to know what the term means. There was much talk of India as a leader of the global South when it hosted the G20 summit in 2023, a frenzy of publicity and Davos-style schmoozing with a reported budget of $100 million. Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar has taken brand-building to a new level, having published two books full of vaporous cant about "civilizational resurgence" and "the message of the Indo-Pacific." He and others talk up India's role as a partner to the United States in its competition with China--though they never make clear what India can do to help. India is a nuclear power, but its weak military has been humiliated by Chinese troops on the two countries' shared Himalayan border.

Modi's determination to cut a bigger global figure has its ugly and violent side. In 2023, Indian-government officials allegedly organized the assassination of a Sikh-independence activist in Canada and plotted to kill a Sikh leader in the United States, according to U.S. and Canadian officials. The boldness of the plot was a dark reflection of India's rising economic weight in the West, despite the farcical denouement: An American informant had unwittingly been hired as a hit man. In mid-October of last year, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau expelled top Indian diplomats, including the ambassador, saying that the Indian government had orchestrated a campaign of violence inside his country. (India's government, which regards the two Sikhs as terrorists, has denied the accusations; Canada has also said it has no evidence that Modi was involved in or aware of any plot.)

Read: How Modi made himself look weak

Three years ago, India became the world's fifth-largest economy, surpassing its former colonial master, the United Kingdom. Yet by early 2024, even as Modi was declaring the dawn of a glorious new era, unsettling rumbles could be heard. Foreign direct investment in India had dropped by an astonishing 43 percent in the preceding year, partly thanks to high borrowing costs and unease about the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East. Out-of-work men could be seen trekking along the brand-new highways, part of the movement from cities to farms that began during the pandemic. The magnitude of the unemployment problem could not be hidden.

Much of this story arc would have been familiar to anyone who had taken a close look at the "Gujarat model." Although the state's GDP rose during Modi's decade-long tenure, the number of people without jobs held steady. Modi focused on big companies, but small and medium-size enterprises, which make up the backbone of India's economy, did not fare as well. The obsession with growth appears to have masked a neglect of health, literacy, and the environment. In his book Price of the Modi Years, the journalist Aakar Patel notes that Gujarat's rate of child malnutrition was one of the highest in India. While Modi was governor, the Central Pollution Control Board declared Gujarat to be the country's most polluted state. A study of 18 Indian states and territories placed the rate of school attendance for students in rural areas of Gujarat at the very bottom. The "Gujarat model" has indeed been applied to the entire country.

The school principal agreed to meet me at her home, in a small town in Uttar Pradesh. She was middle-aged, with an aura of faded glamour; she had been a model in her youth, and photographs of her as a young woman hung on the wall. She had spent her life in this same town, never marrying, devoting herself to teaching and to the care of her dead brother's children.

She had insisted that I not disclose her name, and I soon understood why. Her school district, she said, has nearly 700 teaching positions allocated to it by the government. But not even 200 are filled. Her own school, she said, has six teachers for 700 students. Many subjects do not get taught at all, and the school's internet doesn't work. Students, she said, lack phones or computers and must go to internet cafes to do their homework. She, too, is forced to go to internet cafes to handle the government's burdensome reporting requirements, which must be done online. "All this rests on my shoulders," she said. Little of this dysfunction is visible from the outside, because the school allows students to graduate despite the enormous gaps in their education.


Sacred cows block traffic in the holy city of Varanasi, on the Ganges, in Uttar Pradesh. (Mark Henley / Redux)



The endemic corruption of the school system is another obstacle. If a child makes a small mistake on an online form, "to get it fixed, you have to pay a bribe."

According to India's Annual Status of Education Report, an independent analysis, most 14-to-18-year-olds in rural regions were still struggling with basic division in 2023, and about a quarter of them with basic reading. Some 30 percent of all students appear to drop out of high school.

"It's a moral failure of the political leadership," says Ashoka Mody, who spent decades with the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank and who published a polemic about India's developmental gaps last year titled India Is Broken. The book is densely documented and shot through with anger. One of its recurrent themes is the disparity between India and East Asian societies, which have seen mass primary education as a precondition to industrial growth and large-scale employment.

Last June, the government canceled the results of an exam that had been taken by 900,000 aspiring academics in more than 300 cities, citing suspicions that the answers had been leaked onto the dark web.

Narendra Modi has been in power for a decade, with his BJP allies running many of India's state governments. The schools have only gotten worse. Modi's educational priorities appear to be mostly ideological. History textbooks have been rewritten to include more Hindu-nationalist figures, praise Modi's own initiatives, and minimize contributions by Indian Muslims. In 2023, India cut a number of science topics from tenth-grade textbooks. You won't find Darwin's theory of evolution, the periodic table of elements, or the Pythagorean theorem.

Even when Indian students attend a decent school, the system often fails them. In a tiny rural village called Bhushari, in Uttar Pradesh, I met a 19-year-old man who said he was spending two to three years studying full-time for civil-service exams. "I'm trying to get a government job," he said, as we sat sipping cool drinks on the earthen floor of his family's reception room. "The youth of India--we all want a government job. Families prefer their kids to get a government job; they think this is more reliable, because you cannot get fired." You are also more likely to be able to get married if you have a government job.

For those who pass the exam, the relative dearth of government jobs can make new-hiring calls look like a crumb thrown into a lake full of starving fish. As Foreign Affairs has reported, in early 2023, the state government in Madhya Pradesh posted 6,000 low-level government jobs and quickly received more than 1.2 million applications. The volume hinted at the inflation of academic pedigree in India: There were 1,000 people with Ph.D.s, 85,000 graduates of college engineering programs, 100,000 people with business degrees, and about 180,000 people with other graduate degrees. The civil-service bottleneck puts enormous pressure on exams, and it's hardly surprising that cheating has become an issue. Last June, the government canceled the results of an exam that had been taken by 900,000 aspiring academics in more than 300 cities, citing suspicions that the answers had been leaked onto the dark web.

Those who fail the test or don't get the job have few options, and many end up in what economists call "the informal sector"--as vendors, day laborers, tuk-tuk drivers, and an endless array of other ill-paid roles. There aren't many manufacturing jobs, because China drained them away decades ago.

The young man I met in Bhushari had been, in one sense, lucky. His father is the village sarpanch, or headman, and the family owns valuable farmland. If not for that, he would not have had the freedom to study for so long. He had spent his entire life in a village of some 2,900 people. He didn't want to be a farmer in a place where drought is a constant threat, and where temperatures get hotter every year.

As my car thumped out of Bhushari on a pitted road, I saw cracked brown fields spreading to the horizon in all directions. People talked about the year's record-breaking heat wave everywhere I went. Farmers told me the local wells and aquifers were drying up. The annual monsoons have become more erratic. Temperatures reached 121 degrees Fahrenheit when I was in Delhi, and there were frequent news reports about water shortages and people dying of heat exposure. Sometimes it was hard to tell which was worse, the heat or the smog. Of the world's 100 most polluted cities, 83 are in India, according to 2023 data from the environmental group IQAir.

India's environmental problems are among the most serious on the planet, but they have not been high priorities during Modi's decade in power. He has shown occasional interest in the condition of the Ganges, India's most famous river, which is sacred to Hindus. It is also one of the most polluted rivers on Earth, with stretches that are ecological dead zones. Modi's electoral district includes Varanasi, a riverside city and an ancient pilgrimage site. Last spring, the BJP mounted elaborate campaign spectacles over the river, with 1,000 drones performing a light show to spell out, in Hindi, the slogan "Modi Government, Once Again." During a trip to Varanasi in late May, Modi made a surprise visit to an electronics engineer named Vishwambhar Nath Mishra, who has led efforts for decades to clean up the Ganges. The visit did not go well.

Mishra told me about the encounter when I went to see him, about a week later. It was night when I arrived in Varanasi, and I walked a mile along the darkened Ganges, past burning funeral pyres, Hindu priests performing rituals, and scattered children and dogs. Mishra's air-conditioned office was a relief. He runs an environmental NGO founded by his father and is also the mahant, or head priest, of one of Varanasi's best-known Hindu temples, a title that has been passed down from father to eldest son in an unbroken line stretching back 400 years. This blend of sacred and secular authority is unusual, and earns him wide respect.

On the day of Modi's visit, Mishra complained to him about the government's failure to prevent cities and towns from dumping raw sewage into the Ganges. The river absorbs close to 100 million gallons of it a day. Its waters are a greenish toxic brew. Mishra reminded Modi that he'd given him the same lecture in 2013, shortly before Modi first took office as prime minister, and that nothing had been done. Modi does not like to be chastised. He told Mishra he would come back after the election, and then went on his way.

Mishra, meanwhile, continues to monitor the river like a doctor with a dying patient. He told me that around the time of Modi's visit, samples from one spot contained 88 million fecal coliform bacteria per 100 milliliters of water--176,000 times the maximum amount that India allows for a Class B river, which is considered safe for bathing.

But as many as 50,000 people bathe daily in the river, Mishra told me. I myself saw hundreds of people swimming in it. Many Indians drink from the Ganges, including Mishra himself: It is one of his duties as a priest.

The city of Ayodhya--where Modi inaugurated the new Hindu temple--is a near-perfect emblem of Modi's rule: It has been reshaped into an advertisement at the expense of its residents. The government wants to make Ayodhya into a tourism and pilgrimage site for Hindus worldwide and has thrown enormous sums of money at the project, building wide roads, an airport, a train station. But in the city's old neighborhoods, nothing seems to have changed apart from new street signs that have been posted incongruously on decaying buildings and market stalls. Tens of thousands of locals have seen their homes and workplaces demolished. Many are furious at the Modi government. One of them is Mahendra Tripathi, the man who photographed Modi in Ayodhya back in 1992. He is now jobless at the age of 65, having lost his office to the urban renovations last year.

"My livelihood was destroyed twice," he told me, first by the rioters who destroyed Babri Masjid, in 1992, and a second time by the government that replaced it with the temple. "Now I'm old and don't have the energy to start again."

On a boulevard that leads to the city's Lucknow gate, I met a middle-aged man selling snacks in front of a one-room shop. He told me the shop was all that was left of his family's four-story house, which had included a much larger grocery store and upstairs rooms for his children and their families. The road needed to be widened, government officials had told him. The demolition had left him and his family with nowhere to live and no livelihood until they'd managed to reopen a shrunken version of their shop. "Not a single BJP worker came to check on us since the demolition," he said. His wife stood alongside him, misery stamped on her face.

A few doors down, a man was sitting on the floor of a tiny apartment. He was cutting and folding newspapers, to be sold to vendors as food wrappers. At his feet was a little bowl of homemade glue that he used to dab each folded paper before pressing its side together. He told me he had been making his living this way for 25 years. He was 60 years old, he said. Before the demolition, he'd had enough space to live with his family; now there was barely enough room for him to sit down. It was about 110 degrees outside, and the apartment's metal door was half open. "My house used to go all the way to that white strip," he said, pointing to the middle of the road. "Now this is all I have."

Later that day, I drove past another side effect of Modi's big temple: a vast, improvised landfill, built to accommodate the construction and demolition debris. Clouds of dust and pale smoke hung in the air above its lumpy surface. As we drove toward the landfill, the dust enveloped us, seeming almost to create its own weather system. In the dim landscape, I saw shacks where families were living, and a mill where people were grinding wheat. During monsoon season, the whole area becomes a flood zone. It seemed to go on for miles.


A flooded street in Vijayawada, in southern India, in 2024. Annual monsoons have become more erratic, and India's environmental problems are among the most serious on the planet. (Vijaya Bhaskar / AFP / Getty)



Modi's reputation is built partly on stage presence. His rallies have drawn as many as 800,000 people. On giant screens, his magnified image towers over the crowd. People who have been in a room with him sometime speak of an overpowering aura, as if he were a rock star or the pope.

Almost as impressive is Modi's ability to deploy--or inspire--an entire industry of social-media fans and public-relations professionals who get the message out on a daily basis, telling Indians how Modi has made them respected in the world and defended their Hindu faith from attack by Muslims, "sickularists," and "anti-nationals." Some of these people are television personalities, such as Arnab Goswami, a kind of Indian Tucker Carlson. Others are anonymous warriors in a campaign to label the Muslim film stars of Bollywood as terrorists. Many of them work as trolls on social media, where the BJP has aggressively promoted its message even as it censors its critics. (India's significant market share--it has more Facebook and YouTube users than any other country--has allowed the Modi government to bully tech companies into removing oppositional content.) Others make movies or sing songs.

Kavi Singh is a star of the genre known as Hindutva pop, a mixture of jingoism and danceable beats. Her signature style is unusually androgynous for India: a man's Nehru-style jacket and tunic, with a multicolored turban wrapped around her head. Her long hair flows over her shoulders.

Singh made her debut during a moment of national crisis. In early 2019, a suicide bomber in a car rammed a convoy of Indian paramilitary police in the northern district of Pulwama, killing more than 40 people. An Islamist terrorist group based in Pakistan claimed responsibility. The attack--followed by accusations of intelligence failures--was a humiliation for Modi, who had cast himself as a more aggressive protector of India than his predecessors. The next day, while the country was still overcome by grief and anger, a song appeared on Indian WhatsApp groups, sung by a strident female voice. The lyrics put the blame not on Pakistani terrorists but on India's own Muslims:

The enemies are among us but we blame the neighbor
The one who is secretly carrying a knife; finish off that traitor
If our own hadn't helped carry this attack
Pulwama wouldn't have seen the blood of our bravehearts spilled


The song went viral, and was followed by a video version in which Singh performs at a studio microphone, her singing interspersed with footage of gun-toting Indian soldiers and grieving families. She began churning out new songs with impressive regularity.

I met Singh at a guesthouse in the state of Haryana, about two hours north of Delhi. She wore her trademark outfit in shades of saffron, the color worn by Hindu saints and ascetics. Singh said she believes that the Hindu god Ram gives her signs. She seemed to claim credit for one of Modi's most controversial acts--the 2019 decision to revoke Kashmir's semiautonomous status and lay claim to the Muslim-majority province, an old source of conflict between India and Pakistan. "Everybody listens to me," she said. "I know that Prime Minister Modi listens to my songs."


A rice paddy in the state of Haryana. Lack of work has driven many Indians from cities to farms, even as farm income stagnates and drought turns fields into deserts. (Prakash Singh / Bloomberg / Getty)



It was hard to tell whether Singh was naive about the ways her music has been used, or just preferred to shrug it off. After the Pulwama suicide bombing, Kashmiri Muslims were attacked all over the country.

When I met Singh, she was making final preparations for a long journey on foot--known as a yatra--to help unify Hindus in the aftermath of Modi's election setback. Her plan was to start in the northern pilgrimage town of Haridwar and walk southward for six months or a year with her entourage, blasting her music from loudspeakers every step of the way. Did she expect her yatra to meet with protests and critics? "Absolutely" there would be protests, she said. "They will try to assault us as well." The way she said it made me wonder if that was exactly the point.

Modi's defenders sometimes note that large-scale communal violence has declined since the 2002 Gujarat riots. But one type of violence that has not declined is the lynching of ordinary Muslims.

One morning, after driving from the smog of Delhi into the great belt of farmland to the east, I met a man who narrowly survived a lynch mob in 2018. He is a Muslim farmer named Samayadeen who has spent his entire life--nearly 70 years, he reckons--in the same settlement, a tiny cluster of mud-and-brick houses surrounded by green fields of mustard, wheat, and sugarcane. After we shook hands, he led the way, limping visibly, into the open-air courtyard of his house, where he lay down on a string bed and apologized for his slowness. A buffalo dozed comfortably in the mud on the far side of the little enclosure.

What is most striking about the lynchings of Muslims in the past decade is not so much the scale as the government's attitude. In some cases, local officials have treated suspected murderers as heroes.

Six years ago, Samayadeen was gathering fodder with another man on his farm when they heard noises in the distance. A lone figure was running toward them, chased by a crowd of about two dozen men. As Samayadeen watched, the mob caught up to its prey and started beating him mercilessly with sticks.

Samayadeen's companion ran off in terror. But Samayadeen recognized the victim, a fellow Muslim named Qasim. He hurried over and tried to stop the attackers. They turned on Samayadeen as well, accusing both men of killing cows.

Eventually, the attackers dragged the men to their own village, where other men arrived to continue the beating in front of a Hindu temple. Samayadeen recognized some of them. When the police finally showed up, they had to fight off the mob before they could drive the injured men to a hospital. It was too late for Qasim, who died soon afterward of his injuries.

What is most striking about the lynchings of the past decade is not so much their scale--several dozen people--as the government's attitude. Modi and many of his BJP allies have spent years demonizing cow-killers while at the same time downplaying lynching reports. In some cases, local officials have treated suspected murderers as heroes.

Samayadeen's case might have gone nowhere, even with a good lawyer on his side, if not for the help of a journalist who went undercover to record video footage of a man who admitted that he'd incited the mob to kill Muslims. After that tape was admitted as evidence, a number of the attackers were indicted and ultimately convicted.

As he told me this story, Samayadeen emphasized repeatedly that all the people who had made his case a success--the man who'd helped him bring it, the lawyer who'd represented him, the judge who'd handed down the decision--were Hindus. "What I'm trying to say is that all the Hindu mentality is not like that," he said, referring to the mob that tried to kill him.

Samayadeen's comment about varieties of the Hindu mentality came to mind as I flew to Tamil Nadu, at the bottom of the subcontinent, 1,000 miles south of Delhi. Tamil Nadu's leaders have long been openly contemptuous of Hindu nationalism, and their governing philosophy represents a powerful alternative to Modi's worldview. They have put much greater emphasis on mass education and health care, and the south is today the most prosperous part of India. Bangalore and Hyderabad--two of its largest cities--host the country's IT hubs.

Modi has been trying for years to make political inroads in the south. In May, as the election campaign came to an end, Indian news channels began broadcasting a striking image over a chyron that read Breaking News. It was Modi, eyes closed, sitting on a stone floor with his legs crossed and his palms pressed together. He had traveled to a seaside sanctuary on the southern tip of Tamil Nadu to spend 45 hours in ekantvas, or solitary retreat. The images showed him in saffron robes, subsisting (as the news channels reported) only on coconut water. But Modi's meditation wasn't actually solitary; he was being filmed from multiple angles.

This stunt was the culmination of a campaign during which Modi hinted more than once that he had attained divine status. "When my mother was alive, I used to think I was born biologically," he told a TV news interviewer in May. "After her demise, when I look at my experiences, I am convinced that I was sent by God." Later that month, he said that he received commands from God, though he admitted that "I cannot dial him directly to ask what's next."

But the south has not been receptive terrain for Brand Modi. In Chennai, the city once called Madras, I met with one of Modi's most eloquent adversaries--Palanivel Thiaga Rajan, known to everyone as PTR. Now 58, he holds a degree from MIT and worked as a banker in New York and Singapore before returning to his native Tamil Nadu. He made his name running the state's finance ministry, and now leads the state's IT efforts. PTR met me at his office, in a gated compound that possessed an air of faded colonial grandeur. His family has been prominent in Tamil Nadu for hundreds of years.

Read: India is starting to see through Modi's nationalist myth

The south's priorities are the inverse of Modi's, PTR told me. They are rooted in decisions made a century ago, when southern leaders--even before India's independence--began passing progressive reforms including compulsory education for both sexes, women's right to vote and hold office, and affirmative action for members of historically disadvantaged castes. The motives for those reforms may have been political, but the effect was to create a springboard for greater prosperity, as in Singapore and other East Asian countries. While northern India has pursued a zero-sum model of growth, the southern states have tried to ensure that "the pie grows because everybody is vested in the system," PTR said. "Everybody's got access to the basic things," such as jobs, decent schools, and health care.

When I asked about Modi's economic stewardship, PTR was withering. He walked me through all the mistakes Modi has made, starting with his much-lamented decision in 2016 to "demonetize" the country's highest-currency banknotes. PTR's eyes rolled as he considered the effects of this blunder, calling it "one of the staggering catastrophes of economic policy in the history of the world."

PTR also deplored the way Modi has personalized his office and concentrated power in Delhi at the expense of the states. India was already more centralized than other large democracies such as the United States, thanks to the authors of its 1949 constitution. Modi's brand of nationalism is rooted in the idea that India's size and diversity call for an even stronger hand and a more unifying creed, but in practical terms that has made the task of government much harder: The average member in India's 543-seat Parliament now has about 2.6 million constituents. It would make more sense, PTR said, to acknowledge regional differences and delegate more authority to the states.

Listening to PTR, one can easily get the sense of a road not taken--a way to steer all of India on a less divisive course. Unfortunately, the south is less an alternative than a rival. Its economic philosophy goes alongside a distinctly southern religious and cultural identity that is almost as aggressive as Modi's. The two visions are so divergent that it is easy to see why there were calls for a separate southern nation called Dravidistan when India became independent.

This cultural rift became apparent when I asked PTR about Modi's promotion of Hindutva. The subject makes him visibly angry. "I believe that Tamil Nadu is the most Hindu-practicing state in the country," he said, noting that the state government alone manages some 35,000 temples. All told, he went on, "there are probably 600,000 temples of noticeable size and maybe a million temples of all sizes." PTR gestured at the red pottu on his forehead, a symbol of Hindu devotion. But the south's version of Hinduism, he said, is "antithetical to the notion of a muscular Hindutva." The southern tradition is rooted partly in a century-old revolt against the privileges granted to Brahmans, the priestly caste that sits at the top of Hinduism's ancient social hierarchy.

Modi's challenges in winning over the south are not just about Hinduism. The people of Tamil Nadu are mostly ethnic Tamils, and many see themselves as the original inhabitants of a region that has faced discrimination from the north. The BJP did not win a single parliamentary seat in Tamil Nadu last year, despite Modi's efforts.

When I arrived in India, the election was still under way. The BJP platform was ostensibly that of a political party with hundreds of parliamentary candidates, but its title was "Modi's Guarantee." From the moment I arrived in India, at the Delhi airport, I couldn't avoid Modi's image--in life-size cardboard cutouts, in huge murals on city walls, in stickers on doors and windows, on roadside billboards. BJP supporters walked around with paper Modi masks wrapped over their face, giving the eerie impression of an army of clones.

Even when you looked at your phone you'd see him, asking for your vote in Hindi, in Urdu, in half a dozen other languages he doesn't even speak; his voice had been copied and transfigured by AI programming. The opposition talked constantly about him too, adding to the widespread sense that the entire election was a referendum on the 10-year reign of Narendra Modi.

The election took place over six weeks, like a slow-moving tsunami, and the results started coming in on the morning of June 4. Modi was already doing far worse than he and his party had expected. Projections were giving the BJP fewer than 200 seats, a steep drop from its previous total of 303, and a result that would spell the end of its parliamentary majority. Modi's continued rule would depend on the cooperation of coalition allies.

At about noon, I sat in on an editorial meeting in Delhi of The Hindu, one of India's few remaining independent newspapers. The mood was buoyant. There had been a betting pool on the election, and as one editor read out the names of the winners, there was laughter and cheering. I heard a flurry of hot takes: "It's about hubris; he'll have to tone it down." "It's a huge sigh of relief for India's Muslims." "Coalition politics is back." The political editor said she wanted a story on what the BJP got wrong, and someone joked that it would be too long to fit in the paper.

A little later, I made my way over to the headquarters of the Congress Party, on Akbar Road. A raucous outdoor party was under way, with a thick crowd of members and guests milling around in a state of bliss. The Congress Party and its opposition allies had lost, but were behaving as if they'd won a historic victory. Partly, this was because Modi and his party had done everything they could to tilt the election in their favor, and everyone knew it. Opposition politicians had faced a wildly disproportionate number of investigations. In some cases, political figures who switched to the BJP saw their charges abruptly dropped.

To some extent, Modi had himself to blame for the way the election results were interpreted. He had said early on that he expected to win 400 seats, a supermajority that could grant him the power to change the constitution. Had this happened, Hindutva might well have been enshrined as the country's new ruling ideology.

Read: The humbling of Narendra Modi

Modi's narrow victory felt like a rebuke. But opinion varied on what it meant. Caste seems to have played a role, especially in northern India. Modi's party has always been vulnerable to defections by low-caste Hindus, who feel the party is still wedded to upper-caste privilege, and many Dalits, once more commonly known as untouchables, appear to have shifted their votes to the opposition.

Another prevalent view was that Modi had taken his divisive, anti-Muslim religious rhetoric too far. He may also have overplayed the god-man role. During the initiation of the Ayodhya temple last January, he'd violated protocol by performing religious rites himself.


Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, where Modi last year consecrated a Hindu temple on the site of a mosque destroyed in 1992 (Biplov Bhuyan / Sopa Images / Getty)



In the days and weeks after the election, many Indians were too overwhelmed by happiness and relief to worry about the details. Modi was no longer invulnerable. He would have to compromise, people said, if he wanted to keep his job.

Read: Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore

But Modi is not used to compromise. He is very good at dividing Indians to suit his political needs, and he is probably too old to change. In some ways, he is a more authentic product of India's democracy than any of his Congress Party predecessors, with their patrician pedigrees. His departure--he will be 78 during the next general election, and is not expected to run again--will not change the country's structural vulnerability to populist strongmen. India may be more susceptible to the politics of identity and division than other countries precisely because, as PTR told me, it is so immense and so diverse. It is more a continent than a country, as the British liked to say--a self-serving point, but one that has grown even more apt since their departure.

Modi's legacy may be decided by those who no longer chant his name. Indian democracy will face its most important test in the small towns and villages where the bulk of the population still lives. One of the people I met in Uttar Pradesh, a 51-year-old farmer, told me that he'd voted for Modi, but a decade of BJP rule had soured him on politics. The party had "played the drums of zero tolerance for corruption," he said, but had not paid attention to the people's needs, and corruption had only grown worse.

"Hindutva," he said, "stands for a religion with the most humbleness, the most virtues, the best upbringing, the good culture we have that doesn't exist anywhere else." He paused a moment. "There is no party that really stands for that," he said, "and there won't be one."



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "Modi's Failure." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Most Effective Antidote to ISIS Attacks

The best way to prevent a recurrence of the terror in New Orleans is to dismantle the Islamic State and relegate it to obscurity.

by Graeme Wood




The man who murdered at least 15 people with his truck on Bourbon Street, in New Orleans, last night was flying the black banner of the Islamic State from his truck, according to the FBI. Police shot 42-year-old Shamsud-Din Bahar Jabbar dead at the scene. So far little else is known about the suspect, but given that ISIS flags are not a standard option on a Ford F-150, it is reasonable to presume that the driver--a U.S. Army veteran--committed mass murder as an homage to the Islamic State.

President-Elect Donald Trump famously lamented that Mexico was "not sending their best" to the United States. After contempt for the New Orleans killer, and sadness for the dead and 35 wounded, my reaction to this attack is relief that for the past decade the Islamic State has been sending its best, and its best remain verminous incompetents whose most ingenious plots involve driving trucks into crowds. Jabbar is said to have brought along explosives, and to have set his Airbnb on fire, but either his bombs didn't work or he did not live long enough to set them off. In 2014, the Islamic State regarded its string of early victories as a sign that God favored it. Now I wonder whether it has noticed that God has seemingly capped the IQs of its operatives, and taken the hint about what that might say about its continued divine favor.

In 2014, the group's spokesman, Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, kicked off its campaign of terror in Europe by urging followers to improvise weapons. "If you are not able to find an IED or a bullet," he said, "smash the American or European's head with a rock, or slaughter him with a knife, or run him over with your car." Some horrific attacks ensued, including a truck-ramming in 2016 that killed 86. But consider the number of Islamic State supporters of European origin--probably in the tens of thousands--and the easy availability of rocks, knives, and cars. Few have taken Adnani up on his offer, and those who have tend to be (if the jihadists will pardon the expression) ham-handed.

I am not always so optimistic. Every successful attack is tragic. Plots by patient, methodical, and capable people do occur from time to time, and when they are disrupted in their early stages, the details are sobering reminders of what could happen. Indeed, just this week, the FBI detailed what it described as the largest homemade-explosives cache it had ever discovered, in the hands of a 36-year-old man in Smithfield, Virginia. Those hands had allegedly been mangled by a homemade bomb a few years ago ("several fingers were missing"), and a neighbor alerted authorities that the suspect was "stockpiling weapons and homemade ammunition." It is difficult to overstate how much weaponry one must stockpile before Virginians begin to wonder whether the stockpile might be a tad excessive and merit the attention of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (all three of which have near-sacramental status in the rural parts of the commonwealth). The suspect is not an ISIS supporter, but he reportedly shows signs of other dubious extreme views. Prosecutors said they found a bag of pipe bombs, and the bag had a #NoLivesMatter patch. The suspect was released on Monday into his mother's custody.

The nightmare scenario is, and has always been, the combination of violent motivation with the patience and planning that would allow that motivation to find maximally lethal expression. Idiots can still kill, and murders perpetrated by them are as devastating as any other. The mass murder early this morning, long after the Islamic State lost its territory and ceased to be a source of daily terror, shows that that threat is limited in magnitude but nonetheless eternal. Senator Josh Hawley, a Republican from Missouri, called for a hearing on the attack and alleged that "the Biden Administration has made [Americans] less safe," through unspecified negligence. But no public information so far suggests that authorities could have stopped the killer from renting a truck and driving it into a crowd. The most effective antidote to attacks like this is probably just to do what the United States did late in Barack Obama's second term and throughout Trump's first: to dismantle the Islamic State and relegate it to obscurity, where it has less power to inspire random people to act in its name. That strategy has the added effect of countering more sophisticated attacks, by leaving attackers with fewer lairs and havens from which to stage them.

There is no law of nature that says terrorists must always be bad at terrorism. Many terrorists and mass murderers have plotted very effectively, and racked up the body counts to prove it. Right now, authorities are investigating whether the New Orleans killer had accomplices. If he did have help, then his accomplices were equally incompetent. The correct response, in the long term, is to prepare for the day when competence and fervor intersect. Mercifully, that day was not today.

In the shorter term, I agree with my colleague Juliette Kayyem: The correct response to this crime is to proceed with life, play football, and let New Orleans begin to heal itself. No American city feels as alive as New Orleans, as incapable of being deterred from partying. The city has its homegrown poets, but I am partial to the Englishman Philip Larkin's lines about New Orleans: "On me your voice falls as they say love should / Like an enormous yes ... the natural noise of good, / Scattering long-haired grief and scored pity."
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Don't Let Terror Shut America Down

Defiantly proceeding with our lives--and playing the Sugar Bowl--is the best response to an attack.

by Juliette Kayyem




Updated on January 1, 2025, at 2:43 p.m. ET

Despite the devastating terror attack that killed at least 10 people on Bourbon Street in New Orleans in the early-morning hours of New Year's Day, it seemed at first as though the Sugar Bowl college-football playoff game would continue tonight in the city's Superdome, less than two miles from the carnage. This afternoon, officials announced they would postpone the game for at least 24 hours.

Getting on with activities as normal, to whatever extent is possible, is the correct approach. Responses to terror or violent attacks need to be based on the specifics of the incident, but the default should always be to remain open. A nation, any nation, must have the capacity to mourn and move forward simultaneously.

The question isn't whether proceeding with scheduled events is disrespectful to those who have been directly affected by terror. In some ways, it obviously is; the Sugar Bowl is only a college-football game. But the decision should be based less on emotion and more on the level of ongoing risk, and the available security, for those who are asked to continue with their lives.

First, can the situation legitimately be described as no longer posing a continuing danger? In 2015 in Paris, a wave of terror attacks over one long night resulted in 130 deaths. The entire country was placed under what amounted to a three-month lockdown, with most public events canceled. That made some sense, given the sophistication and planning behind those attacks, and the fact that a concert hall and sporting venue had been targeted. "People have come from all over the country," Representative Troy Carter of Louisiana told CBS about today's attack, "but nothing is more important than public safety and making sure that we're protecting the citizens and visitors alike."

In a statement, the FBI identified the suspect as 42-year-old Shamsud-Din Jabbar, a U.S. citizen from Texas. He was killed at the scene by law-enforcement officers. An Islamic State flag had been located in the vehicle, the FBI said, and law enforcement is working to determine the suspect's affiliations. Although what additional information might be available to the FBI remains unclear, the unified messaging suggests they are not overly concerned about continuing risk.

Second, if a city chooses to close down or delay events, does it have clear standards for what will allow it to reopen? This was the dilemma after the Boston Marathon bombings on a Monday in 2013, when the two terrorists initially evaded law enforcement. After the brothers Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, who had carried out the attack, killed an MIT police officer while making their escape, the governor asked residents of nearby towns to remain indoors as the search proceeded. The governor's request, accepted by the scared public rather than enforced, ceased to be sustainable as the search dragged on for an entire day. European cities such as Brussels have faced the same issue after major attacks. It is easy to close down but harder to have metrics for what is perfectly safe, because that is an impossible standard.

Third, can public-safety resources and planning be redeployed or reassessed in light of the terror attack without forcing the city to a standstill? A preplanned sports event, such as the Sugar Bowl, already has in place safety and security protocols that can be amended in just a few hours to allow for more resources from other jurisdictions and changes to vehicle access. Indeed, just a day after Boston's lockdown, the Red Sox played at Fenway with a ramped-up public-safety presence. The Hall of Fame slugger David Ortiz memorably welcomed the anxious crowd by saying, "This is our fucking city." He was reflecting a sense that terrorists elevate their cause if they can affect entire populations, and the best response can be an insistent normalcy.

There is no perfect answer to the challenge posed by an attack, but asking the public to stay put can be unnecessary. In Maine in 2023, after the tragic shooting of 18 victims by a lone gunman, the town of Lewiston and areas across southern Maine went into shelter-in-place mode for several days until he was found dead from suicide. Fear and isolation may have been unnecessarily amplified by the lockdown, originally issued for an indefinite period.

After the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush tried to calm a grieving nation by telling citizens to still "go shopping for their families." The quote has been mocked as both tone-deaf (the term consumer patriotism was coined) and insensitive, but the for is often forgotten in the retelling. No matter how terrible an attack, we still need to be there for one another--whether that means gathering or grieving or, when the time comes, just watching a football game.
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Birthmark

A poem for Wednesday

by L. A. Johnson




In California, even the worst
 of us is forgiven: flooding roads
 lead to freeway superbloom, birds
 make nests out of all our trash.
 And despite drought, jacarandas
 spike purple in July, their roots
 cracking the concrete. Once, I
 tripped under one, tore the skin
 off my knees. And at last removed
 the leftover scars of childhood.
 My father fell once outside  
 the dirtiest apartment I lived
 in that overlooked the freeway
 on a street where no one walked. Yet
 when he fell, some kind stranger
 materialized out of the smog and
 lifted him to his feet.  
 I thought then it was an accident,
 the stranger a good omen,
 and raised no alarm over what
 I would call now his thin legs.
 But there's no tree to bloom
 from his grave, his body  
 the opposite of a seed. When I
 can no longer bear the weight, I
 declutter my closet, my drawers.
 Beneath a jacaranda, I leave
 my abandoned items on the sidewalk,
 and in only hours, my mistakes
 are absorbed by the city.
 Tonight, with the objects gone,
 I try to think of my regrets
 with tenderness, handling them
 the way someone who loves me
 might touch an old scar.
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The President Trump Is Pushing Aside

Grover Cleveland enthusiasts aren't thrilled.

by Russell Berman




Only one historic site bears the name of America's 22nd and 24th president--and it's no Monticello.

The Grover Cleveland Presidential Library and Museum occupies a one-story building in Caldwell, New Jersey, behind the house where its namesake spent the first few years of his life. The museum is the size of a small living room. A Dunkin' sits across the street.

The site befits Cleveland's legacy. He was a large man but not larger than life; his two terms in the White House were most remarkable for the four years that separated them.

Until November 5, Cleveland held the distinction of being the only U.S. president to regain the office after voters turned him out: He won the White House in 1884, lost his reelection bid in 1888, and then won again in 1892. Donald Trump matched Cleveland's achievement by winning last year's presidential election, robbing him of his exclusive claim to history but also renewing interest in a president whom time has largely forgotten. The two men share little else in common. Cleveland curtailed government corruption, adhered to a restrictive view of presidential authority, and opposed expansionism; Trump flouts ethical norms left and right, chafes at limits to his power, and wants to buy Greenland. Yet their new bond could reshape Cleveland's legacy.

A grandson of the former president, George Cleveland, has been fielding calls from reporters and history buffs for months. "Anything that shines a light on a dimmer part of history is a good thing," he told me. "It's a Grover Cleveland renaissance!" joked Louis Picone, a historian who sits on the board of the Grover Cleveland Birthplace Memorial Association.

One rainy evening last month, the association gathered in Caldwell--a small town about 20 miles west of New York City--for its annual meeting. The event doubled as a ribbon-cutting for a newly renovated room in the museum that the group is trying to expand. At the moment, the exhibit isn't much: some photographs, a desk, a chair Cleveland used in the White House.

The event drew a couple dozen people, who listened to Picone deliver a talk on "extraordinary" presidential elections. But he didn't discuss any of the past three, which weren't exactly ordinary. Picone mentioned Trump only glancingly and ignored his new connection to Cleveland.

From the March 1897 issue: Mr. Cleveland as president

Indeed, Trump is a touchy topic for the keepers of the Cleveland flame, not all of whom are happy to see their guy joined forever in history alongside the 45th and soon-to-be-47th president of the United States. Paul Maloney, the association's president, politely declined to answer when I asked him how he felt about Cleveland losing his unique distinction. "We have a political figure that I'm trying to keep the politics out of. I know how odd that is," Maloney told me. "I don't want anyone to infer any point of view that our organization might have."

The group's vice president, Bunny Jenkins, wasn't as diplomatic: "It had to be Trump?!"



Besides their comeback connection, Cleveland and Trump are about as different from each other as any two presidents. Trump was born into New York wealth; Cleveland was a minister's son who helped provide for his family after his father's early death. He was a hard worker and, at times, a hard drinker; Trump abstains from both long hours and alcohol.

Both Cleveland and Trump campaigned as anti-corruption populists, but Cleveland followed through on his commitment to clean government. (His dedication was literal at times: As mayor of Buffalo, New York, he helped construct a modern sewer system for the foul-smelling city.) A Democratic reformer, Cleveland fought Tammany Hall as governor of New York. After he won the presidency in 1884, he insisted on paying his own train fare to Washington, according to a 2022 biography by Troy Senik. He once refused to accept a dog that a supporter sent him as a gift, deeming it inappropriate.

As president, Cleveland developed such a reputation for public integrity that he earned the nickname "Grover the Good." He curbed the spoils and patronage system that pervaded politics at the time--and that Trump has begun to re-create.

Whereas Trump has repeatedly stretched the bounds of presidential power, Cleveland respected them. He interpreted the president's constitutional responsibilities narrowly and did not try to whip votes for his agenda in Congress. But within his authority, Cleveland acted aggressively: He vetoed 414 bills during his first term, more than all 21 of his predecessors combined.

Few of the political controversies that Cleveland confronted as president are relevant anymore; the pensions of Civil War veterans and the gold standard were major flashpoints in the late 19th century. But one major fiscal debate has lingered--tariffs--and he and Trump took opposite sides. Cleveland pushed for lower tariffs even though they were popular, a stance that likely cost him his first attempt at winning a second term.

Despite his reputation for good governance, President Cleveland had significant flaws, including ones that much of his 19th-century electorate would have overlooked. He opposed women's suffrage, and he made virtually no effort to protect Black people in the South from the terror and disenfranchisement of Jim Crow.

Accusations of misconduct in his personal life nearly derailed his first bid for the presidency. A Buffalo newspaper reported that he had fathered a child out of wedlock years earlier with a widow named Maria Halpin. The story alleged that Cleveland hired detectives to abduct Halpin, take the baby, and force Halpin into a mental institution. A few months later, and just before Election Day, the allegations became far worse. According to Senik, Halpin signed an affidavit attesting that Cleveland had "accomplished my ruin by the use of force and violence and without my consent." Days later, however, Halpin denied her own charges and said she had signed the document without reading it. Cleveland won the election, and his opponents did not bring up the allegations in subsequent campaigns.

Whether or not he assaulted Halpin remains unclear. "The only two people who know are dead," Picone told me. But historians, including Senik, have generally "given Grover Cleveland the benefit of the doubt" because of his reputation for honesty, Picone said. "It was so out of character," he said of the allegations. Cleveland did acknowledge, though, that he had been romantically involved with Halpin, and he never denied that he was the father of her child. In 2020, the historian Susan Wise Bauer wrote in The Atlantic that Cleveland had managed to present himself as "the upstanding, hapless victim" in the whole affair, creating a new playbook for politicians accused of sexual misconduct.

Read: The lessons of 1884

The Republican Benjamin Harrison beat Cleveland in 1888 thanks in part to Cleveland's aggressive push to lower tariffs, a position that united the GOP in opposition and divided his own party. "What is the use of being elected or reelected unless you stand for something?" he asked a staffer, according to Senik's book. Cleveland took his ouster much more gracefully than Trump would more than a century later when he tried to overturn an election. Asked why he lost, Cleveland replied simply, "It was mainly because the other party had the most votes." Whereas Trump skipped his opponent's inauguration, Cleveland held an umbrella over Harrison's head to protect him from the rain as he took the oath of office.

Trump began considering a comeback bid almost as soon as he left the White House in 2021. Cleveland did not, but his wife, Frances Cleveland, had an inkling he might return. As the Clevelands were preparing to leave the White House in early 1889, she told a staffer, "I want to find everything just as it is now, when we come back again." The confused aide asked when she planned on visiting. "We are coming back just four years from today," she replied with a smile.


Cleveland's second inauguration (Library of Congress)



Trump was the first former president in decades to try to return to the White House. But comeback attempts were more common in the 19th century. Cleveland was motivated to run again in part because Harrison had abandoned fiscal constraint, presiding alongside what became known as "the Billion Dollar Congress." Cleveland won a campaign that drew relatively little interest from the public, but the mark he set--a second, nonconsecutive presidential term--would stand for 132 years.



The Grover Cleveland Birthplace Memorial Association has been trying to build a proper library and museum for decades. New Jersey, which owns the historic site, has agreed to foot most of the bill, but red tape has caused delays. The Cleveland home is still undergoing refurbishments, and the museum won't fully open to the public for at least another few months. "We're breaking our backs trying to get this place open," Dave Cowell, the association's 86-year-old secretary of the board and former president, told me.

Over the past three decades, visitors to the Cleveland birthplace have grown from about 300 annually to roughly 9,000 a couple years ago, he said. That still pales in comparison to the expansive presidential museums dedicated to Ronald Reagan and John F. Kennedy, which draw hundreds of thousands of people every year. But Cleveland is gaining on second-tier presidential rivals such as Martin Van Buren, America's eighth president, whose historic site in New York receives about 13,000 people a year, Cowell said.

The association is planning a grand opening for the museum later this year. Trump will be invited, Picone said. But the group won't try to leverage the Trump connection for extra attention. No exhibitions examining their new link in history are in the works. It's just too soon, Paul Maloney told me. "Now, 10 years down the road? Fifteen years down the road? We might think differently."

As Cleveland's fans are quick to note, his presidential comeback is just one part of his legacy. His story has receded from national memory largely because his presidency did not coincide with momentous events; the country was not at war, and he did not die in office. Maloney, a retired social-studies teacher, admitted that Cleveland didn't even make it into his U.S. history curriculum. But, Picone argued, "he was an excellent president."

That Cleveland's most famous achievement has now been matched, his grandson George conceded, is a loss. "Nothing lasts forever," he told me. But he took solace in the thought that Trump's return to the White House won't completely erase his grandfather's record comeback. After all, George said, "he's still the first."
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The Controversy Over Baby Names

Annual baby-name lists don't always stir the pot, but last year's did.

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.


I have two names, but only one exists on paper. When I was born, my parents put my name down as Stephanie, inspired by the Full House character. They thought she was cute and a little spunky, and they also wanted a more convenient life for me--one without the hassle of repeating my Chinese name, Yue er, to Americans who might find it hard to remember.

Though names can be intensely personal, parents' choices have become subject to public dissection. Earlier this month, the name Muhammad made headlines when the U.K.'s Office for National Statistics (ONS) reported that in 2023, it became the most popular baby-boy name in England and Wales for the first time. Heated online discourse followed: Wars were waged in Reddit threads over what this meant for England's future, and Turning Point UK, an offshoot of the American right-wing youth-activist organization, posted a video of the news on X with the caption, "We are being replaced."

Those decrying the ONS announcement immediately linked the popularity of Muhammad to the shifting demographics of their country. From 2011 to 2021, the number of Muslims in England and Wales grew from 4.8 percent to 6.5 percent, accounting for 33 percent of the overall population increase during those years. Muhammad has steadily climbed the England and Wales baby-name list for decades, and it has held a place in the top 10 since 2016. (The name also has various spellings, all of which are counted separately in the ONS's annual list--meaning that, taken together, it may have been the top baby-boy name in years past as well.) Annual baby-name lists do tend to reflect changing demographics, Cleveland Evans, an expert on names and an emeritus professor of psychology at Bellevue University, in Nebraska, told me via email.

Take Mateo, a Spanish name that clinched a spot in the U.S.'s top-10 baby-boy name list for the first time last year. It's the latest example of a name common in Spain and some Latin American countries that has grown more popular in the United States over the past few decades, accompanied by Santiago, Sofia, Camila, and others. This trend was spurred by the rise of Spanish-speaking immigrants over a similar time period and the pride more people are taking in their culture, Pamela Redmond, a co-creator of Nameberry, the world's largest baby-name website, told me. (The rise of Mateo, in particular, was buoyed by its high ranking in New Mexico and other states with a large Hispanic population.)

But the relationship between baby names and demographic shifts isn't a perfect science, in part because names aren't a perfect indicator of cultural identity. To start with the obvious: Names can be changed. I know people who chose to forgo the ethnic name on their birth certificate for an American name, and people who have gone in the opposite direction. Limited data exist to assess the ethnicity or race of the parents who choose names, such as Sofia, that are technically considered ethnic but are popular across cultural lines. Other factors can influence name choices too: Pop culture, for example, might inspire or dissuade parents from selecting certain names. (The ONS report found an uptick last year in babies named after the kids from the Kardashian-Jenner family.) Plus, the longer immigrants stay in a country, the more likely they are to give their children assimilated names to help them fit in, Ran Abramitzky, a Stanford professor who has studied immigration and naming patterns in the U.S., told me.

Muhammad may be considered an outlier in this respect; it's a name seldom chosen by non-Muslim parents, and it remains the top choice for baby boys in many Muslim communities because of its connection to the Prophet Muhammad. That kind of ubiquity has become rarer in the modern landscape of baby names. In the U.S., the share of babies with a top-10 name has sharply dropped, from roughly 32 percent in 1880 to 7 percent in 2020, as Joe Pinsker reported in The Atlantic in 2022. Gone are the days of five Marys and Johns in one classroom. Now Ashley is spelled in seven different ways, and many parents are drawn to the individuality and novelty of less common names. This turn toward variety, coupled with changing demographics, might have helped boost the popularity of certain traditional names.

The recent controversy over Muhammad has confirmed just how easily baby names strike a nerve. Ethnic names can become proxies for national anxieties and fears. Other names are scrutinized for their unconventional nature (think: X AE A-Xii Musk, Legendary Love Cannon, Diva Thin Muffin Pigeen). People have intense reactions to strangers' names in part because they can follow a child for a lifetime--and often publicly, in the era of social media. Naming choices could even say something about parenting choices; calling somebody X AE A-Xii, for example, might be perceived as a cruel or selfish move on the parents' part, Redmond noted. The topic also affirms a simple truth about the internet: People like to share strong opinions about other people's lives.

Annual baby-name lists don't always stir the pot like last year's did. If you follow the data, convention is consistent. Fewer people on average may choose the most popular baby names, but the names themselves haven't changed much in recent years: Olivia topped the annual baby-name list for the fifth year in a row in the U.S. and for the eighth year running in England and Wales. Liam was the most popular baby-boy name in the U.S. for the past six years. Baby-name rankings tend to shuffle around the same few names in the same few spots (Noah, which has been a top-five baby-boy pick in England and Wales since 2017, fell short of Muhammad by a slim margin of less than 300 names last year). Though names inevitably go in and out of vogue, future ones likely won't look too different from today's, Redmond said. "Every generation needs to reinvent. But they don't usually go that far afield."

Related:

	The age of the unique baby name
 	The paradox of baby names




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The MAGA honeymoon is over.
 	An astonishing level of dehumanization
 	Apocalypse, constantly




Evening Read


Villagers hid in a church in Rukara, Rwanda, in April 1994. Hutu militia surrounded the church and launched a series of attacks that lasted for days, killing hundreds. Illustration by Dadu Shin



How Do You Forgive the People Who Killed Your Family?

By Clint Smith

Hussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.
 He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Wenjia Tang



Search. Do yourself a favor and go find a "third place," one where you can have serendipitous, productivity-free conversation, Allie Conti writes.

Learn. Julie Beck spent more than three years interviewing friends for "The Friendship Files" and came to believe that there are six forces that fuel friendship.

Play our daily crossword.

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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My Boyfriend Is About to Move In With His Ex

Am I wrong for thinking this is a deal-breaker?

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

I'm a 73-old-woman who has been dating a man of the same age. We get along famously except for one problem: His previous girlfriend still lives in his home, which he left to allow her to continue living there. For more than a year, he has been staying at a friend's second home, but now it's time for him to go back to his own house. This means he'll soon be living with his ex, as he refuses to change the situation. Why? Her financial situation is not good, and he feels guilty. He doesn't seem to understand why I would have a problem with any of this, as he professes to be in love with me. But I don't think I can continue this relationship as long as he is living with his old girlfriend. Am I being unreasonable?



Dear Reader,

Well, people come to all sorts of bonkers arrangements to get through this life together, don't they? Two in the basement, one in the attic; three days in this apartment, four in that; I'll take the couch, you take the bed, she'll move to Sweden, and the dog can sleep where he likes. But for the bonkers arrangement to work, all parties need to subscribe to more or less the same version of reality.

Which is not the case here. You and your boyfriend--and I'm painting a nice, possibly completely erroneous, picture of him in my mind: a hater of change, a pleaser of people, a postponer of decisions, slothful, benevolent, a man after my own heart, really--have reached the old Frostian fork, the place where the two roads diverge.

Why can't we all just get along? he wants to know. You, me, my ex-girlfriend, and the mailman who stops in for tea. What's so complicated about that?

But to you, it's madness. His ex-girlfriend? Living with him in his house? Sharing a home with him, a domestic space that still has bits of their old relationship lying around in it like used car parts, a carburetor here and a windshield wiper there? It's an intolerable situation. And I think you have to trust yourself here. Your boyfriend is acting up. He says he's in love with you, but he's not doing a very good job of listening to you--hearing you, as the kids say.

My advice: Kick him around a bit, metaphorically speaking. He may have developed thick, woolly layers of insulation around his brain to protect him from the painfulness and difficulty of life. You must penetrate them, batter or needle your way through them. Help him understand how silly he's being. He'll get it, eventually, or he won't. And if he doesn't, you'll know what to do.

Dancing from one difficulty to another,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Staff Writers






The Atlantic is announcing the hires of political reporters Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, who will both become staff writers in mid-January. In an announcement to staff, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability journalism. They will make great additions to our already excellent politics team."

In October, The Atlantic announced that it was adding two more print issues annually--returning to monthly publication for the first time in more than two decades--and hiring a number of writers and editors to grow coverage of defense, national security, and technology, in addition to health, science, and other areas. Recent staff writers to join the magazine include Kristen V. Brown, Jonathan Chait, Nicholas Florko, Shane Harris, and Shayla Love.

Below is the full announcement about Ashley and Michael:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing to share the happy news that two of Washington's most accomplished and authoritative reporters, Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, are joining The Atlantic as part of our effort to deepen our coverage of the incoming administration, and of America's tumultuous politics more generally.
 Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability journalism. They will make great additions to our already excellent politics team. As we move into 2025, it is vitally important for us to cover Washington--the implementation of the MAGA agenda; the role of money (foreign and domestic) in our politics; the future of the Democratic Party--in the most comprehensive and rigorous way possible, and Ashley and Michael will play important roles in helping us meet our goals.  
 Ashley, the Post's senior national political correspondent, is a three-time Pulitzer Prize winner who covered Donald Trump's first term, and covered the Biden administration as White House bureau chief. Before her time at the Post, she spent 11 years at The New York Times, where she covered the 2012 and 2016 presidential campaigns and Congress, among other subjects. (She got her professional start at the Times as Maureen Dowd's research assistant, and before that she served as a reporter and an editor at the world's greatest college newspaper.) Ashley was part of the Post team that won a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting in 2018, for coverage of Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election. She was also a member of the team that won the Pulitzer for Public Service in 2022, for its coverage of the causes, costs, and aftermath of the January 6 siege of the Capitol. And she was part of the Post team that won a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting in 2024, for their coverage of the role the AR-15 plays in American culture.
 Michael has been a national political reporter at the Post since 2017, focusing on campaigns and elections. Most recently, he covered the Republican presidential primaries and the inner workings of the Trump, Biden, Harris, and Kennedy campaigns. Michael's decision to join The Atlantic represents a kind of homecoming; he is a magazine writer at heart, having previously worked at Time, first as a campaign reporter beginning in 2007, before becoming the White House correspondent and later Washington bureau chief. He wrote more than 20 cover stories for the magazine, including two Person of the Year stories, and interviewed Trump six times. Before joining Time, Michael served as the Washington correspondent for Salon, the Washington correspondent for Mother Jones, and an assistant editor at the Columbia Journalism Review. He began his career as a reporter for the Daily Hampshire Gazette in Northampton, Mass., covering local schools and city government. Michael has served on the board of the White House Correspondents' Association, and won the National Press Club's Lee Walczak Award for Political Excellence for his article on the 2012 Obama reelection effort, and the 2014 New York Press Club Award for Political Coverage for a cover story on the 2013 government shutdown.
 Please join me in welcoming Ashley and Michael to The Atlantic.
 Best wishes for a happy new year,
 Jeff
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Apocalypse, Constantly

Humans love to imagine their own demise.

by Adam Kirsch




In 1985, when I was 9 years old, I watched the first episode of the new Twilight Zone, a reboot of the classic early-1960s TV series. People rarely talk about the '80s version, which ran for just three seasons. But there must be other viewers around my age who have never forgotten "A Little Peace and Quiet," the second story in that debut episode. It's about a woman who discovers a magic pendant in the shape of a sundial that gives her the power to stop time. Whenever she says "Shut up," everyone and everything in the world except her comes to a halt, resuming only when she says, "Start talking."

At first she uses the device to give herself a break from her irritating husband and chattering children. But at the end of the episode, she hears an announcement that the Soviets have launched a nuclear attack on the United States, and she deploys the magic phrase to arrest time. In the last scene, she walks out of her house and looks up to see ICBMs frozen in midair, leaving her with an impossible choice: to unfreeze time and be destroyed along with all of humanity, or to spend eternity as the sole living person in the world.

I remember that TV image better than most of the things I saw in real life as a child. It was the perfect symbol of an understanding of history that Generation X couldn't help but absorb--if not from The Twilight Zone, then from movies such as The Day After and WarGames. The nuclear-arms race meant that humanity's destruction was imminent, even though no one actually wanted it, because we were collectively too stupid and frivolous to prevent it. We were terrified of the future, like the woman in the TV show--yet we also secretly longed for the arrival of the catastrophe because only it could release us from the anxiety of waiting.

The dread of extinction has always been with us; only the mechanism changes.

Four years after that broadcast, the Cold War ended in an American victory with the fall of the Berlin Wall. In an influential essay published in the euphoric year of 1989, the political scientist Francis Fukuyama proclaimed "the end of history." But it felt more like the resumption of history. Throughout four decades of nuclear brinkmanship, humanity had been living in fearful expectation, like Brutus in Julius Caesar : "Between the acting of a dreadful thing / And the first motion, all the interim is / Like a phantasma or a hideous dream." Now the doomsday weapons had been, if not abolished, at least holstered, and the passage of time could mean progress, rather than a countdown to annihilation.

Somehow, things haven't turned out that way. Young people today are no less obsessed with climate disasters than Gen X was with nuclear war. Where we had nightmares about missiles, theirs feature mass extinctions and climate refugees, wildfires and water wars. And that's just the beginning. As Dorian Lynskey, a British journalist and critic, writes in Everything Must Go: The Stories We Tell About the End of the World, wherever you look in contemporary pop culture, humanity is getting wiped out--if not by pollution and extreme weather (as in Wall-E and The Day After Tomorrow), then by a meteor or comet (Armageddon, Deep Impact), a virus (Station Eleven, The Walking Dead ), or sudden, inexplicable infertility (Children of Men).

Adrienne LaFrance: Humanity's enduring obsession with the apocalypse

These are more than just Hollywood tropes. Lynskey cites surveys showing that 56 percent of people ages 16 to 25 agree with the statement "Humanity is doomed," while nearly a third of Americans expect an apocalyptic event to take place in their lifetime. Logically enough, people who believe that the world is about to end are much less inclined to bring children into it. According to a 2024 Pew Research Center survey of unmarried Americans ages 18 to 34, 69 percent say they want to get married one day, but only 51 percent say they want to have children. Around the world, birth rates are falling rapidly; one South Korean online retailer reported that more strollers are now being sold for dogs than for babies in that country. Perhaps this is how the world will end--"not with a bang but a whimper," as T. S. Eliot wrote in his 1925 poem, "The Hollow Men."

But the fact that Eliot was already fantasizing about the end of the world a century ago suggests that the dread of extinction has always been with us; only the mechanism changes. Thirty years before "The Hollow Men," H. G. Wells's 1895 novel The Time Machine imagined the ultimate extinction of life on Earth, as the universe settles into entropy and heat death. Nearly 70 years before that, Mary Shelley's novel The Last Man imagined the destruction of the human race in an epidemic. And even then, the subject was considered old hat. One reason The Last Man failed to make the same impression as Shelley's Frankenstein, Lynskey shows, is that two other works titled "The Last Man" were published in Britain the same year, as well as a poem called "The Death of the World."

In these modern fables, human extinction is imagined in scientific terms, as the result of natural causes. But the fears they express are much older than science. The term apocalypse comes from an ancient Greek word meaning "unveiling," and it was used in a literary sense to describe biblical books such as Daniel and Revelation, which offer obscure but highly dramatic predictions about the end of days. "A river of fire streamed forth before Him; / Thousands upon thousands served Him; / Myriads upon myriads attended Him; / The court sat and the books were opened," Daniel says about the Day of Judgment.

Everything Must Go takes note of these early predecessors, but Lynskey mostly focuses on books and movies produced in the U.S. and the U.K. in the past 200 years, after the Christian apocalypse had begun "to lose its monopoly over the concept of the end of the world." He divides this material into sections to show how the favorite methods of annihilation have evolved over time, in tandem with scientific progress.

From the January/February 2023 issue: Adam Kirsch on the people cheering for humanity's end

In the mid-19th century, as astronomers were starting to understand the true nature of comets and meteors, writers began to imagine what might happen if one of these celestial wanderers collided with our planet. Edgar Allan Poe's short story "The Destruction of the World," published in 1843, was perhaps the first to evoke the initial moment of impact:

For a moment there was a wild lurid light alone, visiting and penetrating all things ... then, there came a great pervading sound, as if from the very mouth of HIM; while the whole circumambient mass of ether in which we existed, burst at once into a species of intense flame.

This kind of cataclysmic fantasy hasn't disappeared--in the 2021 movie Don't Look Up, astronomers discover a new comet months before it's due to strike Earth. But whereas 19th-century stories emphasized humanity's helplessness in the face of external threats, the technological advances of the 20th century created a new fear: that we would destroy ourselves, either on purpose or accidentally.

Hiroshima demonstrated that a global nuclear war could not be won. Radioactive fallout and nuclear winter, in which dust and smoke blot out the sun, would mean the extinction of most life on Earth. This scenario could be played for eerie tragedy: In the 1959 film On the Beach, Australians go about their ordinary lives while waiting for the fallout of a nuclear war to arrive and complete humanity's erasure. Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove (1964) staged the end of the world as an absurdist comedy, the accidental result of ideological mania and sheer idiocy. The film closes with the terrifying yet preposterous image of an American airman riding a falling bomb like a rodeo steer.

Technology didn't just enable us to annihilate ourselves. More unsettling, it raised the possibility that we would make ourselves obsolete. Today this fear is often expressed in terms of AI, but it first surfaced more than a century ago in the 1920 play R.U.R., by the Czech playwright Karel Capek. Capek invented both the word robot (adapted from a Czech word meaning "forced labor") and the first robot uprising; at the end of the play, only one human is left on Earth, an engineer spared by the robots to help them reproduce. Isaac Asimov's classic collection of sci-fi stories, I, Robot (1950), envisioned a more benevolent scenario, in which robots become so intelligent so quickly that they simply take over the management of the world, turning humanity into their wards--whether we like it or not.

All of these stories can be seen as variations on the theme of "The Sorcerer's Apprentice," a tale told in ballad form by Goethe in 1797, at the dawn of the age of technology. Because our tools have become too powerful for us to manage, the future never unfolds the way we expect it to; our utopias always lurch into dystopia.

This element of self-accusation is what makes an apocalypse story distinctively modern. When human beings imagined that the world would end as a result of a divine decree or a celestial collision, they might rend their garments and tear their hair, but they could do nothing about it. When we imagine the end of the world in a nuclear war or an AI takeover, we are not just the victims but also the culprits. Like Charlton Heston at the end of Planet of the Apes, we have no one to curse but ourselves: "You maniacs! You blew it up! Ah, damn you! God damn you all to hell!"

In A Century of Tomorrows: How Imagining the Future Shapes the Present, the historian and museum curator Glenn Adamson surveys a different genre of stories about the future--the ones told by 20th-century "futurologists." Where Lynskey's writers and filmmakers envision the future as an inevitable disaster, these modern seers believed that we can control our destiny--if we only have the good sense to follow their advice.

Adamson applies the term futurologist to a wide range of figures in business, science, politics, and the arts, most of whom would not have described themselves that way. For the designer Norman Bel Geddes, shaping the future meant sketching "cars, buses, and trains that swelled dramatically toward their front ends, as if they could scarcely wait to get where they were going." For the feminist Shulamith Firestone, it meant calling for the abolition of the nuclear family. We also encounter Marcus Garvey, who led a Black nationalist movement in the early 20th century, and Stewart Brand, the author of the hippie bible The Whole Earth Catalog. The assortment of visionaries is odd, but Adamson accords them all a place in his book because they expanded America's sense of the possible, its expectations about what the future could bring.

The villains of Adamson's book, by contrast, are the technocrats of futurism--think-tank experts, business executives, and government officials who believed that they could dictate the future by collecting enough data and applying the right theories. A classic example is Robert McNamara, who serves as a parable of "the rise and fall of technocratic futurology's unchallenged dominance" in Cold War America.

McNamara became a Harvard Business School professor in the 1940s, and demonstrated a talent "for planning, for forecasting, for quantitatively analyzing, for segregating the trouble spots and identifying the upcoming trends, for abstracting and projecting and predicting." During World War II, he was recruited by the Air Force to study production methods and eliminate inefficiencies. After the war, he did the same at Ford Motor Company, rising to become its head.

When John F. Kennedy named McNamara as his secretary of defense, the choice seemed like a perfect fit. Who better than a master planner to plan America's Cold War victory? Instead, McNamara spent the next seven years presiding over the ever-deepening catastrophe in Vietnam, where America's strategic failure was camouflaged by framing the situation, Adamson writes, as "a series of data points, treating 'kill ratio' and 'body count' as predictive measures in the war's progress."

The conclusion that Adamson draws from his illuminating forays into cultural history is that any claim to be able to control the future is an illusion; the more scientific it sounds, the more dangerous it can be. Yet he ends up admitting to "a certain admiration" for futurologists, despite their mistakes, because "they help us feel the future, the thrilling, frightening, awesome responsibility that it is."

The future can be our responsibility only if we have the power--and the will--to change it. Otherwise it becomes our fate, a basilisk that turns us to stone as we gaze at it. For a long time, that monster was nuclear war, but today's focus on worst-case scenarios arising from climate change is not as well suited to storytelling. Lynskey quotes the environmentalist Bill McKibben's complaint that "global warming has still to produce an Orwell or a Huxley, a Verne or a Wells ... or in film any equivalent of On the Beach or Doctor Strangelove."

Read: For how much longer can life continue on this troubled planet?

Climate change is hard to dramatize for the same reason that it is hard to solve: It happens slowly and in the background, until it doesn't. Compared with that TV image of Russian missiles suspended overhead, our current fears for the future are as intangible and omnipresent as the weather. Confronted with melting glaciers and vanishing species, our promises to use paper straws or shut off the faucet while we brush our teeth feel less like solutions than superstitious gestures.

In a curious way, reading Everything Must Go can serve as therapy for this kind of fatalism. "The unrealized fears of the past can be a comfort," Lynskey writes, "because the conviction that one is living in the worst of times is evergreen." There is a difference, of course, between living in fear of the Last Judgment and living in fear of nuclear war or global warming. The former is a matter of faith; the latter are empirical realities. But when impending catastrophes are real, it is all the more important that we not frighten ourselves into seeing them as inevitable. As Edgar points out in King Lear, "The worst is not / So long as we can say, 'This is the worst.' "



*Lead-image sources: Sunset Boulevard / Corbis / Getty; Dmitrii Marchenko / Getty; Photo 12 / Alamy; solarseven / Getty; Niko Tavernise / Netflix; Maximum Film / Alamy; Moviestore Collection / Alamy
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An Astonishing Level of Dehumanization

There is no defense of those who celebrated the murder of Brian Thompson.

by Peter Wehner




This article was updated on December 31 at 6:15pm.

The cast of Saturday Night Live has said lots of things over the course of the show's 50-year history that have drawn wild cheers from its audience. But two Saturdays ago may have been the first time the person drawing shrieks of delight had been arrested for a cold-blooded assassination.

The spontaneous ovation was for Luigi Mangione, the 26-year-old charged in the December 4 killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson. The husband and father of two teenage sons was walking to an investor meeting in Manhattan when he was shot in the back and leg. Police called the shooting, to which Mangione has pleaded not guilty, a "premeditated, preplanned, targeted attack."

So how did Mangione become a folk hero? It's not just the crowd attending SNL. An Economist / YouGov poll shows that 39 percent of people between the ages of 18 and 29 view him favorably, while an Emerson College poll shows 41 percent of that cohort finding the assassination acceptable. At least a hundred people even showed up at a court hearing to support Mangione.

The primary explanation for the lionization of Mangione is the rage directed at America's health-care system in general and the health-insurance industry in particular, for its high costs, its profits, and its denial of coverage. To many people, Thompson embodied a system they consider not just broken but evil. They saw his killing as a strike against a system that exploits them. No one can plausibly argue that the murder of Thompson will do a single thing to fix the problems in America's health-care system. Yet for some, his murder seemed cathartic, while others greeted the development with open glee.

Hours after Thompson was killed, UnitedHealthcare posted a statement on Facebook: "We are deeply saddened and shocked at the passing of our dear friend and colleague Brian Thompson." Within a couple of days, more than 71,000 people had responded with the laughing emoji.

The journalist Taylor Lorenz told Piers Morgan she felt "joy" at the news of the shooting. (When Morgan responded with shock, Lorenz backtracked, saying, "Maybe not joy, but certainly not empathy.") A professor of bioethics at St. Louis University shared her own story of frustration with UnitedHealthcare, declaring that while she was not celebrating Thompson's killing she was also "not sad" because "chickens come home to roost." One person, commenting on a video of the shooting online, said, "Thoughts and deductibles to the family. Unfortunately my condolences are out-of-network." Another wrote, "My only question is did the CEO of United Healthcare die quickly or over several months waiting to find out if his insurance would cover his treatment for the fatal gunshot wound?" A road sign in Seattle said, One Less CEO. Many More to Go.

THEN THERE ARE people like Jia Tolentino, a staff writer at The New Yorker, who says she holds "anti-capitalist views" and believes "the American health-care system is profoundly immoral." In an appearance on Amanpour & Co. to discuss an essay she'd written about the Thompson murder, Tolentino said, "There are lots of different kinds of violence. Someone shooting someone in the street is one. I think our health-care system is quite clearly another."

Tolentino went on to invoke Friedrich Engels's concept of "social murder," his term for a society withholding the conditions that are necessary for its people to live. For Tolentino, "social murder" describes America's policies on the minimum wage, housing, and, in particular, health care. She said: "I just think there are a lot of ways to unjustly and immorally end someone's life before it should have ended. One of them, the kind of violence that we fixate on in this country, is a single person with a weapon that intends harm upon another person and then causes it. But there's a lot of other ways to end a life early and unjustly and immorally, and denying people health care is one of them." Mangione was being celebrated as a folk hero, she explained, "for taking someone out that was seen to be a danger to public safety."

But Tolentino wasn't done.

"If people want to make CEOs of profoundly immoral companies, if we want to make their lives miserable"--at this point, she smiled and chuckled--"we can do that without shooting them." She went on to advocate for "obstructive forms of protest" that "are not violent and murderous." So while Tolentino wasn't endorsing brazen murder, you could be excused for suspecting her of being sympathetic to those who have turned an Ivy League graduate accused of brazen murder into a folk hero. After all, in her own estimation, the man Mangione shot in the back, Brian Thompson, was himself responsible for "social murder."

WHAT A LOT OF PEOPLE who are celebrating Thompson's death and demonizing UnitedHealthcare don't seem to understand--or don't seem to want to understand--is that in every modern health-care system, some institution is charged with rationing care. In some, it's a government bureaucracy. In others, it's a private for-profit or nonprofit insurer. In America, it's a mix of all three. Many insurers, such as Blue Cross Blue Shield and Kaiser Permanente, are nonprofits. The biggest insurers are Medicare and Medicaid, which are single-payer public programs. So is the Veterans Affairs Department. Other insurers are for-profit companies, like UnitedHealthcare.

You don't have to be a fan of the way that UnitedHealthcare makes its decisions to acknowledge the difficulty of mediating between providers and patients. Private insurers make their rationing decisions in ways that are relatively transparent but always far from perfectly simple or fair. But if they didn't do it, someone else would need to, Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise Institute told me. The reality of scarcity is not their fault, nor is it "social murder."

As the intermediary in the health-care system that plays the requisite role of rationing care, UnitedHealthcare surely makes some horrifying decisions and outright mistakes, and even when it rules out coverage based on a defensible calculus of costs and benefits, that can be a devastating thing for patients and their loved ones to hear. So there's legitimacy in the frustration and anger many people feel. Nevertheless, turning to lethal violence is horrifying and ominous. So, too, is applauding and justifying assassinations.

The American health-care system certainly has its flaws, but those are hardly the fault of UnitedHealthcare alone. Nations such as the United Kingdom, which offer the sort of single-payer public health care that Tolentino extolls, have long wait lists for treatment, significant staff shortages, and outdated hospital infrastructure. Public satisfaction with the U.K.'s National Health Service is at a 40-year low; only 29 percent of the British public is "quite satisfied" or "very satisfied" with the NHS.

Alan Milburn, who was a member of the Labour Party and England's health secretary, years ago conceded what is still true: "The NHS--just like every other health system in the world, public or private--has never, or will never, provide all the care it might theoretically be possible to provide. That would probably be true even if the whole of the UK gross domestic product was spent on health care."

NOW CONSIDER WHAT HAPPENS when the logic of those who are celebrating Mangione is applied to a different issue. Some Americans believe that abortion is murder, and that those who facilitate abortion deserve to be punished for their complicity with evil. Imagine if, after an attack on an abortion clinic, a journalist were to say "I just think there are a lot of ways to unjustly and immorally end someone's life before it should have ended. One of them, the kind of violence we fixate on in this country, is a single person with a weapon that intends harm upon another person and then causes it. But there's a lot of other ways to end a life early and unjustly and immorally, and aborting an unborn child is one of them."

And, they might continue "there are different kinds of violence. Someone shooting someone in the street is one. I think organizations that facilitate abortions is quite clearly another."

The list of organizations and individuals who could be targeted because their critics on the left or on the right believe they support policies that lead to suffering or death is endless: gun-rights lobbies; those who want to defund the police; individuals opposing childhood vaccinations, and those who administer them; groups that want to cut funding for the global AIDS initiative; those that want the United States to withdraw from the Paris climate accords; those that oppose a higher minimum wage. So who decides which Americans are guilty of "social murder"? Staff writers at The New Yorker? And what actions will we justify against those deemed to have committed murder by omission rather than commission--in the words of Engels, "disguised, malicious murder, murder against none who can defend himself"?

ON DECEMBER 9, the family and friends of Brian Thompson gathered at Lord of Life Lutheran Church in Maple Grove, Minnesota, to mourn his loss. Thompson grew up in a working-class family in Jewell, Iowa; he appears to have been liked by pretty much everyone who knew him.

"He was just a farm kid living out in rural Iowa," Taylor Hill, a close friend of Thompson's from childhood, told The New York Times. "Everybody got along with him and he got along with everybody else. He was just a great, silly, funny, smart guy to be around all through the years that I have known him."

At Jewell's South Hamilton High School, the Times reported, Thompson was valedictorian, a star athlete, homecoming king, and class president. A teacher described Thompson as an excellent student, a model person, "a super kid." As a corporate leader, he kept a low profile; friends and colleagues remembered him as mild-mannered and humble, down-to-earth and self-deprecating. He was a passionate advocate for the Special Olympics and a devoted father to his sons. His obituary described his love for his sons as "limitless."

"Brian was an incredibly loving, generous, talented man who truly lived life to the fullest and touched so many lives," his wife, Paulette Thompson, told Fox News.

"A lot of people are judging him, not knowing him at all," Hill told the Times. "And it's not right. That's not him. It's just a sad thing of what has happened and even more sad of what people have tried to turn him into."

Thompson's funeral service was attended by those who loved him. But it also required the presence of a dozen state troopers, a drone flying overhead, and a police sniper stationed on the roof of the church. A security code was needed to get into the church, and Thompson's home received fake bomb threats after he was assassinated.

Celebrating a murder and turning an accused killer into a sex symbol and a cult hero, a modern-day Robin Hood, requires an astonishing level of dehumanization; it is only slightly less appalling when journalists covering the story find ways to excuse the people doing the celebrating, on the grounds that they are displaying a social conscience. But when angry mobs of social-justice activists get riled up, their righteous anger needs targets, some figurative and some literal.

In the meantime, the two Thompson boys just spent their first Christmas without their father.
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The Case for Finding Common Ground With RFK

A pro-vaccine doctor argues that the left should engage with Americans skeptical of public-health rules.

by Jerusalem Demsas




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

Democrats need to build a bigger tent to be competitive. But building a bigger political tent means compromising--and that compromise usually means making someone inside your tent angry.

Take, for instance, Colorado Governor Jared Polis, who surprised many and angered some by announcing that he was "excited" by the nomination of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. Asking people to hold off on mocking or disagreeing with RFK Jr., Polis pointed to issues like pharmaceutical reform, nutrition policy, and the use of pesticides. After facing backlash, Polis clarified that he was pro-vaccines, but it left me thinking: What might it look like to open the Democratic tent to vaccine-skeptical Americans, of which there are a growing number?

Today's episode of Good on Paper is with Dr. Rachael Bedard, a practicing physician who writes publicly about her work, including a recent op-ed arguing RFK Jr.'s critics need to acknowledge the "seeds of truth" to some of his critiques and sit with the fact that many Americans are skeptical of our public-health institutions.

"The pandemic provided this entree into politics for a kind of person where the combination of sort of the fear of the moment and the trauma of the moment and this sense that people's bodily autonomy was being violated in some ways by government incursion," Bedard argues. "There are people who reacted really badly to that, and it changed the dynamics of this conversation."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Jerusalem Demsas: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has said "there's no vaccine that is safe and effective" and has argued that vaccines cause autism. His nomination to run the Department of Health and Human Services has spurred opposition from some physician groups and Nobel laureates in various scientific fields.

So it was surprising to come across a New York Times essay by a pro-vaccine, left-leaning physician arguing that instead of spending "four years simply fighting his agenda" opponents should seek to find common ground with RFK Jr.

The author of that piece, Dr. Rachael Bedard, is not just your run-of-the-mill doctor. She's one with experience treating patients of very diverse backgrounds. The first time I learned about her work was when she wrote an essay about being a physician on Rikers Island during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Bedard's argument is not just one about the political necessity of compromising with people you disagree with. It's also a warning that, in their zeal to oppose RFK Jr.'s false claims about vaccine safety, opponents risk dismissing and alienating people who have a healthy skepticism of Big Pharma, overmedicalization, and just a generalized distrust of the medical system.

[Music]

My name is Jerusalem Demsas. I'm a staff writer at The Atlantic, and this is Good on Paper, a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives.

Today's episode is rooted in Rachael's own experiences as a doctor, and it contains some controversial advice for public-health officials and political activists worried about RFK Jr.'s rise.

Rachael, welcome to the show!

Rachael Bedard: Thank you. Thank you for having me.

Demsas: I am so excited to have this conversation because you are an actual doctor, so I don't just get to rant with someone who doesn't have real, lived experience.

Bedard: I am an actual doctor.

Demsas: (Laughs.) So I think most college-educated liberal people have a sort of knee-jerk reaction to RFK Jr. and his arguments about everything from vaccines to fluoride, and sort of his orientation towards science and public health. And I think that reaction is a combination of fear and dismissiveness. I mean, you're a doctor who's worked with a variety of populations, and, you know, you're supportive of vaccines and public health, and yet you wrote an article that I think might surprise some people.

In the Times, you wrote about how people should react to RFK at HHS, and you wrote that you think that there's common ground between people like yourself--medical researchers and scientists and clinicians--and Kennedy. So what are those areas of common ground?

Bedard: There are a few assumptions in what you said, which I do think is sort of the conventional wisdom around this topic, that might be wrong or deserve to be unpacked. One of them is the idea that most liberals have this knee-jerk reaction to Kennedy.

And what I think is really important to recognize is: Really until the pandemic, a lot of what Kennedy talks about--the idea that government and Big Pharma are in cahoots with one another, and that we're overprescribing medications to ourselves, especially to our kids; the idea that we're poisoning the environment with toxins; the idea that food companies are tempting kids with high-sugar, high-fructose, dyed products that then are contributing to a childhood-obesity epidemic--all of those things, I think, coded as liberal critiques of the medical establishment until very recently.

The other thing is the really specific sort of point of dissent between liberals and conservatives in this conversation now, which is around vaccines. Until the pandemic, who did you think of as being sort of anti-vaccine?

Demsas: The crunchy mom who sends her kids to Montessori.

Bedard: Right. And specifically, what color is that mom? That mom's white--so high-socioeconomic-status, white women who had anxieties about not putting poisons into their children's body, who didn't feel themselves to be vulnerable to infectious diseases and didn't see themselves as sort of responsible to the commons to protect others.

What's really interesting is that Kennedy was on the same team as those folks until fairly recently. And then what happened in the pandemic is: The pandemic provided this entree into politics, I think, for a kind of person where the combination of sort of the fear of the moment and the trauma of the moment and this sense that people's bodily autonomy was being violated in some ways by government incursion--whether or not that's valid, whether it's valid to say being told you had to wear a mask in the airport was some kind of huge violation of your civil rights--there are people who reacted really badly to that, and it changed the dynamics of this conversation so that there was this flip.

So instead of being sort of the crunchy mom, it's now very bro-coded, I think, to be an RFK guy, right? But it's all the same kind of body-purity politics. So the first thing I would just say is: RFK is who he's always been, in some ways. And what's changed a lot is the partisanship of who agrees with him.

Demsas: I think what I would ask you then is: How do you think about how liberals should now engage with this, given that it used to be there was this small fraction of, like, white moms who are kind of preventing their kids from getting some, if not all, childhood vaccines. And now it's, like, this broader skepticism of public health in general. So what's your argument then to how Democrats should respond to an RFK?

Bedard: There are sort of two levels in thinking about how you answer that. First of all, there's a really important distinction to be made between public health and medicine, right? Public health is the creation of policy and intervention meant to apply to groups of people or universally across a population in the interest of the many. Medicine is the practice of helping people improve their own health that's practiced individually with the patient in front of you.

What we should be doing at the public-health level is not the same thing as what I think we should be doing at the doctor level, necessarily. But some of what best practice looks like at the doctor level ought to be adopted at the public-health level.

Demsas: Can you talk about that more specifically? Like, what does that look like?

Bedard: Yeah, so vaccine mandates work. They're really important. They're the only thing that has been shown to work to get meaningful vaccine uptake in a population.

Without them--so for example, the flu vaccine, right? The flu vaccine is not mandated for adults. Forty-four percent of American adults got the flu vaccine last year. That's not enough to achieve herd immunity, right? We don't mandate it, because we've decided that it's not worth the hassle.

So we're pretty choosy about what we mandate. But the things that we choose to mandate, we mandate because we think they're really contagious, and the consequences of infection are high. And mandates are the only things that help ensure that enough people acquire immunity to something that you're going to diminish the population burden of that infection, right?

So I don't think the Democrats should be doing anything different at the mandate level. And that's a place where I really differ from, say, Jared Polis, the governor of Colorado, who's been tweeting in support of RFK with this kind of, like, bizarre zeal and who I think has sort of overstepped where he maybe wants to be. I think he wants to sort of express some understanding of where the folks of Colorado are, where there's a really growing, pervasive anti-vax sentiment. That's actually not--it's bad public policy. It's a recipe for disease outbreak.

But in communicating with individual patients about vaccines, you don't tell them that they have to get it, or they can't come and see you again. That's not a persuasive way to interact with people, right? At the individual level, when I'm talking to patients, I engage in shared decision making about this. And that starts with offering people the intervention but then really listening to their reactions to it and listening to their fears around it.

Demsas: What sorts of things do you hear when people say they're scared about getting a vaccine? Is this mostly COVID or other sorts of things?

Bedard: Well, I take care of adults and not kids, right? So I don't hear people talk about autism and then the MMR vaccine, for example. I talk to adults about the flu vaccine, the COVID vaccine. It's different, vaccine to vaccine.

So overall, I think one of the things is that people have had the experience themselves of getting the vaccine and then feeling crappy for the next 24 to 48 hours. And they don't want to do that. The most pervasive thing you hear is, The flu vaccine makes me sick.

Demsas: Yeah. And that's real. It does make you feel sick.

Bedard: And it's real. And so one of the most important things to do is to say, Yeah, you're going to feel bad. We expect that. That's normal. And if you don't want to take it today, because you have to go, you know, do something tomorrow, that's okay. You can do it at your next visit. It's really, really important with folks to do expectation setting, and then it's also very, very important to not play down their own experiences or the information that they're bringing to you.

There's a great piece that was written by a guy that I work with now, Sudhakar Nuti, who wrote about the phenomena of lay epidemiology. Lay epidemiology is, like, the sort of informal information gathering that people do around how the people in their community and in their lives experience a vaccine. So if you have a brother who got the flu vaccine and got Guillain-Barre syndrome afterwards--

Demsas: And can you say what that is?

Bedard: Yeah, totally. It is a known, very rare complication where--it's a neurologic complication, but it's pretty serious, where--people experience sort of temporary paralysis.

Demsas: Wow. That's bad.

Bedard: It's bad. It's a bad thing to have happen. It's very rare. If it happens, you never get the flu shot again. But if your brother got it or your friend got it, then your sense of danger and your ability to sort of evaluate your personal risk changes a lot.

So people make this decision a lot because of the lay epidemiology in their lives, which is, What have they heard about it? What do they know about it? And around some things, like the COVID vaccine, there was tons of either real or sort of misinformation reporting about people who got the vaccine and then got sick afterwards, had consequences afterwards, right?

The sort of--people thought that Damar Hamlin, the football player, when his heart stopped on the field, right? They attributed that to having received the COVID vaccine. That's not what did that. But there was all of this fear around myocarditis--inflammation of the heart--especially in teenage boys.

Demsas: But it's funny. I don't view the--at least from my perspective, and I'm not a public-health researcher. I don't view, like, the orientation of public-health institutions as having been like, We're going to give everyone the information, so they can make the decision for themselves. I view it much more as, like, I'm going to tell you it's safe because I've done the calculation but refuse to explain to you what safe means.

So I do think that in some cases it's maybe both. It's like, Yes, you need to engage with that emotional side, but also just say, like--I mean, my own personal experience with this is: I remember when I was trying to get an IUD for the first time, and I went to a women's health clinic. And I just said, like, Hey. I've heard some stuff about birth control and cancer risk. Like, I was young. I didn't know anything, and I just, like, read something online, and I was just asking for some support.

This is, like, a women's-health clinic. It's a place where, you know, you're supposed to--it felt very progressive and open. And the doctor just kind of looked at me and was just, like, No, that's fine. Don't worry about that. And that didn't make me feel safer. That didn't make me feel like--

Bedard: Totally.

Demsas: I got the IUD, but I was also just, like, It's not really clear to me that I feel like you've listened to me. I didn't go back there when the IUD didn't work. I ended up, like, you know--I went on the pill instead and never went back to that. You know what I mean? So it's all these things where I'm not really clear, you know?

Bedard: Well, so the thing that I would say about that, Jerusalem, is that's really--what you're talking about is an experience that's really specific to who you are. Right? So you're a "facts maxer." You want the info.

Demsas: I've never heard that before in my life. (Laughs.)

Bedard: You want the information, right? And you're a person who spends a lot of your day digesting and synthesizing huge amounts of information--primary research a lot, right? It's your preferred way of understanding things, is getting lots and lots of facts and reading lots of different interpretations, and then making your own judgment about it.

So if you were my patient, and you expressed hesitancy about getting the IUD, the thing that--and I should say, you know, the reason. I have a really different orientation than lots of doctors, and that's because my training is actually in palliative care, right? And palliative care is caring for people with serious illness or people who have life-limiting disease. And it's very much attuned to and preoccupied with not just physical suffering but also existential distress. And because you are working with people who are sick in ways where the sort of calculus about what's important changes a little bit, we do a lot of shared decision making. And I am trained in sitting with people and trying to decide what's important to them, and given the options and sort of the constraints of reality, what can we do to meet their goals, right?

So that's to say that my approach with you, if you were to ask me about getting an IUD and expressed hesitation, would be to delve deeper about, What are your concerns? Where did you read that? Where did you hear it? Do you know anybody in your life for whom that's been an issue? Try to get really to the bottom of the thing that's worrying you, and then also try to say, Well, what would make you feel better about it? And what would help you make this decision?

And then, for you, I think it's probably true that the right thing for us to do would be to turn the computer screen towards you and look it up together, right? And then talk that through.

Demsas: I mean, I agree with you. I am now going to use "facts maxer" as part of my bio.

But I don't know. I feel like I hear a lot from other people who I think maybe spend less time on econ working-paper sites--I hear a lot from them that they're like, I just want the facts. I want someone to give me the facts. And I think that I've seen a lot of the same stuff that you have about, like, people have a difficult time hearing odds. I mean, I don't think I'm particularly great at this. Like, one in 1,000 and one in 10,000--like, do you emotionally understand the differences between those numbers? Or does it just seem small but, like, there? Like, I know a thousand people, you know. Like, That's a person.

And do you hear that the same way when you hear, like, There's a one-in-a-thousand risk you have cancer, versus, There's a one-in-a-thousand risk that you've just won $1,000? Like, do you understand those things in the same way? So I think all those things are true, but do you think that when people are saying, I want more information, they're not actually asking for that?

Bedard: I think you have to--this is what I'm saying about, sort of: It's different to be a doctor with a person in front of you, where I think the task is to try to explore that. Is this a person who genuinely needs more information? It would be clarifying to Jerusalem Demsas if I said to her, Actually, that study has been disproven by this subsequent study. That might be something that for you would be reassuring.

Demsas: That would work.

Bedard: It would do it, right? But I will give you the example of the patients that I took care of on Rikers. So I was a doctor on Rikers for six years. I worked in the jail system. I was there during COVID. The public-health agency that I worked for, that provided health care in the jail system, worked very hard to advocate for our patients--for people who are incarcerated on Rikers--to be among the early groups of folks who would receive the vaccine in 2021.

Demsas: I mean, the outbreaks in jails were astronomical.

Bedard: There was a period where Rikers had the highest prevalence rate in the country, at the very beginning. Jails have the worst possible conditions for airborne viral spread. So it made lots of sense to advocate for this. And also, it really felt like this important equity issue that we were saying, like, Look--these people's lives matter, and their risk is incredibly high, and they should be prioritized.

New York City also, relatively early on in the vaccination rollout to incentivize people to get the vaccine, was offering people $100 if they got their shot. That was true in the community. We advocated hard to have something commensurate offered to people in jail--that if you accepted the vaccine, like any other New Yorker, you would be compensated with some money put into your commissary account. I don't think it was $100. I can't remember exactly what it was.

I walked around the jails offering vaccination to folks with one of our head nurses and one of our head physician's assistants, both excellent communicators and people who had really great trust with our patients. And we would approach guys and say, Do you want to get the vaccine? And they would say, Hell no. And then we'd say, No, it's really important. We would give them our spiel. And we would say, And we'll put--whatever it was--$50 into your commissary. And almost to a man, the guys said, Now I'm definitely not getting it. The government's never paid me to put anything in my body before.

Demsas: (Laughs.) Wow.

Bedard: And that wasn't a situation where if I had said, No, no. Let me explain to you why this is happening. No, no. Let's explore the facts around RNA vaccine safety, that was going to change hearts and minds, right?

That was a situation where I was encountering a resistance that was born from entirely different experience than the experience you're describing, and with entirely different concerns. It was a low-trust environment. To respond to that, often I would joke back and be like, Well, then you should take it the first time that they do, right? And, like--

Demsas: Did that work?

Bedard: Sometimes. You know, mostly what worked was, like, sparring with dudes in a jokey way, in a way that helped them feel grounded in the idea that I, or my colleagues, were not going to try to hurt them. So in other words, their resistance was born out of low trust, and the right strategy was to try to increase trust between us and the folks we were trying to help.

And that's just to say that there are lots of different reasons that people are vaccine hesitant. Vaccine hesitancy is not the same thing as being anti-vax, and most people are not strongly anti-vaccine. Most people who are in this RFK universe are vaccine hesitant, which means that they're in this state of sort of vulnerable ambivalence about it.

And what you want to do, as an individual doctor, is sit with someone and try to explore where that ambivalence comes from and then address the source of that ambivalence. That's really hard to do at the public-health level, right? It's very different to do that at the policy level. At the policy level, mandates work. And so what you want to do is sort of, I think, have the mandate in place but think about how your communication makes it easier for people to live with those mandates and accept those mandates and feel aligned with them.

Demsas: So you brought us back to RFK and to mandates. And another part of your op-ed is that--and I don't want this to just be about vaccines--but you say that "there are seeds of truth to some of what Mr. Kennedy says." And I want you to overview. I mean, you've mentioned the mandates here, and you've talked a little bit about kind of some of the nutrition stuff, but what are these seeds of truth that you think we should be seeing in what he's talking about?

Bedard: You know, I think the concerns about the relationship between pharma and government and drug regulation are really valid. They're concerns that any liberal doctor would tell you they agree with, up to a point.

So when I say that there's seeds of truth, common ground--the common ground stops at some point, where it's not like Anthony Fauci traveled to China in order to engineer the COVID vaccine himself or whatever. Like, that's just absolutely not true. But the idea that there is too cozy a relationship between pharma, pharma-sponsored patient-advocacy groups, the FDA, and the committees that provide drug approvals, and then provider associations--like, that's definitely true. And there are lots of recent examples of that.

There's, you know, sort of famously: In 2021, there was a really controversial, high-profile case of approval for a drug for Alzheimer's that had just been shown not to work, basically. And Alzheimer's--very common disease, incredibly devastating to families. People are desperate to believe that there is something that they can do for folks. We don't really have good treatments right now. This was the sort of treatment that had received a lot of hype in advance.

The data was just not supportive of the idea that it was effective. And, in fact, it did obviously cause harm in some small number of patients. It got pushed through the FDA approval process anyway, largely, in part, due to pressure from the Alzheimer's Association, which was receiving money from the drug company. That is a perfect-storm setup for an RFK-type critique. And it's true. And at the time, I wrote an op-ed criticizing that process. So that's a place where he and I totally agree.

There is a lot of truth, I think, in questioning the balance in terms of how much we're thinking about treating diseases versus preventing them. He talks a lot about prevention. He talks a lot about lifestyle. He talks a lot about working on things upstream before they develop into sort of full-blown organ failure, right? So tackling childhood obesity by changing the food environment and encouraging exercise--it's pretty hard to disagree with that, right?

Whether that means that, you know, I am a huge booster of the GLP-1 drugs, of Ozempic and its brethren, RFK is not, right? And that's a place of disagreement. But it's not a place of disagreement because I think that his premise is necessarily wrong. I think it's a different idea about what's realistic in terms of addressing a current prevalent issue.

[Music]

Demsas: After the break: How I learned to be skeptical of fluoride in children's toothpaste.

[Break] 

Demsas: I think my Oh my gosh--there's a seed of truth in something he's saying moment was when I was reading an article from the Atlantic by our fantastic science reporter Sarah Zhang about fluoride. And the article is titled Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now.

And it's about how, you know, she buys German fluoride-free toothpaste for her daughter. And it's because at very high levels, fluoride can lead to fluorosis, which is when your teeth become mottled or structurally weak, but also that high levels of fluoride have been linked to lower IQ in children. And toothpaste contains, you know, 1,000 times more fluoride than recommended in drinking water, and you know, young kids don't spit that out reliably.

And she talked to a researcher recommended to her from the American Dental Association, which is obviously a pro-fluoride group. And she told her that she would also choose fluoride-free toothpaste for her children. I also learned from that article that Canada recommends holding off on fluoride for most kids under age 3.

And it's just this moment of just realizing, like: I'm not saying that we should all listen to RFK, but I think it's strange that that's the only space where I'm hearing anyone question some of these things. And so then it raises this problem of, like, Oh, is this tamped down? But then, you know, it's also a weird reaction for me to have that, because I just read this in an article in The Atlantic. So is it being tamped down at all?

So I wonder why you think that dynamic happens, where sometimes, you know, the public is talking about it? Like, these are people who are parts of the public-health establishment who are talking to journalists. Journalists are reporting that. They're giving people facts. And yet, it feels like the only truth tellers are RFK Jr. and people on these bro podcasts. Like, what is that coming from?

Bedard: I think the operative word is question, right? It's not necessarily that you feel definitively after reading Sarah's article--that you understand, with total certainty, what the deal is with fluoride. What you took away from that article was, There's more uncertainty around this intervention than I initially appreciated.

And what feels difficult is that to learn that, then subsequently makes you feel betrayed, right? That that uncertainty had never been introduced to you before and, in fact, that you had sort of felt, perhaps--I'm projecting, but I think this is probably true--sort of encouraged to assume that anybody questioning fluoride was coming from an anti-science place, was a crank, right? And then you think, I don't want to be sort of blindly following things that there isn't good evidence for.

It's really, really hard for public health to effectively communicate around uncertainty. The pandemic was an incredible example of this. This has been discussed ad nauseam. Lots of mistakes were made, right? Initially, we didn't appreciate that it was airborne, right? Initially--but even before that, we told people that they didn't actually need to wear masks, and then we said, Actually, you need to wear a mask all the time, and you can never take your mask off, and you have to wear your mask even when you're jogging in the park. Then we said, Don't worry--you'll get the vaccine, and nobody will get COVID after we have the vaccine. And then we vaccinated everyone, and the Delta wave happened, like, six weeks later.

The way that the public experiences that is as a series of reversals that feel like betrayals, I think. What I think we should do differently, regardless of whether it's Kennedy or somebody else in charge, is communicate with the public differently about uncertainty--do different kinds of expectation setting.

Another good example is: At the beginning of the pandemic, when people went into what we're calling lockdown--although lockdown was never really lockdown in the U.S., the way it was in some other places--initially, people sort of said, right, Go in for two weeks, and we'll flatten the curve. Or, Go in for a couple of weeks, and we'll flatten the curve.

And actually, we didn't know what it was going to take, right? We didn't know how long it was going to take to make a difference or to be safe. We didn't totally really know what go inside had to mean. Did it mean that you couldn't go outside at all? There were certainly people who did that. Did it mean that schools shouldn't open for two years? Did it mean that once we sort of had enough epidemiologic data about average risk of serious illness in kids, we would make a different decision about schools?

There was very little transparency around that decision making. And essentially, there was very little transparency around the uncertainty around that decision making, right? There was a real feeling and sense that the public had to hear clear messaging: You have to wear a mask or it's unsafe. But actually, everything is sort of a risk-benefit calculus, right? And once some of the things that people were initially told turned out not to be true, they experienced those reversals as a betrayal, and then they were pissed, and they didn't trust anything going forward.

And that's what I think sort of your fluoride experience is like a microcosm of, which is this sense of, like, I've been duped--and not because you're convinced now that fluoride is, for sure, bad but more because you think, I thought this was settled matter, because you guys told me it was, and now I realize it's not, and it makes me wonder what else I should be questioning.

Demsas: I think a lot of, you know, public-health folks have felt really attacked, maybe, post-COVID or even during a lot of the COVID experience. And one pushback I imagine that they would raise to our conversation, and to conversations like this happening everywhere, is that they actually do debate a lot the ethics and need for vaccine mandates all the time.

There's one study I came across when researching for this episode in the Journal of Medical Ethics, and it was asking whether universities should mandate third-dose COVID-19 boosters. And they estimate that to prevent one hospitalization over a six-month period, you'd have to vaccinate between, roughly, 31,000 to 42,000 young adults. In order to do that, you're getting a handful of adverse events and up to 5,000 adverse reactions that would "interfere with daily activities." And as a result of that, they conclude that university booster mandates are unethical because they don't take into account the low risk this group faces with Omicron, which was the wave at the time, and they're just not proportionate, among other reasons.

And that's the exact sort of balancing that I think that a lot of people feel like, I wish public health was like this. And I myself did not know that this was a way that bioethicists were interacting with this question. And so I guess part of that makes me feel like it's a bit hopeless. Like, is this a problem of whether it's social media? But also, just the way that you're kind of describing the scientific iterative process reads as a series of betrayals rather than just, you know, a scientific iterative process, where you're learning and changing your mind and updating. How optimistic are you that this balance is even possible?

Bedard: A few things. One thing is that I think what you're describing there, in terms of the really painstaking decision-making process that goes into things like vaccine mandates--that's the standard, right? And that's how everything works, with the obvious caveat that in emergency situations where you're dealing with a circumstance where there's a ton of uncertainty and unsettled evidence, you have to make decisions anyway that are your best guess in the moment, right?

And so the pandemic, I think, was a little bit of an outlier situation--compared to, say, the way that we think about vaccine mandates for a childhood vaccination--where, in March of 2020, the U.S. government had to make a lot of decisions really quickly with imperfect information. And they had to do that without being able to do all of the modeling you just described, right?

And so, again, what I wish we had done differently then is been more transparent about that uncertainty and talked about how we would then potentially revise that decision making in the future as more information came out. So, This is what we're saying you should do today based on what we know. As we learn more, this guidance may change. Here's what we'll tell you that will help you feel like that change makes sense. If we are wrong, there are potential consequences, and we might do something differently sooner than we're saying, right? Like, you can sort of--there's no character limit, right? You can say it all.

Demsas: You can only tweet your public-health pronouncements, and you can't get premium. (Laughs.)

Bedard: Yeah. Exactly. There was and often is, I think, this sort of mistaken sense that the public needs to hear short, clear, decisive messaging, even when the circumstance that you're in necessitates a totally different kind of communication. So that's the caveat case, I think, is that there are lots of times when you don't have that information that you just sort of described around--by the time Omicron came around, we had tons of information about what the real risk was to 22-year-olds, right? We didn't have that at the beginning.

But for childhood vaccination, for example, we do have that information. The childhood vaccine schedule is something that has been created with a ton of thought and a ton of data, and a ton of thought and data that's balancing lots of different considerations--not just safety and efficacy of the vaccines themselves, but information about how often people are willing to come to the doctor, right?

There was a really great piece written in 2009 by Danielle Ofri, who's a doctor at Bellevue, here in New York. And 2009 was when the H1N1 swine flu outbreak happened. And she wrote this piece about what she calls the "emotional epidemiology of the H1N1 influenza vaccine." Her patients--patients who generally did not accept the flu vaccine--when H1N1 first broke out began calling her office, being like, When is the vaccine going to be available? When is the vaccine going to be available? And she was surprised because they were generally folks who had not accepted the seasonal flu vaccine in the past.

It took a little while--and by a little while, I really mean months, not a year, right--for an H1N1 vaccine to become available to her patients. In those intervening months, many of those patients who initially had this sense of urgency lost it and, in fact, changed their minds and ultimately didn't want the vaccine once it became available. And she talks about--I just want to read this quote that she has in here: "Emotional epidemiology does not remain static. As autumn rolled around," which is when the vaccine became available, "I sensed a peeved expectation from my patients that this swine flu problem should have been solved already. The fact that it wasn't 'solved,' that the medical profession seemed somehow to be dithering, created an uneasy void. Not knowing whether to succumb to panic or to indifference, patients instead grew suspicious. No amount of rational explanation--about the natural variety of influenza strains, about the simple issue of outbreak timing that necessitates a separate H1N1 vaccine--could allay this wariness."

I think that this void that Ofri is identifying is really important. When you aren't communicating consistently with the public in a way that makes the work that you're doing transparent to them, the thinking that you're doing transparent to them, and in a way that is in some ways responsive to their feelings, then it feels as though there is a void, and into that void people project all sorts of things and end up relying on information from other sources and changing their mind or deciding that they don't trust you anymore.

Demsas: So I think it's an interesting kind of tension, though. Because, you know, I wrote this article in 2022, and the headline was, "Is the FDA Too Cautious?" And part of what the article talks about is that the FDA is way too conservative when assessing clinical trials for therapies of, quote, "terminal illnesses with no existing therapies such as pancreatic cancer." So these are areas where you would want the FDA to be overly willing to approve therapeutics, because the risk of death and disability are already high for the individual patients.

And there's this anecdote from Henry Miller, a former FDA physician, that I'm going to read quickly. He says, "In the early 1980s, when I headed the team at the FDA that was reviewing the NDA [New Drug Application] for insulin ... we were ready to recommend approval a mere four months after the application was submitted. With quintessential bureaucratic reasoning, my supervisor refused to sign off on the approval--even though he agreed that the data provided compelling evidence of the drug's safety and effectiveness. 'If anything goes wrong,' he argued, 'think how bad it will look that we approved the drug so quickly.'"

So earlier in our conversation, you mentioned the Alzheimer's drug, which I think, universally, everyone was kind of condemning as being a situation where the FDA had rushed something through approvals, even though there was not good evidence that it was going to be beneficial for people who needed that drug.

And then when I wrote this article, there were a lot of people who were like, Yes, it's so important. There were scientists, outside individuals, public-health researchers from the outside who were like, Yes, it's really a problem that the FDA doesn't behave this way. There's tension that we have in this conversation that I can imagine is very frustrating for people in government, where they're being told, Hey. Why won't you approve these tests quickly? Even though you're not sure that they're good, why won't you act with greater degree of concern for people who need something right now, rather than trying to get the perfect thing later?

And on their end, they're saying, We need to increase trust. And trust means provide people things when they're ready, provide people things when we can actually defend them clearly. And on the other hand, they're being told and criticized for not doing that. And there's, obviously, this dynamic here, where you get blamed for things that go wrong much more than you get blamed for things that you don't do, because people often don't see those sorts of things.

And so I guess I ask you: You're, obviously, trying to get to a point where there's a lot more of this democracy, openness, talking about these individual problems, but it seems to also open up a lot of these institutions to kind of daily critique about how they're not actually getting things right on a day-to-day basis. Like, Well, yesterday you said this, and now you're saying this. So I mean, how do you think about that problem?

Bedard: So the first thing I would say is: The science actually matters a lot here. So there are examples, like the one that you just gave, where there are things--there are discoveries, breakthroughs, drugs, whatever--where the evidence is just sort of incontrovertible right out the gate, right? Like, way before sort of a study's expected end point, it's very clear the benefit is there, and people are tolerating it well enough, and the condition is serious enough that we should try to expedite it.

Expedited approval really came to the fore during the AIDS crisis, when this was a huge issue, right--where AIDS patients, understandably, were like, We're dying today, so it doesn't make sense for us that you have to go through this bureaucratic approvals process. We're willing to try therapies that are promising, that may not work, even that may have risks, now because--

Demsas: We're dying.

Bedard: We're dying. The natural course of our disease is such that we don't have the time to wait for your process. That's clearly reasonable, and Anthony Fauci, in response to those very complaints, adjusted the clinical-trials approval process to have a fast-track option. There's compassionate-use-case approvals, where for diseases that are rapidly terminal, seriously debilitating, etcetera, the threshold to be able to let people try something that's in development is much lower.

There's also always the possibility of enrolling in clinical trials, right, as a way to try therapy. And that's an example of sort of just--there's both sort of a rigorous system around deciding whether or not somebody is eligible for something, but there are opportunities before something has been proven safe, or not 100 percent, to let people try it. The flip side is that there are lots of things that pharma is working on that don't work that well, that are for problems that aren't that debilitating, right, and where rushing approval for those things doesn't make any sense, because the risk even of sort of minor adverse effects way outweighs the sort of tepid benefit that they might offer.

And so, to me, the challenge for the agency is less about whether they look good or bad, and more about trying to sort out those types of problems, right? When does it make sense for us to err on the side of being as conservative as possible in approving something? Versus, when does it make sense for us to err on the side of being as open to risk as possible because the alternative of continuing to live in an environment without treatment is so devastating to people?

The way that the FDA and other public-health agencies--the NIH, etcetera--have tried to get at this issue that you're talking about is by having patients involved at sort of every step of the drug-approval process, the research process, etcetera, etcetera. That doesn't work all that well, I don't think, because there's a little bit of an elite-capture problem there, which is that: Any patient who ends up sitting on the committee for drug approval stops actually being a representative of that patient population, knows too much, is sort of influenced by lots of other factors, etcetera, etcetera. And I don't think just involving patients along the way really sort of solves the problem that you're talking about, but it's the way that the agencies try to do it now.

Demsas: So I can imagine that there are people who are very afraid of RFK's ascent and, like, kind of the increase in skepticism around basic public-health measures that are listening to the conversation and just going, I feel like you're just sane-washing. People who are serious trust the science people or public-health researchers, or if you're serious about preventing long-term disability from COVID reinfections--I mean, if you really care about those things, then what you should do is just constantly sort of oppose that.

And so how do you think about the risk of sane-washing, instead of just going, like, Hey--we're just saying we agree that sometimes Big Pharma is way too involved in the regulatory process. That doesn't mean we think that X conspiracy theory is true. So like, what is the balance there? Who's responsible for making it?

Bedard: So I'm a little bit different, I think, than lots of doctors because of my background and my practice experience. One thing is about being a palliative-care doctor. The other thing is that I have always worked with marginalized populations where there's a high prevalence of substance-use issues. And because of that, I'm very sort of seeped in the harm-reduction approach to problems.

And I don't think that advocacy from the public-health community or doctors is going to be what prevents RFK from getting through the Senate and being approved to become an HHS secretary. I think he's gonna end up getting the job. And I also think--because of the sort of way that he is ensconced in Trump World and the fact that he comes with his own constituency that Trump sort of needs--in the outcome where, like, a couple brave senators stand up and decide that they're not going to vote for him, I think he gets made health czar or something like that. Like, I don't think he just goes away.

So part of the harm-reduction ethos is just about being real about what the challenges are. And to me, the fact that I don't want RFK to be anywhere near in charge of the federal government's health apparatus, it doesn't make it not so. And my sort of principled opposition to that doesn't feel like an intervention that has a lot of juice.

That's really different, I will say, than I felt in 2016 with the first Trump administration, where I sort of felt like there was lots of reason to believe that resistance was the path. I don't feel that way, and I don't think we're seeing that, generally, now, right? Like, we're seeing a lot less sort of resistance stuff and a lot more trying to figure out how to make the reality of this situation less harmful.

I don't think it's sane-washing him to say, Look--if this guy's gonna be in charge, what does it look like for us to recognize who he is and where he's coming from, recognize that he has a growing movement of people behind him, who aren't just going to go away because we yell at them? What does it look like to try to achieve something that doesn't even have to be consensus but is understanding between us so that the entire sort of public-health apparatus doesn't just get dismantled?

Demsas: That seems a perfect place to ask our last question, which is: What is something that you once thought was a good idea but ended up only being good on paper?

Bedard: Okay, I have two answers to this.

Demsas: Okay.

Bedard: I thought about it a lot.

Demsas: Lots of "good on paper" problems in your life. (Laughs.)

Bedard: And they were, like--these are not necessarily good on paper just to me. I think that there are two things that I think. The first is the Manhattan Project.

Demsas: What?

Bedard: It's hard for me to think of anything cooler in the world than taking the best scientists in the country--like, the best scientists from around the world, basically--and bringing them all to the desert and being like, Figure out the hardest scientific problem of the moment, and we'll give you unlimited resources to do it. Unbelievably sexy proposition. Turned out really bad. You know what I mean?

If I think about the Manhattan Project still, I'm very seduced--maybe you're not at all, but I'm very seduced by it. It's also like: You think you're beating the Germans. It feels really important.

Demsas: Yeah.

Bedard: The other thing that I was going to say is: small plates. (Laughs.)

Demsas: So Manhattan Project and small plates.

Bedard: Manhattan Project and small plates.

So I think one of the major millennial failures is the invention and then rollout of small plates to, like, every yuppie restaurant in every city in the country--which is like: You go. You sit down. There's, like, this menu of items that are all very expensive and very tiny, and they're supposed to be for sharing, but they're not big enough to share.

And then the waiter comes and, like, does this whole explanation, like, Have you ever been here before? Let me explain to you how the menu works. Things at the top are small, and things at the bottom are bigger. And then the menu proceeds from, like, $18 for four anchovies to, like, eventually you get to, like, a whole fish. You know what I mean?

And, like, (1) it's insane. Like, you can't--

Demsas: The sharing part is the most annoying part, where there's, like, three things, and there's five people at the table, and so you're cutting each one--

Bedard: Of course! If the concept is you should be sharing, so you can try lots of things, then everything has to be family style. It should be big, not small. Big plates is what you need!

Demsas: Big plates. Wow. This is very attractive to me as an Eritrean because our food is the biggest of plates. It is one big, shared plate. So you know what? Sure.

Bedard: That's the right approach!

Demsas: Yeah. Not the tapas way--the Eritrean way.

Bedard: Tapas was never meant to be a meal. Tapas is, like, an hors d'oeuvre situation. It's not supposed to be that, like, it's 7 p.m., and I'm starving. I'm sitting down with another couple, and we're, you know, gingerly ripping apart one piece of sourdough between us.

Demsas: You know what? You've convinced me. I'm going to launch a tirade against this next time I'm at a restaurant to a poor, unsuspecting waiter. Well, Rachael, thank you so much for coming on the show. This was fantastic.

Bedard: Thank you, Jerusalem.

[Music]

Demsas: Good on Paper is produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Dave Shaw, fact-checked by Ena Alvarado, and engineered by Erica Huang. Our theme music is composed by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio. Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And hey, if you like what you're hearing, please leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts. I'm Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.
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How the Ugly Shoe Got Chic

Clog, meet runway.

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.


From a young age, I respected the Croc. But somewhere along the way, I got the message that my favorite orange clogs were not chic, and I moved on.

Then, something remarkable happened. After years of being periodically trendy, comfy shoes took off during the early pandemic. Crocs started selling like crazy. Last year, Birkenstock went public. And elite designers have started collaborating with mass-market comfort brands, sometimes festooning their joint creations with ribbons or pearls. A series of such collaborations has emerged over the past few years: Miu Miu x New Balance, Cecilie Bahnsen x Asics, Collina Strada x Ugg, Sandy Liang x Salomon, and Simone Rocha x Crocs, to name a few. Multiple pairs of tricked-up Crocs clogs have appeared on runways lately, and Fendi x Red Wing boots graced the runway at Milan Fashion Week. Birkenstock has collaborated with designers including Jil Sander, Proenza Schouler, and Manolo Blahnik. At this point, nearly every canonical American comfort-shoe brand has paired up with a runway designer.

Yes, many of these shoes are not conventionally beautiful, and that's part of the fun. The fashion world has a long-standing fascination with ugliness, Emily Huggard, who teaches a class on fashion collaborations at the Parsons School of Design, told me. Designer brands such as Collina Strada and Simone Rocha, both of which have collaborated with mainstream shoemakers, play with themes of grotesquerie and beauty, she noted. Beyond shoes, fashion designers have recently been returning to the grungy, oversize, jagged silhouettes of the 1990s and early 2000s. After a yearslong reign of sleek, minimalist looks, fashion's extravagantly ugly era is upon us. Ugliness is, of course, subjective: As the fashion critic Vanessa Friedman noted earlier this year, "One person's ugly shoe is another person's footwear treasure."

At least some of high fashion's interest in working with big comfort-shoe brands is about reaching new audiences. Many of these luxury brands are small--almost certainly not as widely known as mall mainstays such as Crocs and Mephisto. Plus, making a shoe that functions well requires special expertise, which big brands such as Asics and New Balance can provide to smaller, independent collaborators, Thomai Serdari, a marketing professor at NYU's business school, told me in an email. From the mainstream brands' perspective, such collaborations make them seem cool and relevant--and there's little to lose. As Crocs' chief marketing officer told The New York Times last year, experimentation isn't so risky when your shoes are already pretty controversial.

People do actually want to buy some of these shoes: The Simone Rocha x Crocs collaboration, for example, sold out swiftly. The pure shock factor likely helps--Is that a Croc covered in pearls? And because they're so wacky, such shoes generate rapt, if sometimes quizzical, coverage in fashion magazines. Some shoppers buy the shoes as a way to demonstrate a winking insiderness, or to signal that they're very online (the collaborations are frequently hits on social media). The high price of high-fashion shoe collaborations may also be part of the appeal. As the Substack newsletter Blackbird Spyplane put it in a September edition about four-figure sneakers, at a time when clothes "seem either criminally cheap or nauseatingly expensive," $1,500 Loro Piana x New Balance sneakers may be "substantially 'about' their own hideous pricetags."

Not all of these collaborations are unappealing or even in-your-face--those Loro Piana sneakers are pretty subdued--but the mix of high-low is core to the concept. That balance takes skill to pull off. I am personally unlikely to pay hundreds or thousands for a designer version of the shoes I rocked when I was 12. But there's something undeniably fun about the whimsy, and at times ugliness, of these creations.

Related:

	Cool people accidentally saved America's feet.
 	How Nike turned running shoes into fashion
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What Not to Wear

By Ellen Cushing

As long as people have been able to dress in color, we've been desperate to do it better. In the mid-19th century, advances in dyeing technology and synthetic organic chemistry allowed the textile industry, previously limited to what was available in nature, to mass-produce a rainbow's worth of new shades. The problem was, people began wearing some truly awful outfits, driven to clashy maximalism by this revolution in color.
 The press created a minor moral panic ("un scandale optique," a French journal called it), which it then attempted to solve. An 1859 issue of Godey's Lady's Book, the most widely read American women's magazine of the antebellum era, promised to help "ill-dressed and gaudy-looking women" by invoking a prominent color theorist, the French chemist Michel-Eugene Chevreul, and his ideas about which colors were most "becoming" on various (presumably white) women.
 Chevreul died in 1889, 121 years before Instagram was invented, but had the platform been available to him, I think he would have done very well on it.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Laura Letinsky / Gallery Stock



Watch. Check out these six acclaimed movies with roughly 90-minute runtimes.

Read. "Case Study," a short story by Weike Wang:

"Her father is back in the ER. His second time this month. The first was a short stay."

Play our daily crossword.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/12/crocs-salomons-birkenstocks-ugly-shoes-fashion/681155/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Vivek Ramaswamy Is Uninvited From My Sleepover

The Trump-supporting entrepreneur misapprehends the sources of American success.

by David Brooks




I could have been a tech entrepreneur, but my parents let me go to sleepovers. I could have been a billionaire, but I used to watch Saturday-morning cartoons. I could have been Vivek Ramaswamy, if not for the ways I've been corrupted by the mediocrity of American culture. I'm sad when I contemplate my lazy, pathetic, non-Ramaswamy life.

These ruminations were triggered by a statement that Ramaswamy, the noted cultural critic, made on X on Thursday. He was explaining why tech companies prefer to hire foreign-born and first-generation engineers instead of native-born American ones: It has to do with the utter mediocrity of American culture.

"A culture that celebrates the prom queen over the math Olympiad champ, or the jock over the Valedictorian, will not produce the best engineers," he observed. Then he laid out his vision of how America needs to change: "More movies like Whiplash, fewer reruns of 'Friends.' More math tutoring, fewer sleepovers. More weekend science competitions, fewer Saturday morning cartoons. More books, less TV. More creating, less 'chillin.' More extracurriculars, less 'hanging out at the mall.'"

In other words, Ramaswamy has decided to use the reelection of Donald Trump as an occasion to tiger-mom the hell out of us. No, you may not finish studying before midnight! Put that violin back under your chin this instant! No, a score of 1540 on your SATs is not good enough!

That sound you hear is immigrant parents all across America cheering and applauding.

Maybe Ramaswamy's missive hit me so hard because I grew up in that kind of household. My grandfather, who went to the tuition-free City College of New York and made it in America as a lawyer, imbued me with that hustling-immigrant mindset. We may be outsiders, he told me, but we're going to grind, we're going to work, we're going to climb that greasy pole.

And yet it never happened for me. I have never written a line of code. Unlike Ramaswamy, I have never founded an unprofitable biotech firm. What can I say? I got sucked into the whole sleepover lifestyle--the pillow fights, the long conversations about guitar solos with my fellow ninth graders. I thought those Saturday-morning Bugs Bunny cartoons were harmless, but soon I was into the hard stuff: Road Runner, Scooby-Doo, and worse, far worse.

As the days have gone by, though, I have had some further thoughts about Ramaswamy's little sermon. It occurred to me that he may not be quite right about everything. For example, he describes a nation awash in lazy mediocrity, yet America has the strongest economy in the world. American workers are among the most productive, and over the past few years American productivity has been surging. In the past decade, American workers have steadily shifted from low-skill to higher-skill jobs. Apparently, our mediocrity shows up everywhere except in the economic data.

Then I began to wonder if our culture is really as hostile to nerdy kids as he implies. This is a culture that puts The Big Bang Theory on our TV screens and The Social Network in the movie theaters. Haven't we spent many years lionizing Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, and Sam Altman? These days, millions of young men orient their lives around the Joe Rogan-Lex Friedman-Andrew Huberman social ideal--bright and curious tech bros who talk a lot about how much protein they ingest and look like they just swallowed a weight machine. When we think about the chief failing of American culture, is it really that we don't spend enough time valorizing Stanford computer-science majors?

Then I had even deeper doubts about Ramaswamy's argument. First, maybe he doesn't understand what thinking is. He seems to believe that the only kind of thinking that matters is solving math problem sets. But one of the reasons we evolved these big brains of ours is so we can live in groups and navigate social landscapes. The hardest intellectual challenges usually involve understanding other people. If Ramaswamy wants a young person to do something cognitively demanding, he shouldn't send her to a math tutor; he should send her to a sleepover with a bunch of other 12-year-old girls. That's cognitively demanding.

Second, it could be that Ramaswamy doesn't understand what makes America great. We are not going to out-compete China by rote learning and obsessive test taking. We don't thrive only because of those first-generation strivers who keep their nose to the 70-hour-a-week grindstone and build a life for their family. We also thrive because of all the generations that come after, who live in a culture of pluralism and audacity. America is the place where people from all over the world get jammed together into one fractious mess. America was settled by people willing to take a venture into the unknown, willing to work in spaces where the rules hadn't been written yet. As COVID revealed yet again, we are not adept at compliance and rule following, but we have a flair for dynamism, creativity, and innovation.

Third, I'm not sure Ramaswamy understands what propelled Trump to office. Trump was elected largely by non-college graduates whose highest abilities manifest in largely nonacademic ways--fixing an engine, raising crops, caring for the dying. Maybe Ramaswamy could celebrate the skills of people who didn't join him at Harvard and Yale instead of dumping on them as a bunch of lard-butts. What part of the word populism does he not understand?

Most important, maybe Ramaswamy doesn't understand how to motivate people. He seems to think you produce ambitious people by acting like a drill sergeant: Be tough. Impose rules. Offer carrots when they achieve and smash them with sticks when they fail.

But as Daniel Pink writes in his book Drive, these systems of extrinsic reward are effective motivational techniques only when the tasks in front of people are boring, routine, and technical. When creativity and initiative are required, the best way to motivate people is to help them find the thing they intrinsically love to do and then empower them to do that thing obsessively. Systems of extrinsic rewards don't tend to arouse intrinsic motivations; they tend to smother them.

Don't grind your kids until they become worker drones; help them become really good at leisure.

Today, when we hear the word leisure, we tend to think of relaxation. We live in an atmosphere of what the theologian Josef Pieper called "total work." We define leisure as time spent not working. It's the pause in our lives that helps us recharge so we can get back to what really matters--work.

But for many centuries, people thought about leisure in a very different way: We spend part of our lives in idleness, they believed, doing nothing. We spend part of our lives on amusements, enjoying small pleasures that divert us. We spend part of our lives on work, doing the unpleasant things we need to do to make a living. But then we spend part of our time on leisure.

Leisure, properly conceived, is a state of mind. It's doing the things we love doing. For you it could be gardening, or writing, or coding, or learning. It's driven by enthusiasm, wonder, enjoyment, natural interest--all the intrinsic motivators. When we say something is a labor of love, that's leisure. When we see somebody in a flow state, that's leisure. The word school comes from schole, which is Greek for "leisure." School was supposed to be home to leisure, the most intense kind of human activity, the passionate and enjoyable pursuit of understanding.

The kind of nose-to-the-grindstone culture Ramaswamy endorses eviscerates leisure. It takes a lot of free time to discover that thing we really love to do. We usually stumble across it when we're just fooling around, curious, during those moments when nobody is telling us what to do. The tiger-mom mentality sees free time as a waste of time--as "hanging out at the mall."

A life of leisure requires a lot of autonomy. People are most engaged when they are leading their own learning journey. You can't build a life of leisure when your mental energies are consumed by a thousand assignments and hoops to jump through.

A life of leisure also requires mental play. Sure, we use a valuable form of cognition when we're solving problem sets or filling out HR forms. But many moments of creative breakthrough involve a looser form of cognition--those moments when you're just following your intuition and making strange associations, when your mind is free enough to see things in new ways. Ninety-nine percent of our thinking is unconscious; leisure is the dance between conscious and unconscious processes.

The story Ramaswamy tells is of hungry immigrants and lazy natives. That story resonates. The vitality of America has been fueled by waves of immigration, and there are some signs that America is becoming less mobile, less dynamic. But upon reflection, I think he's mostly wrong about how to fix American culture. And he's definitely not getting invited to my next sleepover.
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The MAGA Honeymoon Is Over

Silicon Valley and the nativist right worked together to elect Trump. Now the infighting has begun.

by Ali Breland




Elon Musk spent Christmas Day online, in the thick of a particularly venomous culture war, one that would lead him to later make the un-Christmas-like demand of his critics to "take a big step back and FUCK YOURSELF in the face."



Donald Trump had ignited this war by appointing the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan to be his senior AI-policy adviser. Encouraged by the MAGA acolyte and expert troll Laura Loomer, parts of the far-right internet melted down, arguing that Krishnan's appointment symbolized a betrayal of the principles of the "America First" movement.



Krishnan is an Indian immigrant and a U.S. citizen who, by virtue of his heritage, became a totem for the MAGA right to argue about H-1B visas, which allow certain skilled immigrants to work in the United States. (Many tech companies rely on this labor.) In response to Krishnan's appointment, some right-wing posters used racist memes to smear Indians, who have made up nearly-three quarters of H-1B recipients in recent years. Loomer called such workers "third world invaders" and invoked the "Great Replacement" theory, which claims that America's white population is being purposefully replaced by nonwhite people from other countries.



Although Musk has seemingly embraced white supremacy on the platform he owns, X, he apparently could not stand for an attack on a government program that has helped make him money. He is himself an immigrant from South Africa who has said that he worked in the U.S. under an H-1B visa before becoming a citizen. Musk also employs such workers at his companies. He posted on X in support of the H-1B program, arguing that it brings elite talent to America. This perspective is not remotely controversial for the Silicon Valley set, but the reactionary and nationalist wings of the Republican Party got very upset with Musk, very quickly. "The American people don't view America as a sports team or a company," the provocateur Jack Posobiec wrote in response to one of Musk's tweets on Thursday. "They view it as their home." Later, Musk warned his critics that he will "go to war on this issue the likes of which you cannot possibly comprehend." By the weekend, Steve Bannon, Trump's former adviser, had called H-1Bs a "scam" and said that Musk's defense of highly skilled immigrants is showing his "true colors."



The tech right and nationalist right are separate (but overlapping) factions that operated in tandem to help get Trump reelected. Now they are at odds. For possibly the first time since Trump's victory, the racial animus and nativism that galvanized the nationalist right cannot immediately be reconciled with the tech right's desire to effectively conquer the world (and cosmos, in Musk's case) using any possible advantage. After winning the election together, one side was going to have to lose.

Read: Even the Koch brothers weren't this brazen

It should be said that opposing H-1Bs is not an inherently MAGA position. The program has well-documented flaws, and has received bipartisan criticism. For instance, Senator Bernie Sanders, an independent, has previously argued that highly skilled immigrant labor is a potential weapon that business owners can use to lower wages. Similarly, supporting H-1Bs says only so much about someone's politics. Although Musk casts his defense of highly skilled immigrants as racially inclusive, he has repeatedly flirted with racial prejudice on X and has vocally supported a German far-right party with ties to neo-Nazis.



In any case, the coalition of the tech right and the nationalist right was bound to be tested. The two are similar in certain ways: They share a reactionary, anti-"woke" commitment to reversing a perceived pattern of American weakness brought about by DEI initiatives, and both have exhibited authoritarian tendencies. But there were always fissures. The tech right's desire for free markets is in fundamental tension with a rising conservative skepticism of unchecked capitalism; Tucker Carlson, for example, has spoken critically of "market capitalism," arguing that "any economic system that weakens and destroys families isn't worth having." Much of the nationalist far right sees itself as a movement that values the flourishing, vitality, and self-determination of human beings (as long as they are of the correct race or nationality). Meanwhile, much of the tech right is concerned with advancing technology above all else--the most extreme wings don't even mind if that ultimately results in human extinction.



For a little while, it almost seemed like the right could dodge these conflicts. Vice President-Elect J. D. Vance is the physical embodiment of a compromise between the far-right, aggressively reactionary, nationalist wing of the Republican Party and its tech-evangelist faction. He worked in a venture-capital firm co-founded by Peter Thiel, the right-wing tech billionaire; has criticized unbridled free markets; and has been cheered on by far-right influencers with big followings. He has spoken out against H-1B visas even as he invested in companies that applied to use them. But part of Vance's job is to unite his party against a common enemy; that role became less urgent after Election Day.



Read: Silicon Valley got their guy



This skirmish is a preview of how tension between the tech right and the nationalist right may play out once Trump takes office. The nationalists will likely get most of what they want--Trump has already promised mass deportations, to their delight--but when they butt heads with Silicon Valley, Trump will likely defer to his wealthiest friends. That's how things went during his first term. Despite Trump's populist promise in 2016 that he would create an economy that benefited common people at the expense of large corporations and the rich (a position popular with the more nationalist wing of the right), he largely did the opposite, supporting and signing into law tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy. This happened even as much of the tech world rebuked Trump over his "Muslim ban" and family-separation policy, which employees of tech giants prodded their leaders to oppose.



This time around, with Musk and the tech entrepreneur Vivek Ramaswamy running the newly created Department of Government Efficiency, the billionaire venture capitalist Marc Andreessen helping staff the department, and Krishnan set to advise on AI policy, the tech right is being integrated into the incoming administration. Trump's other appointments also suggest that his administration will be friendly to the rich and powerful. His advisers and Cabinet appointments so far consist of ultra-rich confidants from finance and real estate--industries that prioritize markets above other conservative principles. His proposed Cabinet includes few who would be considered dedicated members of the nationalist right. No surprise, then, that Trump seemed to side with Musk, telling the New York Post on Saturday, "I've always liked the visas, I have always been in favor of the visas. That's why we have them." Perhaps even more so than last time, the plutocrats are in control.
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What Not to Wear

The false promise of seasonal-color analysis

by Ellen Cushing




As long as people have been able to dress in color, we've been desperate to do it better. In the mid-19th century, advances in dyeing technology and synthetic organic chemistry allowed the textile industry, previously limited to what was available in nature, to mass-produce a rainbow's worth of new shades. The problem was, people began wearing some truly awful outfits, driven to clashy maximalism by this revolution in color.

The press created a minor moral panic ("un scandale optique," a French journal called it), which it then attempted to solve. An 1859 issue of Godey's Lady's Book, the most widely read American women's magazine of the antebellum era, promised to help "ill-dressed and gaudy-looking women" by invoking a prominent color theorist, the French chemist Michel-Eugene Chevreul, and his ideas about which colors were most "becoming" on various (presumably white) women. Chevreul advocated "delicate green" for those with fair skin "deficient in rose"; yellow for brunettes; and "lustreless white" for those with a "fresh complexion," whatever that means.

Bright winters tend to have sparkling eyes and dark hair and look great in jewel tones.

Chevreul died in 1889, 121 years before Instagram was invented, but had the platform been available to him, I think he would have done very well on it. There, and elsewhere on the social web, millions of people are still trying to figure out which shades look best on them. They are doing it via seasonal-color analysis, a quasi-scientific, quasi-philosophical discipline that holds that we all have a set of colors that naturally suit us, and a set that do not--that wash us out, make us look ruddy or green, emphasize our flaws, and minimize our beauty.

According to this method, everyone belongs to a "season," and a "subseason," determined by the coloring of their skin and features. Bright winters, for example, tend to have sparkling eyes and dark hair and look great in jewel tones; true autumns are defined by their golden undertones and should wear earthy colors.

The theory first became popular in the U.S. in the 1980s, only to resurface in South Korea and then surge on the English-speaking internet over the past few years. Today, Reddit's seasonal-color-analysis community has 167,000 members, putting it in the site's top 1 percent. Search seasonal-color analysis on Instagram, TikTok, or Pinterest, and you will find seemingly endless results: posts that "type" celebrities such as Mindy Kaling (a dark winter) and Sabrina Carpenter (a light summer); offer advice for people who are autumns but wish they were winters; and present the ideal jewelry, eye-shadow palettes, prom dresses, Halloween costumes, and just about every other item of clothing imaginable for each color season. Seasonal-color consultants, credentialed and otherwise, are racking up hundreds of thousands of followers and charging hundreds of dollars for in-person sessions.

Read: How color shapes our lives

The savviest among them film their sessions for social media. In a typical video, a client sits, makeupless, facing the camera, an adorable white bonnet covering her hair. A color consultant drapes her in a succession of colored fabrics, and evaluates each for its ability to make her complexion pop. In one TikTok, a young woman with high cheekbones and gray eyes is identified as a summer and shown a series of shades that make her look, as the color consultant Tatum Schwerin says approvingly, "like a baby doll." (The difference was, to my eyes, noticeable but underwhelming. The video has more than 32 million views.) In another video, a young woman describes her experience flying to South Korea for color analysis, the results of which were, she says, "shocking"--vivid spring.

This seasons-based approach traces back to Carole Jackson's 1980 book, Color Me Beautiful. In it, Jackson promised that "color is magic" and asserted that "women--and men--have discovered its power to make the world regard them with awe." She used seasons to describe her readers:

For just as nature has divided herself into four distinct seasons, Autumn, Spring, Winter, and Summer, each with its unique and harmonious colors, your genes have given you a type of coloring that is most complemented by one of these seasonal palettes.

(Like Chevreul, Jackson was writing primarily with white readers in mind.)

The book was a sensation. It spent seven years on the New York Times best-seller list and spawned what we now might call a lifestyle brand: Jackson published a sequel specifically for men, and began licensing the Color Me Beautiful system and name to other consultants. Across the country, people would congregate to get their colors done at events described by the Times as "halfway between a Tupperware party and group therapy." Women kept color swatches in their pocketbook, in case of a shopping emergency. Reader's Digest subsidized the cost of consultations for employees, under a benefits policy that covered self-improvement.

Color analysis is diverting and narcissistic, and it promises an immutable, essential self-knowledge.

More than four decades later, Color Me Beautiful still exists, and still sells certification for consultants, though it has added AI color analysis to its suite of products. And its wisdom has escaped onto social media, where teenagers and 20-somethings are discovering it. The modern version of color analysis is, like so many modern versions of so many things, both more sophisticated--color analysis now acknowledges the existence of a wide range of skin tones--and more complicated. Jackson's four seasons have been cleaved into 12 and sometimes 16 subseasons, depending on one's philosophy. The nuances are detailed in long blog posts filled with pictures of color wheels and terms such as chroma.

The appeal to contemporary audiences is obvious. First of all, draping videos are eminently watchable, in the same way a cooking video is: simple process, observable result. But the concept also fills, I think, a genuine need brought on by the collision of technology and the fashion and beauty industries. Today's young women are probably photographed more than any other cohort in history--but they live on the internet, which is a firehose of quick-moving trends, targeted advertising, cheap fashion, conflicting advice, and color-correcting software. It has never been more important to know what looks good on you, and never have there been more sources of information to sort through in order to find out.

Much like astrology memes and internet quizzes--two of the most enduring online products of the past decade--color analysis is diverting and narcissistic, and it promises an immutable, essential self-knowledge that can be put into action. It offers a small sense of belonging in a tribal society (online, you can find groups for people who identify with each of the subseasons) and guarantees simplicity in a complex world.

The fashion and beauty industries seem to be embracing a kind of faux empiricism these days. A person's hair can be classified into one of 12 types, based on texture, density, and thickness. If a decade ago your average bottle of skin goo advertised itself using vague terms such as hydrating, today's skin-care products foreground their formulas and invite customers to "cosplay as cosmetic chemists," as the beauty reporter Jessica DeFino has written. Canny seasonal-color-analysis influencers play into this; some even wear lab coats in their videos. Jenny Mahoney opened a seasonal-color consulting firm in New York in 2023 and has already expanded to Orange County, California, and the Washington, D.C., area. The first thing she told me about color analysis is that it's "logical, it is systematic, and it's based on science."

Sure, sort of. Color theory really is a science, in that it is an organized approach to observing the natural world. Color can be measured, categorized, and studied; Chevreul was onto something when he proposed that the eye reacts in specific and sometimes surprising ways to certain color combinations. The color-consultation industry, though, is "scientific" in the way the wellness industry is--some of its principles may be based in truth, but the marketplace that has sprung up around them is trading in something else. Often, it feels less like a solution than part of the problem: more vocabulary, more rules, more ways to be led astray, more reasons not to trust your own eyes. Winter is a cool-toned season, but so is summer--in defiance, perhaps, of what you might think the word cool means. Yellow like a marigold is warm, but yellow like a daffodil is cool, or at least suitable for people who are cool seasons. According to one website, if you are a soft autumn, like Tyra Banks, you should wear "lots of nuts, rose and wheat colours," and if you are a true spring, like Blake Lively, you should dress in shades "reminiscent of colouring pencils."

Online, people talk about avoiding colors they love, or throwing away favorite articles of clothing. One Reddit user, who said she'd spent 26 years and almost $1,000 on color analysis, recently posted that she was close to quitting the enterprise altogether. She had, over the years, been identified as several different types and had replaced all her clothes, jewelry, and makeup each time, but "I've never felt 100% comfortable in any of them," she wrote. It's enough to drive a person a little crazy.

I know this because seasonal-color analysis drove me a little crazy. Though I hate being told what to do, I am always searching for ways to look hot with little sustained effort. But I can't seem to find myself in any of the seasons. My hair could fairly be described as blond, red, or brown, depending on the light and the time of year, and because of a benign genetic abnormality, my left eye is the muddy color of a New England pond, while my right is a bright, cool blue. I have read tens of thousands of words about what this might mean, and paid for two different color-analysis apps. They declared me, variously, a soft autumn, a warm autumn, a cool winter, a bright spring, and a soft summer, which means black is either one of my power colors or the express lane to looking pallid, maybe even very ill. And so I walk this Earth knowing that every day is another wasted opportunity to make my features pop. I sleep okay, most of the time.



*Lead-image sources: Plume Creative / Getty; Belterz / Getty; Reading Room 2020 / Alamy; Historic Illustrations / Alamy


This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "What Not to Wear." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Rise of the Union Right

Democrats need some kitchen-table policies. Quick.

by Annie Lowrey




Richard Tikey builds coke-oven doors for U.S. Steel. He's a union guy, through and through: He's been a union member for 26 years, and is now the vice president of his local, the United Steelworkers 1557 in Clairton, Pennsylvania. He has spent much of his adult life voting for Democrats.

Kamala Harris and Joe Biden lobbied hard for votes like Tikey's. The Biden administration increased tariffs on foreign steel and spent hundreds of billions on heavy infrastructure. It supported union drives, stocked the National Labor Relations Board with worker-friendly lawyers, banned noncompete clauses, expanded eligibility for overtime, cracked down on union busting, and extended protections for civil servants. Biden was the first president in history to walk a picket line.

In contrast, Donald Trump has supported "right to work" laws, attempted to gut federal worker protections, and named union busters to lead the Department of Labor and the NLRB. He has also supported firing workers on strike, stiffed contractors for his campaigns and businesses, described American wages as "too high," and bragged that he denied his own workers overtime pay.

Even so, weeks before the election, Tikey appeared in a lime-green hard hat and a Steelworkers for Trump T-shirt, giving a thumbs-up for cameras alongside the once and future president. "Why would we support Democrats?" Tikey told me this month. "Every time we have a Republican in office, things are better."

Millions of other union members feel the same way. Exit polls indicate that nearly half of union households voted Republican in 2024, up from 43 percent in 2016 and 37 percent in 2000. Other polling shows that Trump commanded a 26-point lead among white voters without a college degree in union homes, up nine points since 2020. Conversely, Democratic support dropped 35 percentage points among Latino voters in union households, and also waned among Black union voters.

These trends are part of a long, slow tectonic electoral realignment. This century, the country has become less polarized in income terms, with Democrats gaining among coastal elites and Republicans among the working class. In the past decade, it has also become less racially polarized, with Black, Asian, and Latino voters shifting red. And education has become a much stronger predictor of a person's partisanship. Democrats now dominate among the college-educated, and Republicans dominate among white people without a degree.

The Republican coalition has become more diverse, while the Democrats have seen their working-class base--the working-class base that delivered them election after election in the 20th century--walk away. What would it take to get voters like Tikey to come back?

First, Democrats need to understand how they lost them. The commonly told story is an economic one, which I have heard from union leaders, the Bernie left, and blue-collar voters who have started voting Republican. The Democrats have more liberal economic policies than the GOP: They support higher taxes on the wealthy and more progressive spending. But this is not the same thing as being pro-worker. And the party has shed voters as it has become more corporatist, pro-globalization, and cosmopolitan.

A Democratic president, Bill Clinton, signed NAFTA, which cost hundreds of thousands of jobs in the heartland and suppressed wages. A Democratic president, Barack Obama, failed to pass "card check," which would have made forming unions radically easier. He also negotiated the Trans-Pacific Partnership, which unions argued would send American jobs overseas. More broadly, Democrats failed to prevent the collapse of the unionized workforce, two decades of stagnation in middle-income wages, and the hollowing-out of the Rust Belt. Their answer was to "compensate the losers," rather than avoid policies that generated losers to begin with. This cost them votes, as well as credibility among many working-class voters.

"Beginning with Jimmy Carter, there was an increasing effort to see unions and labor as a special interest, rather than a foundational part of the party," Michael Podhorzer, the longtime political director of the AFL-CIO, told me. "There hasn't been a political party in this country with working people at the table for decades. This is the bed the Democrats made for themselves, and it obviously has not paid off in the way they anticipated."

At the same time, particularly in the past decade, Republicans have become more economically populist. The mainstream of the party now promotes restricting trade and running enormous deficits, even during economic expansions. They may threaten to make huge cuts to popular social programs, but rarely actually do so. The Affordable Care Act lives on; Medicare and Social Security remain untouched. Trump signed a stimulus bill twice as large as Obama's.

Neither party delivered what it promised, economy-wise. It cost the Democrats and helped the GOP.

Political scientists and pollsters layer a cultural story onto this economic story. Since the 1970s, academics have noted that as societies have become wealthier, their voters have tended to care less about bread-and-butter financial issues and life-and-death defense ones. They begin voting on topics such as the environment, immigration, gender equity, and civil rights. (Academics call this "postmaterialism.") People can "choose parties on the basis of their overall social and cultural views," Matthew Grossmann, a political scientist at Michigan State University, told me.

Voters on both the right and the left have become postmaterial. The college-educated have aligned with the Democrats, attracted by the party's views on climate change and racial equality. Non-college-educated voters have shifted toward the Republicans on the basis of immigration, abortion, and race. Patrick Ruffini, a Republican pollster and strategist, told me that Trump's coalition might have been slightly lower-income than Harris's during this election. If so, it would likely be the first time the Republican coalition was less wealthy than the Democratic coalition in decades. "You have the party of the working class versus the professional class," he said, but it's "cultural issues that are driving these changes."

The greater emphasis on cultural issues has posed problems for both parties in their appeals to the American center, even as it has attracted votes too. In 2022, voters turned away from the GOP after the Supreme Court reversed Roe v. Wade. (Some pollsters expected the same in 2024, but other issues predominated.) In the past three elections, the left's position on immigration has alienated it from Latino voters it was desperately trying to hang on to. As my colleague Roge Karma writes, these voters didn't care about immigration as much as they cared about kitchen-table economics, and many had less liberal opinions about the border than professional Democrats.

The Democrats' positions have proved the more alienating ones for the small-c conservative American public--something the party has been slow to acknowledge. "The Democratic Party is incredibly well educated and has incredibly liberal views on social issues, relative to the population as a whole," Grossmann noted. "It is just not very easy to change that."

For all that cultural issues help explain how Democrats lost the working class over the past two decades, the economy nevertheless seems to have been the decisive factor in Trump's 2024 victory.

In polls, voters consistently named high prices as their top concern. They consistently said they trusted Trump to do better on the issue of inflation. Democrats pointed to the good headline numbers in terms of GDP growth, inequality, jobs, and wages, as well as the inflation-rate decline since 2022. Voters felt like the Democrats were ignoring or gaslighting them. Harris did not criticize the Biden administration for its role in stoking inflation. This cost her votes and perhaps the election, a pattern that has played out for incumbent parties around the world.

The Biden administration also fumbled in making the case for its policies to middle-income voters. Biden and Harris passed a tremendous amount of legislation but struggled to distill the hundreds of billions of dollars in spending and thousands of finicky provisions into tangible policy deliverables that the public could grasp. "While voters across party lines strongly supported Biden's populist economic policies, many were not aware that his administration had enacted them," an election postmortem by the left-of-center polling group Data for Progress found.

When I talked with voters during the campaign, I would often ask them what they thought Harris and Trump would do once in office. People tended to give specific answers for Trump, whether they themselves were a Democrat or a Republican. He'd enact tariffs, close the border, fire civil servants, and deport undocumented criminals. Even motivated Democrats, I found, struggled to name Harris's top priorities. Someone might respond with 10 answers or sometimes none.

The candidates the Democrats ran and the strategies their campaigns deployed were less-than-ideal too. Biden's age and Harris's lack of authentic connection with voters, something that's hard to measure but not hard to see, were obstacles to victory. The Democrats' character-based vilification of Trump failed to connect for many voters who liked the guy and supported his policies. "People underestimated the appeal of Trump's message to nonwhite working-class audiences," Ruffini told me. "They didn't think it could cross over."

History suggests that things will get easier for Democrats, in some ways. If past trends hold, the party will pick up five or more points in the midterms without doing anything. The Republicans will start passing policies and instantly become less popular in the eyes of voters, left and right. And in the next presidential campaign, the Democrats will benefit from being able to run unencumbered by incumbency, against Trumpism, if not Trump himself.

Still, pollsters and political scientists told me, the party needs to change. The "Brahmin left"--meaning the educated elite that now makes up the Democratic Party's base--is not a big enough bloc to defeat Republicans going forward. Democrats have to get back at least some members of the middle class, the working poor, and the unions.

In terms of kitchen-table policies, well, the Democrats need to have some. Just a few. Big ones. Popular ones that are easy to understand. A bill that caps the price of all prescription drugs at $25 a month, say, rather than a 19-point policy white paper.

The content of such proposals matters too. The Brahmin left tends to be more supportive of redistribution than the working class, which tends to prefer something that economists call "predistribution": high minimum wages rather than welfare payments, pro-union policies rather than refundable tax credits, antitrust measures rather than food stamps. Moderate families also give higher marks to social spending that feels like infrastructure: universal pre-K, guaranteed jobs programs, and public internet.

The cultural drift of the party will be harder to change, political analysts told me. Tacking to the center would mean repudiating activists on immigration, the environment, women's and LGBTQ rights, and abortion--the same activists who have marched in the streets, raised money, and knocked on doors for Democrats, and have become its most loyal voters. It would mean ignoring many of Washington's most powerful nonprofits and interest groups. "I'm a progressive," Jared Abbott, the director of the Center for Working-Class Politics, told me. "I'm not even sure it would work, because the reputation of the party is so set in."

Indeed, Harris brought up that she was a gun owner and ran on her record as a prosecutor. She did not emphasize trans-rights issues, nor did she use the term Latinx in speeches. What did her relative centrism get her?

Still, pollsters noted that some politicians have had success with their cultural appeals to more conservative voters: John Fetterman in Pennsylvania, Ruben Gallego in Arizona, Marie Gluesenkamp Perez in Washington. It might not take much more than loudly rejecting some far-left positions, Ruffini told me. "You have to have someone come out and say: 'Here's what I'm for and I'm against. And I don't like some of this cultural stuff.' Create a clear moment of contrast and differentiation."

I asked Tikey which issues drew him to the Republicans. He made more money under Republicans, he told me (though union data show that workers got large profit-sharing payments under Biden). He thought Trump would do better on inflation, and he appreciated the GOP's stance on abortion, gender, and guns. Plus, he said, "I don't understand why unions endorse Democrats when they want to shut down" plants like the one he works in. He has a point. Democrats are not vowing to save coal plants, for instance. They're promising to compensate the losers.

In the future, could a more centrist Democrat, in cultural and economic terms, win Tikey over? "The Democratic Party has changed," he told me. It just isn't the party that he and many of his neighbors supported back in the 1990s. "I don't think so," he said.
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        The Most Effective Antidote to ISIS Attacks
        Graeme Wood

        The man who murdered at least 15 people with his truck on Bourbon Street, in New Orleans, last night was flying the black banner of the Islamic State from his truck, according to the FBI. Police shot 42-year-old Shamsud-Din Bahar Jabbar dead at the scene. So far little else is known about the suspect, but given that ISIS flags are not a standard option on a Ford F-150, it is reasonable to presume that the driver--a U.S. Army veteran--committed mass murder as an homage to the Islamic State.President...

      

      
        The Isolation of Intensive Parenting
        Stephanie H. Murray

        If you were to ask me about the lowest point of my life as a parent, I could pinpoint it almost to the day. It was in early March 2021. The United Kingdom was a couple of months into its third and longest COVID lockdown. I had been living in the country for more than a year, but having arrived just a few months before the outbreak, I still felt like a stranger in town. My kids were 2 and 3 years old, and my youngest was going through a screaming phase. I was overwhelmed, depressed, and crushingly...

      

      
        You Don't Know Your Habits
        Shayla Love

        You probably remember when you took your last shower, but if I ask you to examine your routine more closely, you might discover some blank spots. Which hand do you use to pick up the shampoo bottle? Which armpit do you soap up first?Bathing, brushing your teeth, driving to work, making coffee--these are all core habits. In 1890, the psychologist William James observed that living creatures are nothing if not "bundles of habits." Habits, according to James's worldview, are a bargain with the devil....

      

      
        Rise and Shine
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.According to a 2023 YouGov poll, each year, about a third of American adults--and more than half of 18-to-29-year-olds--start the new year with at least one resolution. One of the most common resolutions, at 22 percent of all adults, is "being happy." Another common one is "improving physical health." I endorse the sentiment behind these commitments, of course--if I didn't, I wouldn't write the "How...

      

      
        We're All in 'Dark Mode' Now
        Ian Bogost

        The sun is setting on computers. In October, Google finally--finally--rolled out a new black-background view for its Calendar app. This is just the latest in a string of recent software darkenings. In July, Wikipedia went light-on-dark. And a few years before that, we got dark-theme Google Search. Since 2017, night has fallen on Slack, Reddit, YouTube, Twitter, and mobile Gmail too. Even Microsoft went dark. One by one, the bright, white backgrounds that have defined these and all computer interfac...

      

      
        Doomed to Be a Tradwife
        Olga Khazan

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.At least the fever came on a Friday. Or at least that's what I, an absolute fool, thought when my nine-month-old, Evan, spiked a 102-degree temperature after I picked him up from day care recently. That meant he'd have three days to recover and would be back at day care on Monday.When the fever rose to 104 on Saturday, my husband and I grew concerned, and when it persisted on Sunday, we took him to urgent car...

      

      
        A Retiring Congressman's Advice to New Members of the House
        Conor Friedersdorf

        For many years, Representative Earl Blumenauer began each Congress by writing a personal letter to every new member of the House and hand-delivering it to their office. The letter contained all the advice he wished that he had been given in his first term.Now Blumenauer, an Oregon Democrat, has retired after 28 years in office. This month marks the last time that newcomers will get his letter, which has evolved in the nearly two decades since he drafted the first version. He shared the final lett...

      

      
        Don't Let Terror Shut America Down
        Juliette Kayyem

        Updated on January 1, 2025, at 2:43 p.m. ETDespite the devastating terror attack that killed at least 10 people on Bourbon Street in New Orleans in the early-morning hours of New Year's Day, it seemed at first as though the Sugar Bowl college-football playoff game would continue tonight in the city's Superdome, less than two miles from the carnage. This afternoon, officials announced they would postpone the game for at least 24 hours.Getting on with activities as normal, to whatever extent is pos...

      

      
        Doctors Thought They Knew What a Genetic Disease Is. They Were Wrong.
        Jason Liebowitz

        In the summer of 2018, 59-year-old David Gould went for his annual checkup, expecting to hear the usual: Everything looks fine. Instead, he was told that he was newly--and oddly--anemic.Two months later, Gould began to experience a strange cascade of symptoms. His ankles swelled to the width of his calves. The right side of his face became so bloated that he could not open his eye. He developed a full-body rash, joint pain, fever, and drenching night sweats. His anemia worsened, and he was requirin...

      

      
        L.A.'s Twin Crises Finally Seem Fixable
        M. Nolan Gray

        Los Angeles has seen better days. Traffic is terrible, homelessness remains near record highs, and housing costs are among the worst in the country. Several years ago, these factors contributed to an alarming first: L.A.'s population started shrinking.This is no pandemic hangover. With a few exceptions, the local economy has come roaring back. Many of its major industries proved resistant to remote work--you still can't film a movie over Zoom--and perfect year-round weather continually drew digital...

      

      
        An Astonishing Level of Dehumanization
        Peter Wehner

        This article was updated on December 31 at 6:15pm.The cast of Saturday Night Live has said lots of things over the course of the show's 50-year history that have drawn wild cheers from its audience. But two Saturdays ago may have been the first time the person drawing shrieks of delight had been arrested for a cold-blooded assassination.The spontaneous ovation was for Luigi Mangione, the 26-year-old charged in the December 4 killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson. The husband and father o...

      

      
        Vivek Ramaswamy Is Uninvited From My Sleepover
        David Brooks

        I could have been a tech entrepreneur, but my parents let me go to sleepovers. I could have been a billionaire, but I used to watch Saturday-morning cartoons. I could have been Vivek Ramaswamy, if not for the ways I've been corrupted by the mediocrity of American culture. I'm sad when I contemplate my lazy, pathetic, non-Ramaswamy life.These ruminations were triggered by a statement that Ramaswamy, the noted cultural critic, made on X on Thursday. He was explaining why tech companies prefer to hi...

      

      
        The Case for Finding Common Ground With RFK
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDemocrats need to build a bigger tent to be competitive. But building a bigger political tent means compromising--and that compromise usually means making someone inside your tent angry.Take, for instance, Colorado Governor Jared Polis, who surprised many and angered some by announcing that he was "excited" by the nomination of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. Asking people to hold...

      

      
        How Putin Tapped a Well of Ethnic Hatred in Russia
        Anna Nemtsova

        Far-right activists from Russia's largest nationalist movement, Russkaya Obshchina, donned black camouflage and patrolled multiple cities last month hunting for "ethnic criminals." They raided dormitories, parks, and construction sites in search of migrants from Central Asia, nabbing six on November 24. On social media, the activists celebrated their "joint raid with law-enforcement officials," posting a video of themselves leading migrants in chains on their way to deportation.Russkaya Obshchina...

      

      
        Me, My Future, and I
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsInstead of the typical New Year's reckoning of choices past and future, this year, I opted for some AI assistance by signing up for the MIT Future You project, and I met my future self. The program prompts you to answer a series of personal questions and then builds a version of you 20 years in the future. Then you and your future self have a conversation, and you're free to ask whatever you want. I was nervous to meet my...

      

      
        The President Trump Is Pushing Aside
        Russell Berman

        Only one historic site bears the name of America's 22nd and 24th president--and it's no Monticello.The Grover Cleveland Presidential Library and Museum occupies a one-story building in Caldwell, New Jersey, behind the house where its namesake spent the first few years of his life. The museum is the size of a small living room. A Dunkin' sits across the street.The site befits Cleveland's legacy. He was a large man but not larger than life; his two terms in the White House were most remarkable for t...

      

      
        The Most Important Breakthroughs of 2024
        Derek Thompson

        This is my third time honoring what I see as the year's most important scientific and technological advances.In 2022, my theme was the principle of "twin ideas," when similar inventions emerge around the same time. Just as Alexander Graham Bell and Elisha Gray both arguably conceived of the modern telephone in 1876 (and, by some accounts, on the same day!), the U.S. saw a cluster of achievements in generative AI, cancer treatment, and vaccinology.In 2023, my theme was the long road of progress. M...

      

      
        My Boyfriend Is About to Move In With His Ex
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I'm a 73-old-woman who has been dating a man of the same age. We get along famously except for one problem: His previous girlfriend still lives in his home, which he lef...

      

      
        The Rise of the Union Right
        Annie Lowrey

        Richard Tikey builds coke-oven doors for U.S. Steel. He's a union guy, through and through: He's been a union member for 26 years, and is now the vice president of his local, the United Steelworkers 1557 in Clairton, Pennsylvania. He has spent much of his adult life voting for Democrats.Kamala Harris and Joe Biden lobbied hard for votes like Tikey's. The Biden administration increased tariffs on foreign steel and spent hundreds of billions on heavy infrastructure. It supported union drives, stock...

      

      
        Birthmark
        L. A. Johnson

        In California, even the worst
of us is forgiven: flooding roads
lead to freeway superbloom, birds
make nests out of all our trash.
And despite drought, jacarandas
spike purple in July, their roots
cracking the concrete. Once, I
tripped under one, tore the skin
off my knees. And at last removed
the leftover scars of childhood.
My father fell once outside  
the dirtiest apartment I lived
in that overlooked the freeway
on a street where no one walked. Yet
when he fell, some kind stranger
materialize...

      

      
        The Controversy Over Baby Names
        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.I have two names, but only one exists on paper. When I was born, my parents put my name down as Stephanie, inspired by the Full House character. They thought she was cute and a little spunky, and they also wanted a more convenient life for me--one without the hassle of repeating my Chinese name, Yue er, ...

      

      
        Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Staff Writers
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing the hires of political reporters Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, who will both become staff writers in mid-January. In an announcement to staff, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability j...

      

      
        Apocalypse, Constantly
        Adam Kirsch

        In 1985, when I was 9 years old, I watched the first episode of the new Twilight Zone, a reboot of the classic early-1960s TV series. People rarely talk about the '80s version, which ran for just three seasons. But there must be other viewers around my age who have never forgotten "A Little Peace and Quiet," the second story in that debut episode. It's about a woman who discovers a magic pendant in the shape of a sundial that gives her the power to stop time. Whenever she says "Shut up," everyone...

      

      
        How the Ugly Shoe Got Chic
        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.From a young age, I respected the Croc. But somewhere along the way, I got the message that my favorite orange clogs were not chic, and I moved on.Then, something remarkable happened. After years of being periodically trendy, comfy shoes took off during the early pandemic. Crocs started selling like cra...
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The Most Effective Antidote to ISIS Attacks

The best way to prevent a recurrence of the terror in New Orleans is to dismantle the Islamic State and relegate it to obscurity.

by Graeme Wood




The man who murdered at least 15 people with his truck on Bourbon Street, in New Orleans, last night was flying the black banner of the Islamic State from his truck, according to the FBI. Police shot 42-year-old Shamsud-Din Bahar Jabbar dead at the scene. So far little else is known about the suspect, but given that ISIS flags are not a standard option on a Ford F-150, it is reasonable to presume that the driver--a U.S. Army veteran--committed mass murder as an homage to the Islamic State.

President-Elect Donald Trump famously lamented that Mexico was "not sending their best" to the United States. After contempt for the New Orleans killer, and sadness for the dead and 35 wounded, my reaction to this attack is relief that for the past decade the Islamic State has been sending its best, and its best remain verminous incompetents whose most ingenious plots involve driving trucks into crowds. Jabbar is said to have brought along explosives, and to have set his Airbnb on fire, but either his bombs didn't work or he did not live long enough to set them off. In 2014, the Islamic State regarded its string of early victories as a sign that God favored it. Now I wonder whether it has noticed that God has seemingly capped the IQs of its operatives, and taken the hint about what that might say about its continued divine favor.

In 2014, the group's spokesman, Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, kicked off its campaign of terror in Europe by urging followers to improvise weapons. "If you are not able to find an IED or a bullet," he said, "smash the American or European's head with a rock, or slaughter him with a knife, or run him over with your car." Some horrific attacks ensued, including a truck-ramming in 2016 that killed 86. But consider the number of Islamic State supporters of European origin--probably in the tens of thousands--and the easy availability of rocks, knives, and cars. Few have taken Adnani up on his offer, and those who have tend to be (if the jihadists will pardon the expression) ham-handed.

I am not always so optimistic. Every successful attack is tragic. Plots by patient, methodical, and capable people do occur from time to time, and when they are disrupted in their early stages, the details are sobering reminders of what could happen. Indeed, just this week, the FBI detailed what it described as the largest homemade-explosives cache it had ever discovered, in the hands of a 36-year-old man in Smithfield, Virginia. Those hands had allegedly been mangled by a homemade bomb a few years ago ("several fingers were missing"), and a neighbor alerted authorities that the suspect was "stockpiling weapons and homemade ammunition." It is difficult to overstate how much weaponry one must stockpile before Virginians begin to wonder whether the stockpile might be a tad excessive and merit the attention of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (all three of which have near-sacramental status in the rural parts of the commonwealth). The suspect is not an ISIS supporter, but he reportedly shows signs of other dubious extreme views. Prosecutors said they found a bag of pipe bombs, and the bag had a #NoLivesMatter patch. The suspect was released on Monday into his mother's custody.

The nightmare scenario is, and has always been, the combination of violent motivation with the patience and planning that would allow that motivation to find maximally lethal expression. Idiots can still kill, and murders perpetrated by them are as devastating as any other. The mass murder early this morning, long after the Islamic State lost its territory and ceased to be a source of daily terror, shows that that threat is limited in magnitude but nonetheless eternal. Senator Josh Hawley, a Republican from Missouri, called for a hearing on the attack and alleged that "the Biden Administration has made [Americans] less safe," through unspecified negligence. But no public information so far suggests that authorities could have stopped the killer from renting a truck and driving it into a crowd. The most effective antidote to attacks like this is probably just to do what the United States did late in Barack Obama's second term and throughout Trump's first: to dismantle the Islamic State and relegate it to obscurity, where it has less power to inspire random people to act in its name. That strategy has the added effect of countering more sophisticated attacks, by leaving attackers with fewer lairs and havens from which to stage them.

There is no law of nature that says terrorists must always be bad at terrorism. Many terrorists and mass murderers have plotted very effectively, and racked up the body counts to prove it. Right now, authorities are investigating whether the New Orleans killer had accomplices. If he did have help, then his accomplices were equally incompetent. The correct response, in the long term, is to prepare for the day when competence and fervor intersect. Mercifully, that day was not today.

In the shorter term, I agree with my colleague Juliette Kayyem: The correct response to this crime is to proceed with life, play football, and let New Orleans begin to heal itself. No American city feels as alive as New Orleans, as incapable of being deterred from partying. The city has its homegrown poets, but I am partial to the Englishman Philip Larkin's lines about New Orleans: "On me your voice falls as they say love should / Like an enormous yes ... the natural noise of good, / Scattering long-haired grief and scored pity."
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The Isolation of Intensive Parenting

You can micromanage your kid's life or ask for community help with child care--but you can't have both.

by Stephanie H. Murray




If you were to ask me about the lowest point of my life as a parent, I could pinpoint it almost to the day. It was in early March 2021. The United Kingdom was a couple of months into its third and longest COVID lockdown. I had been living in the country for more than a year, but having arrived just a few months before the outbreak, I still felt like a stranger in town. My kids were 2 and 3 years old, and my youngest was going through a screaming phase. I was overwhelmed, depressed, and crushingly lonely. Something had to change.

"Household mixing" was, at the time, strictly prohibited. But tucked into the lockdown guidelines was a provision allowing parents to form a child-care bubble with one other family. So I sent a message to a WhatsApp group of local parents I'd been added to, asking if anyone was interested in forming such a bubble. Mercifully, a couple took me up on the offer--and they happened to live around the corner. Like us, they'd recently moved from the United States and had no family or friends to draw on for support. And like us, they had two young daughters. After a brief video call, we decided to take turns watching each other's children for a few hours one evening a week.

It was, in hindsight, an audacious way to go about arranging child care. We didn't really know these people. We had done no vetting and spoken little about what the children would do or eat while they were in the other household's care. The expectation certainly wasn't for either family to prepare special activities or entertainment for the kids--just to keep them alive for a few hours.

I didn't presume that this desperation-induced pact would outlast the pandemic. But I was wrong about that. We've continued our "baby swap," as we've come to call it, in an almost entirely unbroken pattern for nearly three years. In fact, it has grown: Now four families are involved. Two nights a week, one family takes all the children for three hours, giving the other parents an evening off. Even outside these formal arrangements, it has become fairly routine for us to watch one another's kids as needed, for one-off Fridays or random overnights. A few months ago, while I was stirring a big pot of mac and cheese for the six kids scurrying around me, ranging in age from 2 to 7, I realized that, quite unintentionally, I'd built something like the proverbial "village" that so many modern parents go without.

Read: What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street

Over time, I've concluded that the success of this laid-back setup isn't a coincidence; our village thrives not despite the comically low expectations we have for one another, but because of them. And this, in turn, clarified something unexpected for me: The hovering, "intensive" approach to parenting that has steadily come to dominate American, and to some extent British, family life is simply incompatible with village building. You can try to micromanage your child's care--whether they eat sugar, whether they get screen time, whether someone insists that a child apologize after snatching another kid's toy--or you can have reliable community help with child care. But you can't have both.

The term intensive parenting perhaps conjures images of achievement-obsessed parents drilling their 2-year-olds on their ABCs or pushing their 4-year-olds to take daily violin lessons. Here, I'm using the term a bit more broadly to encapsulate the tendency among many modern parents to assign outsize importance to any particular decision a parent or other caregiver makes. It reflects a highly deterministic view of child-rearing--one that offers parents little room for error. And these days, it comes in a variety of flavors. Some parents are neurotic about validating their kids' emotions or guarding their individuality; others fixate on maximizing their career potential. Even those who repudiate overly achievement-focused parenting can become intensive about not pushing their kids, as if nudging a child to give soccer a try will somehow compromise their emotional development.

I believe that parenting, and parenting well, is important. It's good to thoughtfully consider children's needs. Taken to the extreme, though, the intensive approach can foreclose opportunities for community support. This is true in the simple sense that if your child's schedule is jam-packed with enrichment activities, then it will be much harder for you and your would-be villagers to find time to help one another. (This was, no doubt, one reason it was so easy to coordinate baby swapping during the pandemic--we weren't running around doing other things.) But it's also true in a deeper sense: Inflating the importance of parental decisions assumes a degree of control over a child's environment that is out of step with village life.

If you want to rely on your community, you have to rely on the community you've got. As the anonymous writer of the newsletter Cartoons Hate Her recently pointed out, parents who pine for a village cannot expect it to be "a bespoke neighborhood you might curate in The Sims"; traditionally, villages just consisted of "the people around us." And you can't expect to assert the same control you might in a paid babysitting arrangement. When I hire a sitter, we have a shared understanding that I'm still in charge--that I'm paying them to come into my home and largely replicate my systems of care. Money also helps cordon off the boundaries of an exchange: Once the service has been provided and the money handed over, each party can walk away knowing they're settled up. But that's not how "village" reciprocity works.

Read: Don't tell America the babysitter's dead

A village agreement is, in its way, transactional; our baby swap certainly involves a trade. But the nature of the deal is quite different. I'm not hiring the families around me to replicate all my household systems; I'm asking them to make room for my kids within their households for an evening, with the understanding that I'll do the same for them.

Allowing each household to largely carry on doing its own thing makes the whole situation feel more relaxed. This arrangement is also better aligned with the real goal of village building: to forge a network of relationships defined by a sense of community obligation. In such a scenario, asking other households for help without settling up feels ordinary, because you'll be in one another's lives the next week and the week after that. The beauty of raising kids in a village is that, eventually, looking out for one another's children starts to feel less like a series of one-off favors and more like an ordinary part of life.

Inevitably, building a village means developing trust. That means loosening up a bit, letting go of both judgments and self-consciousness about the varying ways that people live with and care for children. The kids in my little village can be quite frank about how our households differ. They don't hesitate to let me know that my home is the messy house. And it's something of a running joke that I pretty much never serve them anything but pasta. My husband and I are sticklers about "please" and "thank you" and basically never let the kids watch TV. Other families have their own rules and rituals. For this whole thing to work, I have to have faith that each household has its own sensible systems for managing manners, conflict, and screen time, and that whatever those systems are, they will not break my children.

Of course, I wouldn't leave my kids with just anyone. Trusting people doesn't mean never setting boundaries or never asking that accommodations be made for a child who needs them. But it does often mean accepting that other people will manage your child's needs in ways that you wouldn't. This can be a nerve-racking experience. It can also be an enriching and enlightening one. Handing off your children, relaxing your grip, might help chip away at the fears that make you think you need to control everything, and can show you that your children will adapt and thrive in a variety of settings. A village, that is, can provide one of the greatest gifts that anyone can offer parents: the reassurance that the path to raising healthy, well-adjusted kids isn't as narrow as you think.
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You Don't Know Your Habits

The science of habits reveals that they can be invisible to us and unresponsive to our desires.

by Shayla Love




You probably remember when you took your last shower, but if I ask you to examine your routine more closely, you might discover some blank spots. Which hand do you use to pick up the shampoo bottle? Which armpit do you soap up first?

Bathing, brushing your teeth, driving to work, making coffee--these are all core habits. In 1890, the psychologist William James observed that living creatures are nothing if not "bundles of habits." Habits, according to James's worldview, are a bargain with the devil. They make life easier by automating behaviors you perform regularly. (I would rather attend to what I read in the news on a given morning, for example, than to the minutiae of how I steep my daily tea.) But once an action becomes a habit, you can lose sight of what prompts it, or if you even like it very much. (Maybe the tea would taste better if I steeped it longer.)

Around the new year, countless people pledge to reform their bad habits and introduce new, better ones. Yet the science of habits reveals that they are not beholden to our desires. "We like to think that we're doing things for a reason, that everything is driven by a goal," Wendy Wood, a provost professor emerita who studies habit at the University of Southern California, told me. But goals seem like our primary motivation only because we're more conscious of them than of how strong our habits are. In fact, becoming aware of your invisible habits can boost your chances of successfully forming new, effective habits or breaking harmful ones this resolution season, so that you can live a life dictated more by what you enjoy and less by what you're used to.

James was prescient about habits, even though he described them more than 100 years ago. Habitual action "goes on of itself," he wrote. Indeed, modern researchers have discerned that habits are practically automatic "context-response associations"--they form when people repeat an action cued by some trigger in an environment. After you repeat an action enough times, you'll do it mindlessly if you encounter the cue and the environment. "That doesn't mean that people have no recollection of what they did," David Neal, a psychologist who specializes in behavior change, told me. "It just means that your conscious mind doesn't need to participate in the initiation or execution of the behavior."

Read: Make a to-don't list

Our conscious goals might motivate us to repeat a particular behavior, and so serve as the spark that gets the habit engine going. In fact, "people who are best at achieving their goals are the ones who purposefully form habits to automate some of the things that they do," Benjamin Gardner, a psychologist of habitual behavior at the University of Surrey, told me. He recently enacted a flossing habit by flossing each day in the same environment (the bathroom), following the same contextual cues (brushing his teeth). "There are days when I think, I can't remember if I flossed yesterday, but I just trust I definitely did, because it's such a strong part of my routine," he said.

But even habits that are deliberately begun are worth reevaluating every so often, because once they solidify, they can break away from the goals that inspired them. If our goals shift, context cues will still trigger habitual behavior. A 1998 meta-analysis found that intentions could predict only actions that are done occasionally, such as getting a flu shot, and not actions that were repeated regularly, such as wearing a seat belt. In one study from 2012, students who often went to a sports stadium raised their voices when they saw an image of that stadium, even if they didn't intend to. And scientists have shown that habitual behaviors and goal-directed behaviors involve different pathways in the brain. When an action becomes a habit, it becomes more automatic and relies more on the sensorimotor system. When scientists damage the parts of animals' brains that are related to goal-directed behavior, the animals start behaving more habitually. (There remains some debate, however, about whether any human action can truly be independent from goals.)

And yet, people tend to explain their habitual behavior by appealing to their goals and desires. A 2011 study found that people who said they'd eat when they got emotional weren't actually more likely to snack in response to negative feelings; eating behaviors were better explained by habit. In a 2022 study, Wood and her colleagues asked people why they drank coffee. The participants said they did so when they were tired, but in fact, when they logged their coffee drinking, it was only weakly correlated with their fatigue. "They didn't have a desire to drink coffee," Wood said. "It was just the time when they typically did during the day."

Read: The long-held habits you might need to reconsider

Habits also maintain their independence by not being as sensitive to rewards. If you don't like something the first time you try it, you probably won't repeat the experience. But habits can persist even if their outcome stops being pleasing. In one study Wood worked on with Neal and other colleagues, people with a habit of eating popcorn at the movies ate more stale popcorn than those without the habit. Those with a popcorn habit reported later that they could tell the popcorn was gross, but they just kept eating it. "It's not that they are totally unaware that they don't like it," Wood said. "The behavior continues to be triggered by the context that they're in." It's not so terrible to endure some stale popcorn, but consider the consequences if more complex habitual actions--ones related to, say, work-life balance, relationships, or technology--hang around past their expiration date.

In the face of invisible habits, awareness and attention are powerful weapons. In a recent study, Gardner asked people who slept fewer than six hours a night to describe their bedtime routines in detail. Doing so revealed pernicious bedtime habits they weren't aware of before. James Clear, the author of Atomic Habits, has similarly suggested making a "Habits Scorecard," a written list of all of your daily habits that includes a rating of how positively, negatively, or neutrally they affect your life.

Read: You can't simply decide to be a different person

Neutral habits, such as the timing of my yoga session, can be hardest to take stock of. And if they're just humming along making your life easier, identifying them might feel pointless. But because habits won't always have your latest intentions in mind, it's worth keeping an eye on them to make sure they don't start working against you. Like it or not, people are destined to be bundled up with habits. But knowing how they work--simply becoming aware of how unaware of them we can be--can help get you to a life with as little stale popcorn as possible.
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Rise and Shine

Getting up early could be the best resolution you ever keep.

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.

According to a 2023 YouGov poll, each year, about a third of American adults--and more than half of 18-to-29-year-olds--start the new year with at least one resolution. One of the most common resolutions, at 22 percent of all adults, is "being happy." Another common one is "improving physical health." I endorse the sentiment behind these commitments, of course--if I didn't, I wouldn't write the "How to Build a Life" column.

But these good intentions are too broad to be successful. Behavioral scientists have long shown that specific goals are the ones that tend to lead to real wins. They have found, for example, that setting a small resolution for a day's work motivates teams, and can do the same even if someone is working alone. When I am writing a book (which I am about 75 percent of my professional time), my goal on any given day is simply to compose 100 words--a very modest but achievable target, and one that eventually adds up to finished chapters and, ultimately, a completed book. By the same token, researchers find that incremental progress is a great way to address complex policy problems.

And so it is when building your life. This year, try setting a very defined goal that you can realistically achieve--and that sets you on a path toward those bigger, more diffuse resolutions. And I have one particular, very achievable commitment in mind that will help you become happier and improve your health and effectiveness: This year, start getting up early.

From the October 1904 issue: The fetich of early rising

How early is early? you ask. Although the clock time will vary according to time of year and where you live, what I have in mind is before daybreak.

To rise before dawn sounds ascetic--indeed, the habit is characteristic of many monastic traditions throughout history. Certainly from the fourth century, and possibly earlier, Christian monks have observed the part of the liturgy called Matins, which is conducted between 3 a.m. and dawn. In the Hindu religion, too, adherents are encouraged to experience the brahma muhurta, which in Sanskrit means "the creator's time" and refers to the moment that occurs precisely one hour and 36 minutes before sunrise. To discipline the body and mind, and frame the day in worship of the divine, the thinking goes, this is the appropriate time to get up.

Modern neuroscience indicates that, as painful as the practice can seem for people unaccustomed to it, this may be the right way to start the day for optimal human performance. For example, a 2012 study of adolescents and young adults ages 16 to 22 in India compared two randomly selected groups, one of which rose before 4:30 a.m. and the other at about 7 a.m. The researchers found that the early risers significantly improved during the study in both attention and recall tasks, outperforming the later risers. Consistent with this finding, a 2019 paper in Frontiers in Human Neuroscience showed that our brain exhibits greater functional connectivity in the mornings. This, we might assume, facilitates better performance of complex tasks.

Rising early is an especially effective resolution because it tends to enable the achievement of other popular goals. For example, new evidence from researchers suggests that rising early makes it easier to build good habits, because the goal-directed brain regions--such as the hippocampus and orbitofrontal cortex--work better at this time than later in the day.

One habit that is easier to adopt first thing in the morning is exercise. Clear data exist to show that when people intend to exercise early in the day, they are significantly less likely to experience "intention failure" than if they plan to exercise later.

Of course, getting up before dawn is difficult. If it weren't, you wouldn't need a resolution. For almost everyone, the body resists getting out of the warm bed, and moving abruptly from sleep to wakefulness can feel like violent disruption. Mother Nature, you might feel, simply doesn't want you to get up--and that could be right in an evolutionary sense: We are programmed to seek comfort and get rest when we can. Your Pleistocene ancestors--who probably didn't live much past the age of 30--needed to husband their energy to fight for their survival every day. This instinct still exists, even though we are no longer fighting to survive.

Because getting up early is a challenge, you might assume that one cost of doing so would be feeling less happy. The research says the opposite. Psychologists writing in the journal Emotion have shown that people who get up early enjoy a more positive mood throughout the day compared with those who rise late. Even after controlling for problems such as depression and neuroticism that are associated with sleep disorders, people who stay up late and get up late tend to have worse habits of emotional regulation than those who get up early; that, in turn, can lead to higher levels of negative mood.

Read: America's worst time zone

So the science on the benefits of rising early--in spite of the difficulty--seems clear. But what do you need to do to succeed in your resolution and develop this habit? Here are a few things to keep in mind:

1. This morning started last night.
 Early rising is really the second part of two habits: The first part is going to bed early enough that you get sufficient sleep. This probably seems like the easier habit to keep, but for many people it isn't. I have written before about why people don't make it to bed or can't get to sleep at a reasonable time. For many young adults, the problem is what psychologists call "revenge bedtime procrastination," in which they stay up late as a form of rebellion against their own inner authority. Knowing that you have this tendency can help you break free of it.

Others might have a genetic disposition to want to stay up late and get up late. Or (like me) they simply find it hard to turn off their mental machine, which can make falling asleep tough. For this issue, science-based protocols can make a dramatic difference.

2. Raise the cost of not getting up.
 One reason people struggle to rise early is because they aren't required to do so. In my 20s, when I made a living as a musician, I always got up well after the sun rose, because I never had rehearsals or concerts in the morning. In theory, I wanted to get up early. But if I set the clock for 6 a.m., and then, when it went off, I knew there was no cost to going back to sleep, I would turn off the alarm and roll over. Later, in my 30s, when I finally went to college and graduate school, I had places to be very early--and that changed my habits.

Even if you don't have to start your work or studies early, you can still induce yourself to get up by making a conscious commitment to accomplish something of value. In Meditations, which were Marcus Aurelius's notes to himself, the Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher wrote: "In the morning when thou findest thyself unwilling to rise, consider with thyself presently, it is to go about a man's work that I am stirred up." So choose a deed that will stir you up.

In psychological experiments, participants who commit even to a trivial task such as solving a minor math problem right after their alarm sounds are far less likely than others to go back to sleep. If necessary, you can increase the cost of sleeping in by making yourself accountable to someone else. For example, if you get a workout partner and agree to meet at the gym first thing, you are much more likely to roll out of bed when the clock goes off--rather than incur the cost of letting your buddy down.

3. Make early rising divine.
 As mentioned above, many religious traditions dedicate the time before dawn to prayer and worship, in the belief that these moments of tranquility and mental clarity are best spent in the presence of the divine. But a nonbeliever can equally well experience these hours as transcendent. Don't take my word for it--here is confirmation from a notorious atheist, the 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer: "Do not shorten the morning by getting up late ... look upon it as the quintessence of life ... Each day is a little life: every waking and rising a little birth, every fresh morning a little youth."

Make your predawn the most transcendent moment in your day by framing it in existential terms: The discomfort of rising early bears witness to your being truly alive, and it is the day's first act of your rebellion against death. Spend that precious time without devices, with your attention undivided by quotidian demands and trivial distractions, so that you can explore deep thoughts about the big questions of life.

Derek Thompson: Can medieval sleeping habits fix America's insomnia?

So much for the soul; let's end on a practical note. To make getting up before dawn your ordinary routine, you need to establish the practice as a habit. As a neuroscientific matter, this is a behavior governed by the basal ganglia in the cerebrum. That means it must be repeated enough to become automatic, not a conscious daily choice. How long will this take to establish? British scholars studying habit formation have found that this varies widely from individual to individual: to achieve 95 percent automaticity, anything from 18 to 254 days.

For the morning larks among us, this means a predawn routine will start to become a true part of your life by the end of January; for the night owls, it could take until sometime in September. I was definitely the latter, and many mornings, it felt pretty bad to leave my warm bed when it was still dark. But it was worth it: The brahma muhurta is now the best time of my day.
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We're All in 'Dark Mode' Now

How light-on-black became a way of life

by Ian Bogost




The sun is setting on computers. In October, Google finally--finally--rolled out a new black-background view for its Calendar app. This is just the latest in a string of recent software darkenings. In July, Wikipedia went light-on-dark. And a few years before that, we got dark-theme Google Search. Since 2017, night has fallen on Slack, Reddit, YouTube, Twitter, and mobile Gmail too. Even Microsoft went dark. One by one, the bright, white backgrounds that have defined these and all computer interfaces since the advent of the Macintosh have been slipping into the shadows.

Dark mode has its touted benefits: Dimmer screens mean less eye strain, some assert; and on certain displays (including most smartphones), showing more black pixels prolongs battery life. Dark mode also has its drawbacks: Reading lots of text is more difficult to do in white-on-black. But even if these tradeoffs might be used to justify the use of inverted-color settings, they offer little insight into those settings' true appeal. They don't tell us why so many people suddenly want their screens, which had glowed bright for years, to go dark. And they're tangential to the story of how, in a fairly short period of time, we all became creatures of the night mode.

Computer programmers, for their part, have always liked the dark. Back when offices were the only places to work, some software companies housed their engineers in what I remember being called "programmer pits": rooms with closed doors where all the lights were extinguished. In open-plan workplaces, where the pits could not exist, programmers who preferred darkness would go to great lengths to create or preserve it. I recall some plotting to remove the bulbs from overhead lights near their workstations.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, I managed a large team of software engineers. They wrote programs for computer desktops, the web, and the handheld devices that predated smartphones. I remember one of them was so averse to lighting that he draped a thick blanket over his monitor and torso, creating a makeshift cave for work. Another built a lighttight cot underneath his cubicle in which to take breaks to recover from the oppressive sun that poured in through office windows. Others merely chose to work very early or very late, under the natural shroud of night.

Why? If I'd asked them, they would probably have said: to reduce distractions and improve focus. Programming a computer is a bit like repairing a very tiny machine with precision tools while looking under a microscope. Quiet and calm help facilitate that process. Programmers may also just prefer the dark. (Some have argued that people with "Aspergers-like" tendencies, which are associated with sensitivity to bright lights, may be especially well suited to the tech industry.)

But even with the environment dimmed, one source of light persists: the computer itself. Its bright glare could potentially disrupt the very act of writing the programs it might run. Perhaps that's why code-editing software has long offered white-on-black displays or other dimmed-out custom color themes. If you look at depictions of programmers at work in television or film, you're likely to see white text on black screens. It's a visual sign of computer professionals at work.

Those of us old enough to remember using command-line text on DOS- or Unix-based computers will recall that light-on-dark displays were, at first, the standard. Surely some of that color scheme's newfound appeal is pure nostalgia, at least among those users who once typed out documents in WordPerfect or played text-only adventure games such as Zork. To call it "dark mode," as we do today, and sell it as a wellness tool is a somewhat recent innovation.

Read: I wrote this on a 30-year-old computer

Starting about 10 years ago, the option of a dark or dimmer background began to be included as a system-wide setting on laptops and smartphones. Microsoft launched its Windows "Night Light" mode, with warmer colors, in 2017; Apple followed with its own Dark Mode shortly after. Once that happened, individual software applications followed suit. The light-on-dark appearance could now be marketed as a way to heal your circadian rhythms, but its essential function was the same as ever: a softer, less oppressive glow for people who might be staring at their screens for many hours at a time.

The number of people doing so was increasing every day. Even 20 years ago, a computer was still a tool used only occasionally. Desktop computers sat on desks, to be consulted when needed. Even at work, many actions that are now carried out only via computer--such as filing expense reports or taking part in mandatory office trainings--happened in meatspace instead. Home life was also a mixed-media affair. Television was viewed on a television set, through a set-top box or DVD player. Voice calls were made on phones still found on desks or attached to walls. And other ordinary activities, such as paying bills and managing kids' school affairs, still were carried out on paper, in person--not online.

Read: Universities have a computer-science problem

Between the early aughts and the late 2010s, the rest of humankind caught up with computer programmers. Communication now takes place on a screen. So does knowledge work. Also shopping, entertainment, and the management of daily life. According to one report, Americans checked their phones more than 200 times a day this year, an increase of 40 percent over last year. In short, an ordinary person's habits of computer use have grown to be a lot more like those of the previously strange guys who were writing software with me at the dawn of the internet.

So dark modes spread to serve our changing circumstances. There's no longer any need to drape a blanket on your office desk; soon enough, every app will achieve this effect on its own. Software companies may even start competing to produce the most effective artificial night. It's now gotten to the point where Microsoft can engage in dark-mode ballyhoo: Its own "Black" theme "provides the darkest experience," the company boasts; "if you're in search of dark mode, this is the theme for you."

Maybe the dark-mode age was inevitable. The bright glow of computers was tolerable--even thrilling--when it still felt new, but as lit-up screens suffused our every waking act, their light was doomed to overwhelm us. Given that software developers are the people who develop software, and their software-making software had been in dark mode from the start, the latest trend should come as no surprise. Of course darkness would have spread from their desktops to everyone's. From day into night, we are all programming computers now.
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Doomed to Be a Tradwife

Can a marriage ever truly be equal?

by Olga Khazan




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


At least the fever came on a Friday. Or at least that's what I, an absolute fool, thought when my nine-month-old, Evan, spiked a 102-degree temperature after I picked him up from day care recently. That meant he'd have three days to recover and would be back at day care on Monday.

When the fever rose to 104 on Saturday, my husband and I grew concerned, and when it persisted on Sunday, we took him to urgent care. They diagnosed Evan with an ear infection and prescribed antibiotics, which should take "a day or two" to work, the doctor said.

Okay, fine; we would miss a day of work. Our jobs, thank God, are flexible about such things.

Except on Tuesday, Evan still had a fever. His ear infection had not gone away, and in fact had worsened to the point that he refused to eat or drink and screamed whenever he was laid down. On Wednesday, the doctor switched him to a new antibiotic. That Friday, a mere 48 hours away, I had to go record my audiobook, in a recording session that my publisher had already booked and paid for.

Annie Lowrey: Why I can't put down the vacuum

Before we had Evan, my husband, Rich, and I had discussed such exigencies using Fair Play, a popular system--in the form of a book and card game--for divvying up chores. It aims to help women in heterosexual relationships, who tend to take on more household cognitive and physical labor, offload tasks onto their partner. Rich was assigned researching backup child care, for whenever our son was inevitably sick and could not attend day care.

The thing is, Rich never did research backup child care. Before people have kids, they don't realize that parenting is like running a complex military operation in addition to holding down your regular job. He figured we wouldn't need backup care, and because I was tired and pregnant and swamped with millions of other tasks, I didn't do the research for him. So here we found ourselves.

Which is why, when Rich asked me, four days into Evan's fever, as we were syringing Tylenol into his wailing mouth at 2 a.m., "What are we gonna do?" I very reasonably responded, "I don't know, dickhead! What the fuck are we gonna do?"

I had done what the pop-feminist chore-management gurus suggested. I had tried to reduce my mental load by foisting ownership of and accountability for tasks onto my husband. The only slight hiccup in this plan is that if your husband doesn't do the tasks, the system falls apart.

The problem, as both Fair Play's author, Eve Rodsky, and I, and probably lots of other women, see it, is the men. Our husbands or male partners, enlightened though they may be, don't notice what needs to be done, or they forget to do it, or they don't know how to do it. This requires the woman to act as project manager, reminding her husband to clean the baby's humidifier or to grab the yogurt snacks, and so on and so forth, as long as you both shall live.

In theory, Fair Play offers a good solution. The best-selling 2019 book, and its companion card deck, lay out all the chores a family could conceivably have--everything from buying birthday gifts to doing the dishes to taking out the trash--on 100 cards, which the couple is meant to divide. Though the resulting division might not quite be 50-50, it should feel equitable. Rodsky writes that the man in the relationship should take at least 21 cards. She told me that a popular way to keep track of who has which card is through the software program Trello.

Each person is to take complete "ownership" of their card, including its "conception, planning, and execution." The same person remembers that it's time to clean the countertops, finds the cleaning liquid, and actually uses it.

Of course, people's definition of "clean" varies, and many women have higher standards when it comes to tidiness and caretaking. Single, childless women tend to do more housework than single, childless men. Rodsky addresses this through something called the "minimum standard of care," or a basic level of competence for each task that both spouses agree upon in advance. This means no cramming all the Tupperware into a Jenga tower if the MSC, as it is known, calls for it to be stacked neatly. (Left mostly unresolved is what to do if you can't agree on a minimum standard of care, or if one partner doesn't live up to it.) You maintain this system through regular check-ins with your spouse, at which you assess how things are going and re-deal the cards if necessary.

Sure, this may sound like romance by McKinsey--a friend of mine called these chore check-ins "deeply unsexy"--but hundreds of thousands of people have bought the book or card deck. Couples seem to really need a way to talk about household labor, and Rodsky offers one.

Rodsky, a married mother of three based in Los Angeles, worked as a lawyer and philanthropic adviser before she developed Fair Play. She got the idea, she writes, when one day after she had hustled out the door with a bag of snacks, a FedEx package, a pair of kids' shoes to be returned, and a client contract--literally with her hands full--her husband texted her, "I'm surprised you didn't get blueberries." She was doing so much, but apparently she should have been doing the blueberries too.

It made her realize that despite a successful career, "I was still the she-fault parent charged with doing it all, buying the blueberries and masterminding our family's day-to-day life while my husband ... was still not much more than a 'helper.'"

For the book, she interviewed hundreds of couples and immersed herself in research about the division of household labor. She came away with a set of facts and observations that may make you want to set your bra on fire and run off to a lesbian commune. Men hate to be nagged but, Rodsky writes, when pressed in interviews, they admit that they wait for their wife to tell them what to do around the house. Countless studies show that women do much more unpaid labor--housework and child care--than men do, even when both work outside the home. Rodsky cites a study showing that after couples who claim to be egalitarian have a baby, men cut back on the amount of housework they do by five hours a week. In part because of this disparity, working women, on average, see their incomes cut in half after having children.

You may be thinking "not all men," but it's an awful lot of men. Several studies show that women score higher on two facets of the conscientiousness personality trait: orderliness and dutifulness. In layman's terms, this means women like things neater than men do, on average, and they pay more attention to the rules and structure of home life.

Explanations for this phenomenon vary. It could be that women are socialized from girlhood to be cleaner and more organized, and are judged in adulthood for having a messy home more than men are. Socialization might have contributed to my own orderliness: My parents are immigrants who, from what I can tell, have never taken a gender-studies course. When I told my mom about the Fair Play system, she said, "That's dog nonsense. Men don't know what to do with kids. Especially your man."

It could be that because women bear disproportionate costs of childbearing in the form of pregnancy, birth, and in many cases breastfeeding, many feel more invested. They may pay greater attention to their children, and their various needs and proclivities, than the kids' father does. And men tend to earn more than women, so when one person's work has to take a hit for the kids' sake, it's usually the woman's. Rodsky quotes one father as saying, "I'm so proud of how well my wife balances work with her family life." Her family life.

I heard about Fair Play during the pandemic, and I thought it could help settle the chore wars that had been simmering between Rich and me for years already. Within a few weeks, we'd read the book, bought the cards, and scheduled a weekly check-in on our Google Calendars. It worked for a while. But after I got pregnant, I suddenly felt the need to, for example, research the difference between strollers and "travel systems," while Rich did not. We thus found it virtually impossible to play fairly for more than a few weeks at a time. After Evan was born, it didn't seem possible at all.

To name just a few of 10,000 examples: Rich was in charge of cleaning the floors, but he forgot to do it unless I asked. We hired a cleaning lady. He forgot to pay the cleaning lady. The cleaning lady texted me to ask about getting paid. I would task him with taking Evan to a doctor appointment (which I had made), and he would forget the diaper bag. Mentally, I willed Evan to have a huge blowout in the waiting room, just to teach him a lesson.

Perhaps these are personal foibles, specific to me and my husband. But the broader system--and indeed, any system of this kind--seems like it would crumble for any couple operating under the pressures of modern life, especially if you don't live near family.

Let's say you're holding the "dinner" card, but you really need help with the execution part--peeling the potatoes--because you got stuck on a work call. According to Rodsky, what you're supposed to do in this case is ask for help from "someone in your village other than your partner." The problem, of course, is that I, and so many other moms, don't have a village. My parents live a flight away. Rich's parents are dead. We have no other family nearby, and we have to drive an hour to see most of our friends. Often, I'm "assigning" Rich tasks, even if they're technically my "job," because I'm literally holding a crying baby and no one else is available to help.

Rodsky herself seems deeply empathetic to people who don't have the money or time to maintain a perfectly run household. She grew up with a single mother, so financially pinched that they used trash bags as luggage. She told me that when she would go into the kitchen at night to get her disabled brother some water, she would close her eyes for a second to allow the cockroaches time to scatter off the piles of dirty dishes.

On our call, Rodsky suggested that one solution might be thinking of your village as a neighbor or even a friendly security guard at a local store--two individuals her own mother relied on for occasional help when she was a girl. But I don't know my neighbors or my local shopkeepers well enough to do this.

Rich and I have also struggled with the minimum standard of care. At one point, Rich tried to convince me that floors don't actually need mopping. They can just be dirty! Rodsky suggests that, in situations like these, you should "collaborate on what is reasonable within your own home," ultimately reverting to a "reasonable person" standard from jurisprudence. But the problem is that in our home, and in many others, there is no judge or jury. We are prosecutor and defense attorney, and there's no verdict in sight.

A recent study of the Fair Play system conducted by researchers at the University of Southern California found that the system did work--at least among the couples who actually applied it. When participants in the study completed the Fair Play program and divided the household labor more equitably, their mental health improved, their burnout decreased, and their relationship quality improved. But here's the rub: Only about a quarter of the participants actually completed the Fair Play program. Darby Saxbe, a USC psychologist and an author of the study, told me that participants might have dropped out because they didn't pay for or even actively seek out the program; they were offered it. Or perhaps being overwhelmed with parenting and domestic labor didn't leave a lot of time for divvying up parenting and domestic labor. Still, Saxbe thinks the program is worth considering, especially before couples have kids. "We know domestic labor is a huge reason that a lot of women initiate divorce and separation, but we don't have a lot of great solutions," she told me.

Allison Daminger, a sociologist at the University of Wisconsin who studies the division of household labor, told me Fair Play is the program she tends to refer people to when they tell her they're struggling with chore management. But people who seek it out, she said, often struggle with "overload, maybe some conflict in the relationship." These are the very things that become hurdles to doing Fair Play.

I asked Rodsky what to do if your partner just doesn't do his cards--the issue that my husband and I keep running into. Rodsky told me this can mean that the partner who does do their cards has poor boundaries. "They haven't really done that internal work yet to really understand what a boundary means," she says. "What are they willing to accept?" Rodsky says that for her, setting a boundary meant telling her husband, "I'm not willing to live like that anymore."

But I am willing to live this way. I'm not getting divorced, because there is too much work to do. Right now a helper is worse than a co-pilot, but it's better than nothing. And, well, when we're not screaming at each other about Clorox wipes, we do like each other.

Daminger also suggested doing some "deep work" to understand why a (hypothetical) husband (but actually mine) wasn't doing his fair share. It could be that "you and your partner have very different underlying goals and intentions," Daminger said. "And I think if that's the case, then systems for dividing up tasks better are probably not going to be effective."

Joe Pinsker: The gender researcher's guide to an equal marriage

When reached for comment, Rich called this article "very good" and "delightful," but admitted that he has "a vastly different thinking pattern around what is clean and what isn't clean." Then he pointed out that he, unbidden, cleans "both sides of the garbage-disposal cover." Then we got into a fight about how often he initiates Swiffering without being asked.

The more I talked with Rodsky and Daminger, the worse I felt. I felt bad for having an imperfect husband and an imperfect life. Why didn't I know my neighbor well enough for her to be my village? Why did I marry a sloppy guy who doesn't Swiffer? Why did I have a baby if I don't have good boundaries, or even a Trello account? I came away with the conclusion that Rich and I are just not very compatible in this way, and that to approach compatibility would take a whopping amount of couple's therapy that we don't have time for right now.

Instead, our strategy is not one that Rodsky would like. I bark out orders, and Rich kinda-sorta fulfills them, most of the time. He doesn't understand Evan's needs the way I do, and it would be too hard for me to explain them to him. I'm pickier and cleaner than he is, and it will probably always be this way. Rodsky referred to this kind of thinking as being "complicit in your own oppression." I call it getting our kid to middle school in one piece.

There is another element to it, though. During that frightening, feverish week, I spent hours swabbing Evan's forehead with a cold washcloth and, because it hurt his ears to nurse, giving him sips of breast milk from a cup--his first-ever drink from something other than a bottle. I had to admit that part of me liked cuddling him and easing his distress--even if it was technically Rich's turn to be on duty. It was mental, emotional, and physical labor that didn't pay and that I, on some level, enjoyed. It wasn't fair. But life rarely is.
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A Retiring Congressman's Advice to New Members of the House

Representative Earl Blumenauer thinks more lawmakers should eat well, exercise, and develop deep connections with their colleagues.

by Conor Friedersdorf




For many years, Representative Earl Blumenauer began each Congress by writing a personal letter to every new member of the House and hand-delivering it to their office. The letter contained all the advice he wished that he had been given in his first term.

Now Blumenauer, an Oregon Democrat, has retired after 28 years in office. This month marks the last time that newcomers will get his letter, which has evolved in the nearly two decades since he drafted the first version. He shared the final letter with me last month. It focused more than I expected on the human needs of the men and women elected to represent us. This is because, Blumenauer proposed in an interview, Congress would perform better if lawmakers ate healthy, got enough exercise, made more time for family, forged deeper connections with fellow members, and took care to hire good staffers.

What follows is an edited version of our interview.

Conor Friedersdorf: You joined the House for the first time in 1996, and 10 years later, you wrote an orientation letter to help new colleagues. What inspired it?

Earl Blumenauer: I was campaigning in North Carolina for a former professional football player named Heath Shuler--and while talking with his campaign manager, an experienced political operative, it became clear to me that even though he knew how to run a campaign, he had no idea how to help Heath set up a congressional office if he won. For the bulk of a long drive, I tried to give him a sense of what he was getting into. And when I got home, I developed two or three pages capturing that information.

Starting out right is important, given the challenges they are about to face, not just as a member but as a human being, because, to be honest, Congress can be soul crushing. The job is often hectic. It's totally unpredictable. And many aspects of it are getting worse.

Read: The myth that Congress doesn't work hard

Friedersdorf: Americans can turn on C-SPAN and see committee hearings, floor debates, and votes on bills where everyone says "yay" or "nay." What's hectic and unpredictable?

Blumenauer: The dance of legislation is much more complicated than the Schoolhouse Rock version. It's very hard to predict if or when many votes will be held. You're dealing with the dynamics between the House and the Senate, the dynamic in your party--just trying to negotiate a through line with your own coalition--and, of course, there are conflicts between the parties, and the dynamic with the president. And even a single House member can upset the apple cart and blow things up if they are so inclined.

The schedule can be disrupted in a heartbeat and often is. You have an appointment where you anticipate solving a problem with somebody over a nice dinner, and that gets blown up because of legislative hassles. Suddenly, you've got an unexpected late night of work, no opportunity to get food, and an early-morning Zoom call with a group back home. Or maybe you're delayed on the floor, you've got people waiting for you at a reception, and whatever you need to accomplish is cut short because you're rushing to catch a flight to your district, where you have obligations both professional and personal.

You race around with a knot in your stomach, week after week. Will I make this meeting? This vote? This flight?

Friedersdorf: You advise getting to know lots of other members. How does that help?

Blumenauer: We have seen in the last couple of years sort of a guerrilla, performative approach to the legislative process, where people are more than willing to just blow things up because they are not interested in passing legislation. They're not interested in outcomes that normal people would anticipate. They are there to get clicks, command eyeballs, and get online contributions. That introduces more uncertainty into the process. And you don't want to waste time on something that turns out to be a sideshow or a personal vendetta. So you look to others for information. No one person knows what is happening in Congress at any given time, so relationships become very important for figuring out what will and won't happen. Meeting new members and their staffers and spouses has helped me to understand what's going on and who I can work with.

Read: The emerging bipartisan wokeness

Friedersdorf: I was surprised by how much of your advice would apply to someone in any high-stress job--you tell members of Congress to eat healthy, to exercise, to set aside time for family.

Blumenauer: I advise people to keep healthy food at their desks because mealtime is wildly unpredictable. I advise making a habit of taking the stairs and riding a bike to work because that builds exercise you wouldn't otherwise get into your routine. And it's easy to get caught up in the job and neglect family if you don't set aside family time on your calendar and instruct your staff to respect it.

Friedersdorf: Following that advice would doubtless help members personally. Would it also be better for the country?

Blumenauer: I strongly feel that's the case. You've got a bunch of people who are far from home, inadequately nourished, overly caffeinated, perhaps drinking alcohol, often sleep deprived, cranky, and constantly plunged into uncertainty about their schedule and travel.

Friedersdorf: In other words, you want well-rested, well-nourished, unharried legislators, because life stressors make reaching sound conclusions and compromises even harder than it would otherwise be?

Blumenauer: Exactly. Especially if they're not in a safe seat, they're fundraising too. They sometimes lose track of what city they're in, going from hotel room to hotel room, all of which look the same. It takes a physical toll. And emotionally, if people are involved with leadership or intense political activities, or are just tightly wound, this can add up to outbreaks of conflict. All these things seem manageable in isolation, especially at first, but they take a cumulative toll. Unless you help people understand the dynamic that they're entering, they won't appreciate what they need to do to preserve their family, friendships, and health. Those kinds of struggles make you worse at your job. It is vital to humanize this process.

Read: How sleep deprivation decays the mind and body

Friedersdorf: You give your letter to Republicans and Democrats. You want members of both parties to be at their best. Why?

Blumenauer: So much of what we do is not inherently partisan. I've always, from my very first political experience, looked for the things that bring people together. I started on a campaign to lower the voting age and developed relationships on both sides of the aisle for that constitutional amendment. I was struck by how powerful it is to allow people to work cooperatively.

Every piece of legislation I introduce starts out as being bipartisan. We've got a bipartisan bicycle caucus. Animal welfare is not a partisan issue and shouldn't be. I've worked assiduously to cultivate, if I can use that term, a bipartisan coalition on cannabis policy.

Infrastructure didn't used to be partisan. It was one of those things that brought people together to deliver for their districts. Some of my proudest accomplishments deal with international water, where we put together a bipartisan coalition that's provided resources for poor people around the globe dealing with water and sanitation. It has resulted in tens of millions of lives being saved. It's not without controversy; you've gotta pay for it. And sometimes it gets caught up in partisan controversy. But in the main, it doesn't.

Read: A moderate proposal

Friedersdorf: The most powerful committees in Congress have tremendous power and influence. You advise new members to avoid underrating less prestigious committees. Why?

Blumenauer: I worked hard for a dozen years to get on the Ways and Means Committee, and wow, it's been really exciting and impactful. But there are no bad committees. While working to get on Ways and Means, I was able to have an impact on the Foreign Affairs Committee, dealing with trade policy and technology. The Transportation Infrastructure Committee is profound in its impact on communities across the country. So if you want to be on the money committees where they tax and spend, that's fine. But being on Foreign Affairs, or Veterans Affairs--because they're not prestigious, they have more turnover. You can end up being a chair or a ranking member of a subcommittee in one or two sessions of Congress. You can develop expertise, move more legislation, get visibility, and achieve significant successes.

Friedersdorf: You urge new members to invest a lot of time and effort in how they staff their new offices. How does better-than-average staffing translate into better results for members?

Blumenauer: You can't be an expert on every issue. And there is the added responsibility to represent the people at home who have problems. You must learn to empower staff to sort through issues and to help us reach out and represent constituents. We are, I think, woefully understaffed. So hiring men and women who are dedicated to being problem solvers, who are loyal to their member, loyal to the district and their oath, makes all the difference. I advise being slow and deliberate while staffing up, and moving on quickly if it's not working. Nonperformers sap the enthusiasm of people on your team who do perform.

But as Congress has gotten more performative, some members have de-emphasized staff expertise. They hire for PR skills, while doing few constituent services and hiring no policy people at all.

Friedersdorf: On votes, you advise, "Don't vote against your conscience" or your "best judgment." You call that "one thing that you cannot explain to your family and close supporters." What tempts members of Congress to cast votes that they can't defend?

Blumenauer: It's how we got the Iraq War. A number of us saw very clearly this was a mistake. But in the aftermath of 9/11, the Iraq War was popular, and there was a sense among a number of members that if they didn't go along with popular opinion, despite their reservations, they'd pay a price. A lot of foreign-policy decisions have had tragic consequences because it's so difficult for people to cast votes on the merits and their conscience. At times, I've heard from other members, I admired what you did. I wish I could have done that. But the job is to do that. I make the point that the perceived political cost doesn't really matter on a lot of such votes, because people twist, distort, or lie about your voting record anyway. So straddling difficult issues ends up not helping anyway.

Read: How to salvage Congress

Friedersdorf: If you were writing a letter to Americans about what they don't know about Congress, what would you tell them?

Blumenauer: I'd start with what we do to help people understand the basics. There are three branches of government. More than half of the public doesn't know that. So we've got our work cut out for us. Another problem: The vast majority of people are not even participating in primaries. They get information through social media and grotesque advertising campaigns. And they don't take advantage of opportunities for actually meeting candidates.

I don't have any snappy slogans or easy answers. But one way to improve things is for Congress and the 535 men and women who represent all of us to exercise their responsibilities more carefully. To be a little more sensitive to one another's needs as human beings and to run the legislative process with that in mind. We need to model the behavior that we want to see from the political process. Identifying issues that are important but not divisive is extraordinarily rewarding. And it's how we're going to get through this difficult era: by focusing on things that weren't in the crossfire of the last election.
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Don't Let Terror Shut America Down

Defiantly proceeding with our lives--and playing the Sugar Bowl--is the best response to an attack.

by Juliette Kayyem




Updated on January 1, 2025, at 2:43 p.m. ET

Despite the devastating terror attack that killed at least 10 people on Bourbon Street in New Orleans in the early-morning hours of New Year's Day, it seemed at first as though the Sugar Bowl college-football playoff game would continue tonight in the city's Superdome, less than two miles from the carnage. This afternoon, officials announced they would postpone the game for at least 24 hours.

Getting on with activities as normal, to whatever extent is possible, is the correct approach. Responses to terror or violent attacks need to be based on the specifics of the incident, but the default should always be to remain open. A nation, any nation, must have the capacity to mourn and move forward simultaneously.

The question isn't whether proceeding with scheduled events is disrespectful to those who have been directly affected by terror. In some ways, it obviously is; the Sugar Bowl is only a college-football game. But the decision should be based less on emotion and more on the level of ongoing risk, and the available security, for those who are asked to continue with their lives.

First, can the situation legitimately be described as no longer posing a continuing danger? In 2015 in Paris, a wave of terror attacks over one long night resulted in 130 deaths. The entire country was placed under what amounted to a three-month lockdown, with most public events canceled. That made some sense, given the sophistication and planning behind those attacks, and the fact that a concert hall and sporting venue had been targeted. "People have come from all over the country," Representative Troy Carter of Louisiana told CBS about today's attack, "but nothing is more important than public safety and making sure that we're protecting the citizens and visitors alike."

In a statement, the FBI identified the suspect as 42-year-old Shamsud-Din Jabbar, a U.S. citizen from Texas. He was killed at the scene by law-enforcement officers. An Islamic State flag had been located in the vehicle, the FBI said, and law enforcement is working to determine the suspect's affiliations. Although what additional information might be available to the FBI remains unclear, the unified messaging suggests they are not overly concerned about continuing risk.

Second, if a city chooses to close down or delay events, does it have clear standards for what will allow it to reopen? This was the dilemma after the Boston Marathon bombings on a Monday in 2013, when the two terrorists initially evaded law enforcement. After the brothers Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, who had carried out the attack, killed an MIT police officer while making their escape, the governor asked residents of nearby towns to remain indoors as the search proceeded. The governor's request, accepted by the scared public rather than enforced, ceased to be sustainable as the search dragged on for an entire day. European cities such as Brussels have faced the same issue after major attacks. It is easy to close down but harder to have metrics for what is perfectly safe, because that is an impossible standard.

Third, can public-safety resources and planning be redeployed or reassessed in light of the terror attack without forcing the city to a standstill? A preplanned sports event, such as the Sugar Bowl, already has in place safety and security protocols that can be amended in just a few hours to allow for more resources from other jurisdictions and changes to vehicle access. Indeed, just a day after Boston's lockdown, the Red Sox played at Fenway with a ramped-up public-safety presence. The Hall of Fame slugger David Ortiz memorably welcomed the anxious crowd by saying, "This is our fucking city." He was reflecting a sense that terrorists elevate their cause if they can affect entire populations, and the best response can be an insistent normalcy.

There is no perfect answer to the challenge posed by an attack, but asking the public to stay put can be unnecessary. In Maine in 2023, after the tragic shooting of 18 victims by a lone gunman, the town of Lewiston and areas across southern Maine went into shelter-in-place mode for several days until he was found dead from suicide. Fear and isolation may have been unnecessarily amplified by the lockdown, originally issued for an indefinite period.

After the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush tried to calm a grieving nation by telling citizens to still "go shopping for their families." The quote has been mocked as both tone-deaf (the term consumer patriotism was coined) and insensitive, but the for is often forgotten in the retelling. No matter how terrible an attack, we still need to be there for one another--whether that means gathering or grieving or, when the time comes, just watching a football game.
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Doctors Thought They Knew What a Genetic Disease Is. They Were Wrong.

Mutations that happen throughout a person's life may contribute to disease more than we realized.

by Jason Liebowitz

In the summer of 2018, 59-year-old David Gould went for his annual checkup, expecting to hear the usual: Everything looks fine. Instead, he was told that he was newly--and oddly--anemic.



Two months later, Gould began to experience a strange cascade of symptoms. His ankles swelled to the width of his calves. The right side of his face became so bloated that he could not open his eye. He developed a full-body rash, joint pain, fever, and drenching night sweats. His anemia worsened, and he was requiring frequent blood transfusions. Gould's physicians were baffled; he was scared. "I started to get my will and affairs in order," he told me.



Almost two years into his ordeal, Gould learned of an initiative at the National Institutes of Health that focuses on solving the country's most puzzling medical cases. He applied for the program, and his file soon reached the desks of Donna Novacic and David Beck, two scientists then at the NIH. The pair had helped identify a still-unnamed disease, which they had tied to a particular gene and to a particular somatic mutation--a genetic change that had not been passed down from a parent and was present only in certain cells. Gould's symptoms seemed uncannily similar to those of patients known to have this new disease, and a blood test confirmed the scientists' hunch: Gould had the mutation.



The NIH doctors reached Gould by phone the day he was set to start chemotherapy, which had proved dangerous in another person with the same disease. A bone-marrow transplant, they told him, could be a risky but more effective intervention--one he ultimately chose after extensive discussions with his own physicians. Within weeks, he was no longer anemic, and his once unrelenting symptoms dissipated. A few months after his transplant, Gould felt normal again--and has ever since.



When the NIH team published its findings in 2020, the paper created a sensation in the medical community, not only because it described a new genetic disease (now known as VEXAS) but also because of the role a somatic mutation had played in a condition that appeared in adulthood. For many doctors like me--I practice rheumatology, which focuses on the treatment of autoimmune illnesses--the term genetic disease has always implied an inherited condition, one shared by family members and present at birth. Yet what physicians are only now beginning to realize is that somatic mutations may help explain illnesses that were never considered "genetic" at all.







Somatic mutations occur after conception--after egg meets sperm--and continue over our lives, spurred by exposure to tobacco smoke, ultraviolet light, or other harmful substances. Our bodies are adept at catching these mistakes, but sometimes errors slip through. The result is a state called "somatic mosaicism," in which two or more groups of cells in the same body possess different genetic compositions. In recent years, the discovery of conditions such as VEXAS have forced scientists to question their assumptions about just how relevant somatic mosaicism might be to human disease, and, in 2023, the NIH launched the Somatic Mosaicism Across Human Tissues (SMaHT) Network, meant to deepen our understanding of genetic variation across the human body's cells.



Over the past decade, genetic sequencing has become dramatically faster, cheaper, and more detailed, which has made sequencing the genomes of different cells in the same person more practical and has led scientists to understand just how much genetic variation exists in each of us. Tweaks in DNA caused by somatic mutations mean that we have not just one genome, perfectly replicated in every cell of our body. Jake Rubens, the CEO and a co-founder of Quotient Therapeutics, a company that uses somatic genomics to develop novel therapies, has calculated that we each have closer to 30 trillion genomes, dispersed across our many cells. Two adjacent cells, seemingly identical under the microscope, can have about 1,000 differences in their genomes.



One medical specialty has long understood the implications of this variation: oncology. Since the 1990s, doctors have known that most cancers arise from somatic mutations in genes that promote or suppress tumor growth, but discoveries such as VEXAS are convincing more researchers that these mutations could help explain or define other types of illnesses too. "We have the data that says many conditions are genetic, but we don't understand the machinery that makes this so," Richard Gibbs, the founding director of the Human Genome Sequencing Center at Baylor University, told me. "Maybe somatic mutations are the events that serve as the missing link." James Bennett, a SMaHT-funded researcher, is confident that the more scientists look at mutations in different cells of the body, the more connections they are likely to find to specific diseases. Until recently, genetic sequencing has been applied almost exclusively to the most accessible type of cells--blood cells--but, as Bennett told me, these cells sometimes have little to do with diseases affecting various organs. The result of SMaHT, he said, will be that "for the first time, we will have an atlas of somatic mutations across the entire body."



The brain, for instance, is often thought of as our most genetically bland organ, because adult brain cells don't replicate much, and it has rarely been subject to genetic investigation. But in 2015, scientists in South Korea demonstrated that people with a disease called focal epilepsy can develop seizures because of somatic mutations that create faulty genes in a subset of brain cells. This finding has led researchers such as Christopher Walsh, the chief of the genetics and genomics division at Boston Children's Hospital, to consider what other brain disorders might arise from somatic mutations. He hypothesized that somatic mutations in different parts of the brain could, for instance, explain the varied ways that autism can affect different people, and, in a series of studies, demonstrated that this is indeed the case for a small portion of children with autism. Other researchers have published work indicating that somatic mutations in brain cells likely contribute to the development of schizophrenia, Parkinson's disease, and Alzheimer's disease (though, these researchers note, mutations are just one of several factors that contribute to these complex conditions).



As much as these mutations might help us better understand disease, some scientists caution that few other examples will be as tidy as cancer, or VEXAS. Yiming Luo, a rheumatologist and genetics expert at Columbia University Irving Medical Center (which I am also affiliated with), told me told me that finding germ-line mutations, which are changes to DNA that a person inherits from a parent's egg or sperm cell, is much easier than finding significant somatic mutations. A germ-line mutation looks like a red ball in a sea of white balls--difficult, but not impossible, to spot; a somatic mutation is gray, and more easily blends in. "In genetics, it can be hard to separate sound from noise," Luo said. And even when a scientist feels confident that they have found a real somatic mutation, the next steps--understanding the biologic and clinical implications of the mutation--can take years.



Oncologists have had a head start on translating somatic-mutation science into practice, but doing the same in other specialties--including mine--may prove challenging. Dan Kastner, a rheumatologist and one of the lead NIH scientists responsible for the discovery of VEXAS, told me that, although cancer involves mountains of cellular clones that are easily identifiable and begging to be genetically analyzed, pinpointing a single cell that drives, say, a rheumatologic disease is much harder. The story of VEXAS was remarkable because the mutation causing the disease was found in blood cells, which are easy to sample and are the cells most often tested for genetic variation. Finding other disease-causing somatic mutations in rheumatology and related specialties will take skill, cunning, and a willingness to test cells and organs throughout the body.





Yet my colleagues and I can no longer ignore the possibility that somatic mutations may be affecting our adult patients. VEXAS, which was unknown to doctors five years ago, may be present in 15,000 people across the U.S. (making it as common as ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig's disease); if its global prevalence matches that of this country, it could affect about half a million people worldwide. And if, while seeking diagnoses for patients, we stop and consider the possibility that diseases we already know are linked to somatic mutations, this could help improve our practice.



Recently, I was called to evaluate a man in his 60s whose medical history was littered with unexplained symptoms and signs--swollen lymph nodes, joint pain, abnormal blood-cell counts--that had stumped his team of specialists. I was struck that his skin was riddled with xanthomas--yellowish, waxy-appearing deposits of fatty tissue--even though his cholesterol levels were normal, and I learned through Googling that among their potential causes was Erdheim-Chester disease, a rare blood-cell disorder that arises due to somatic mutations.



I wondered whether I was losing perspective, given my newfound obsession, but because the patient had already had biopsies of a lymph node and his bone marrow, we sent those off for molecular testing. Both samples came back with an identical finding: a somatic mutation associated with Erdheim-Chester. When I emailed a local expert on the disease, I still expected a gentle admonishment for being too eager to invoke an exceedingly uncommon diagnosis. But within minutes, he replied that, yes, this patient likely had Erdheim-Chester and that he would be happy to see the man in his clinic right away.



I sat at my computer staring at this reply. I could not have even contemplated the likely diagnosis for this patient a year ago, yet here it was: an adult-onset condition, masquerading as an autoimmune illness, but actually due to a somatic mutation. The diagnosis felt too perfect to be true, and in some ways, it was. Fewer than 1,500 patients have ever been found to have this particular condition. But, at the same time, it made me wonder: If rethinking genetic disease helped this one person, how many others out there are waiting for a similar answer?
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L.A.'s Twin Crises Finally Seem Fixable

The city is gradually revamping America's most infamous sprawl.

by M. Nolan Gray




Los Angeles has seen better days. Traffic is terrible, homelessness remains near record highs, and housing costs are among the worst in the country. Several years ago, these factors contributed to an alarming first: L.A.'s population started shrinking.

This is no pandemic hangover. With a few exceptions, the local economy has come roaring back. Many of its major industries proved resistant to remote work--you still can't film a movie over Zoom--and perfect year-round weather continually drew digital nomads. The quick rebound has had the paradoxical effect of kicking L.A.'s pre-pandemic problems into overdrive, by clogging freeways, eating up limited housing supply, and forcing out residents who couldn't afford to stay.

The city's traffic and housing crises date back a century, when Los Angeles first became dependent on the automobile and exclusionary zoning. Ever since, municipalities across the country--from Las Vegas to Miami, and nearly every suburb in between--have followed L.A.'s example, prioritizing cars over public transit and segregating housing by income. Predictably, Los Angeles's problems have become urban America's problems.

In recent years, a critical mass of state policy makers, housing reformers, and urban planners understood that L.A.'s problems are reversible, and started to lay out an alternative path for the future. The city has made massive investments in transit and--partly because of pressure from statewide pro-housing laws--experienced a surge of permitting for new homes. Even though rampant NIMBYism remains a barrier, the breadth of the city's progress is becoming clearer: Los Angeles is gradually revamping America's most infamous sprawl.

L.A.'s quest to reinvent itself holds national implications. Savvy urban planners and policy makers are watching to see how Los Angeles addresses the issues that are intensifying in many of their own cities. They know that a congested, unaffordable future awaits if they don't intervene.



It's often said that Los Angeles was planned around the car. But it was actually built around what was once the largest transit system in the world. In the early 20th century, the Pacific Electric Railway stitched together hundreds of historic town centers from Riverside to Venice. The rest of L.A. was subdivided into one of the largest street grids in history, marshaling growth along a coherent, interconnected pattern.

Only in the 1930s did the city begin to redesign itself for driving. Freeways started carving up the grid, spewing pollution across Los Angeles. The railway closed. Walking and biking became unpleasant and unsafe. This transformation spawned today's L.A., where car crashes kill more people than violent crime, and the average driver spends 62 hours a year sitting in traffic. It ended up being a model for suburbs across the country; the average American now spends an hour a day driving.

The state of housing is equally bleak. By some measures, Los Angeles has arguably the worst housing-affordability crisis in the country. If a middle-class family ever wants to own a home, they'd better go somewhere else. The median home price in L.A. is over 10 times the median household income--more than double a healthy ratio.

The many Angelenos who are locked out of homeownership are stuck paying some of America's steepest rents. Most residents spend more than 30 percent of their income on housing; a quarter of residents spend at least half. To curb costs, many renters double or triple up, resulting in the country's highest overcrowding rate. About 75,000 residents of Los Angeles County go without housing altogether.

The housing shortage is by design: Beginning in the 1960s, policy makers tightened zoning regulations, slashing the city's capacity by 60 percent. As a matter of law, Los Angeles could not grow. Today, building apartments is still illegal in about three-quarters of residential areas, where most land is effectively reserved for McMansions. The situation is even worse in the suburbs, where zoning allows virtually no new housing at all. The crisis has even spread to once-affordable places like Phoenix, as local growth butts up against restrictive zoning in more and more cities.

Until recently, nearly every development in L.A.-adjacent cities such as Pasadena or Culver City entailed a costly environmental review and endless public hearings, both easily hijacked by NIMBYs. Impact fees increase the cost of a new housing unit by tens of thousands of dollars. For a long time, the number of permits issued across Greater Los Angeles looked more like it does in diminished cities like Detroit than in prosperous peers like Seattle.

The city's recent population decline might make you think that nobody wants to live there. But, really, Los Angeles hasn't let anybody in.



After decades of dysfunction, L.A.'s twin crises are starting to look fixable.

Take transit: Los Angeles is currently building one of North America's most ambitious rail expansions, which will rival the top systems in the country. Thanks in part to Measure M, a half-cent sales-tax increase that voters approved in 2016, the city is scheduled to open rail service to Los Angeles International Airport by the end of the decade, as well as new trains extending from West Los Angeles to East Los Angeles. In 2023, L.A. Metro completed the Regional Connector, which linked two light-rail lines, allowing for transfer-free rides across the metropolis.

All this new rail will soon be supplemented by an expanded network of bus, bicycle, and pedestrian infrastructure. In March, a coalition led by the group Streets for All passed Measure HLA, which will add over 200 miles of bus lanes and protected bicycle lanes, and many hundreds of redesigned, pedestrian-friendly streets in the coming decades. If officials can unlock new revenue through congestion pricing--which will nudge some Angelenos out of their cars--the city might finally be able to tame traffic.

The housing situation is turning around too, if in fits and starts. Recent experience shows that simply easing overly restrictive rules could unlock a lot of new home building. In 2022, Los Angeles issued more permits than it had in any of the previous 36 years. Although the average home price continues to hover around a million dollars, rents have fallen by about 5 percent compared with late 2023.

A range of interventions have made this possible. Since 2017, Los Angeles has permitted nearly 35,000 accessory dwelling units--homes that were largely illegal prior to state intervention in 2017. Thanks to a newly strengthened state "fair share" law, cities across L.A. County will be required to permit thousands of new homes in coming years; Santa Monica, for example, will have to allow some 1,500 new homes over the next few years, more than the city has permitted in decades. A 2022 law green-lighting the construction of affordable housing in commercial zones has prompted Costco to agree to add 800 apartments above a planned storefront in South Los Angeles. Other state laws have eliminated parking mandates, streamlined permitting, and expedited townhouse subdivisions.

Still, fixing the crisis will require much more work. By one state estimate, Greater L.A. must permit 168,000 homes each year to end the housing shortage. Even in the historically productive year of 2022, the region permitted fewer than 60,000. And in a major setback, the city council voted in December to preserve single-family zoning, which bans new apartments in nearly three-quarters of Los Angeles. (Never mind that a city-commissioned report admits that the decision will entrench segregation.)

But reform continues bubbling up locally thanks to a growing YIMBY movement. Ten years ago, the idea of rolling back apartment prohibitions in Los Angeles was unthinkable; now it seems inevitable. The Transit-Oriented Communities program, part of a ballot measure that Angelenos adopted in 2016, has facilitated the construction of tens of thousands of new apartments near transit. When Mayor Karen Bass took office in 2022, she issued Executive Directive 1, speeding up permitting processes. Combined with a generous state incentive program for projects that agree to keep rents low, the initiative has attracted applications for more than 20,000 new homes and counting. At almost any public hearing, expect to bump into an Abundant Housing LA volunteer eager to share the good news.

A century ago, Los Angeles pioneered an urban model that much of America made the mistake of replicating. Now, after many decades of strict zoning and car-centric growth, Los Angeles is figuring out what comes next. The city is starting to treat its dependence on automobiles by reintroducing bus lanes, bike lanes, and rail lines. Neighborhoods that had been locked up for a half century by zoning are finally growing again. Hundreds of urban areas across the country desperately require similar interventions.

If history is a guide, L.A.'s ambitions might once again reshape the American city--this time for the better.
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An Astonishing Level of Dehumanization

There is no defense of those who celebrated the murder of Brian Thompson.

by Peter Wehner




This article was updated on December 31 at 6:15pm.

The cast of Saturday Night Live has said lots of things over the course of the show's 50-year history that have drawn wild cheers from its audience. But two Saturdays ago may have been the first time the person drawing shrieks of delight had been arrested for a cold-blooded assassination.

The spontaneous ovation was for Luigi Mangione, the 26-year-old charged in the December 4 killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson. The husband and father of two teenage sons was walking to an investor meeting in Manhattan when he was shot in the back and leg. Police called the shooting, to which Mangione has pleaded not guilty, a "premeditated, preplanned, targeted attack."

So how did Mangione become a folk hero? It's not just the crowd attending SNL. An Economist / YouGov poll shows that 39 percent of people between the ages of 18 and 29 view him favorably, while an Emerson College poll shows 41 percent of that cohort finding the assassination acceptable. At least a hundred people even showed up at a court hearing to support Mangione.

The primary explanation for the lionization of Mangione is the rage directed at America's health-care system in general and the health-insurance industry in particular, for its high costs, its profits, and its denial of coverage. To many people, Thompson embodied a system they consider not just broken but evil. They saw his killing as a strike against a system that exploits them. No one can plausibly argue that the murder of Thompson will do a single thing to fix the problems in America's health-care system. Yet for some, his murder seemed cathartic, while others greeted the development with open glee.

Hours after Thompson was killed, UnitedHealthcare posted a statement on Facebook: "We are deeply saddened and shocked at the passing of our dear friend and colleague Brian Thompson." Within a couple of days, more than 71,000 people had responded with the laughing emoji.

The journalist Taylor Lorenz told Piers Morgan she felt "joy" at the news of the shooting. (When Morgan responded with shock, Lorenz backtracked, saying, "Maybe not joy, but certainly not empathy.") A professor of bioethics at St. Louis University shared her own story of frustration with UnitedHealthcare, declaring that while she was not celebrating Thompson's killing she was also "not sad" because "chickens come home to roost." One person, commenting on a video of the shooting online, said, "Thoughts and deductibles to the family. Unfortunately my condolences are out-of-network." Another wrote, "My only question is did the CEO of United Healthcare die quickly or over several months waiting to find out if his insurance would cover his treatment for the fatal gunshot wound?" A road sign in Seattle said, One Less CEO. Many More to Go.

THEN THERE ARE people like Jia Tolentino, a staff writer at The New Yorker, who says she holds "anti-capitalist views" and believes "the American health-care system is profoundly immoral." In an appearance on Amanpour & Co. to discuss an essay she'd written about the Thompson murder, Tolentino said, "There are lots of different kinds of violence. Someone shooting someone in the street is one. I think our health-care system is quite clearly another."

Tolentino went on to invoke Friedrich Engels's concept of "social murder," his term for a society withholding the conditions that are necessary for its people to live. For Tolentino, "social murder" describes America's policies on the minimum wage, housing, and, in particular, health care. She said: "I just think there are a lot of ways to unjustly and immorally end someone's life before it should have ended. One of them, the kind of violence that we fixate on in this country, is a single person with a weapon that intends harm upon another person and then causes it. But there's a lot of other ways to end a life early and unjustly and immorally, and denying people health care is one of them." Mangione was being celebrated as a folk hero, she explained, "for taking someone out that was seen to be a danger to public safety."

But Tolentino wasn't done.

"If people want to make CEOs of profoundly immoral companies, if we want to make their lives miserable"--at this point, she smiled and chuckled--"we can do that without shooting them." She went on to advocate for "obstructive forms of protest" that "are not violent and murderous." So while Tolentino wasn't endorsing brazen murder, you could be excused for suspecting her of being sympathetic to those who have turned an Ivy League graduate accused of brazen murder into a folk hero. After all, in her own estimation, the man Mangione shot in the back, Brian Thompson, was himself responsible for "social murder."

WHAT A LOT OF PEOPLE who are celebrating Thompson's death and demonizing UnitedHealthcare don't seem to understand--or don't seem to want to understand--is that in every modern health-care system, some institution is charged with rationing care. In some, it's a government bureaucracy. In others, it's a private for-profit or nonprofit insurer. In America, it's a mix of all three. Many insurers, such as Blue Cross Blue Shield and Kaiser Permanente, are nonprofits. The biggest insurers are Medicare and Medicaid, which are single-payer public programs. So is the Veterans Affairs Department. Other insurers are for-profit companies, like UnitedHealthcare.

You don't have to be a fan of the way that UnitedHealthcare makes its decisions to acknowledge the difficulty of mediating between providers and patients. Private insurers make their rationing decisions in ways that are relatively transparent but always far from perfectly simple or fair. But if they didn't do it, someone else would need to, Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise Institute told me. The reality of scarcity is not their fault, nor is it "social murder."

As the intermediary in the health-care system that plays the requisite role of rationing care, UnitedHealthcare surely makes some horrifying decisions and outright mistakes, and even when it rules out coverage based on a defensible calculus of costs and benefits, that can be a devastating thing for patients and their loved ones to hear. So there's legitimacy in the frustration and anger many people feel. Nevertheless, turning to lethal violence is horrifying and ominous. So, too, is applauding and justifying assassinations.

The American health-care system certainly has its flaws, but those are hardly the fault of UnitedHealthcare alone. Nations such as the United Kingdom, which offer the sort of single-payer public health care that Tolentino extolls, have long wait lists for treatment, significant staff shortages, and outdated hospital infrastructure. Public satisfaction with the U.K.'s National Health Service is at a 40-year low; only 29 percent of the British public is "quite satisfied" or "very satisfied" with the NHS.

Alan Milburn, who was a member of the Labour Party and England's health secretary, years ago conceded what is still true: "The NHS--just like every other health system in the world, public or private--has never, or will never, provide all the care it might theoretically be possible to provide. That would probably be true even if the whole of the UK gross domestic product was spent on health care."

NOW CONSIDER WHAT HAPPENS when the logic of those who are celebrating Mangione is applied to a different issue. Some Americans believe that abortion is murder, and that those who facilitate abortion deserve to be punished for their complicity with evil. Imagine if, after an attack on an abortion clinic, a journalist were to say "I just think there are a lot of ways to unjustly and immorally end someone's life before it should have ended. One of them, the kind of violence we fixate on in this country, is a single person with a weapon that intends harm upon another person and then causes it. But there's a lot of other ways to end a life early and unjustly and immorally, and aborting an unborn child is one of them."

And, they might continue "there are different kinds of violence. Someone shooting someone in the street is one. I think organizations that facilitate abortions is quite clearly another."

The list of organizations and individuals who could be targeted because their critics on the left or on the right believe they support policies that lead to suffering or death is endless: gun-rights lobbies; those who want to defund the police; individuals opposing childhood vaccinations, and those who administer them; groups that want to cut funding for the global AIDS initiative; those that want the United States to withdraw from the Paris climate accords; those that oppose a higher minimum wage. So who decides which Americans are guilty of "social murder"? Staff writers at The New Yorker? And what actions will we justify against those deemed to have committed murder by omission rather than commission--in the words of Engels, "disguised, malicious murder, murder against none who can defend himself"?

ON DECEMBER 9, the family and friends of Brian Thompson gathered at Lord of Life Lutheran Church in Maple Grove, Minnesota, to mourn his loss. Thompson grew up in a working-class family in Jewell, Iowa; he appears to have been liked by pretty much everyone who knew him.

"He was just a farm kid living out in rural Iowa," Taylor Hill, a close friend of Thompson's from childhood, told The New York Times. "Everybody got along with him and he got along with everybody else. He was just a great, silly, funny, smart guy to be around all through the years that I have known him."

At Jewell's South Hamilton High School, the Times reported, Thompson was valedictorian, a star athlete, homecoming king, and class president. A teacher described Thompson as an excellent student, a model person, "a super kid." As a corporate leader, he kept a low profile; friends and colleagues remembered him as mild-mannered and humble, down-to-earth and self-deprecating. He was a passionate advocate for the Special Olympics and a devoted father to his sons. His obituary described his love for his sons as "limitless."

"Brian was an incredibly loving, generous, talented man who truly lived life to the fullest and touched so many lives," his wife, Paulette Thompson, told Fox News.

"A lot of people are judging him, not knowing him at all," Hill told the Times. "And it's not right. That's not him. It's just a sad thing of what has happened and even more sad of what people have tried to turn him into."

Thompson's funeral service was attended by those who loved him. But it also required the presence of a dozen state troopers, a drone flying overhead, and a police sniper stationed on the roof of the church. A security code was needed to get into the church, and Thompson's home received fake bomb threats after he was assassinated.

Celebrating a murder and turning an accused killer into a sex symbol and a cult hero, a modern-day Robin Hood, requires an astonishing level of dehumanization; it is only slightly less appalling when journalists covering the story find ways to excuse the people doing the celebrating, on the grounds that they are displaying a social conscience. But when angry mobs of social-justice activists get riled up, their righteous anger needs targets, some figurative and some literal.

In the meantime, the two Thompson boys just spent their first Christmas without their father.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/12/astonishing-level-dehumanization/681189/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Vivek Ramaswamy Is Uninvited From My Sleepover

The Trump-supporting entrepreneur misapprehends the sources of American success.

by David Brooks




I could have been a tech entrepreneur, but my parents let me go to sleepovers. I could have been a billionaire, but I used to watch Saturday-morning cartoons. I could have been Vivek Ramaswamy, if not for the ways I've been corrupted by the mediocrity of American culture. I'm sad when I contemplate my lazy, pathetic, non-Ramaswamy life.

These ruminations were triggered by a statement that Ramaswamy, the noted cultural critic, made on X on Thursday. He was explaining why tech companies prefer to hire foreign-born and first-generation engineers instead of native-born American ones: It has to do with the utter mediocrity of American culture.

"A culture that celebrates the prom queen over the math Olympiad champ, or the jock over the Valedictorian, will not produce the best engineers," he observed. Then he laid out his vision of how America needs to change: "More movies like Whiplash, fewer reruns of 'Friends.' More math tutoring, fewer sleepovers. More weekend science competitions, fewer Saturday morning cartoons. More books, less TV. More creating, less 'chillin.' More extracurriculars, less 'hanging out at the mall.'"

In other words, Ramaswamy has decided to use the reelection of Donald Trump as an occasion to tiger-mom the hell out of us. No, you may not finish studying before midnight! Put that violin back under your chin this instant! No, a score of 1540 on your SATs is not good enough!

That sound you hear is immigrant parents all across America cheering and applauding.

Maybe Ramaswamy's missive hit me so hard because I grew up in that kind of household. My grandfather, who went to the tuition-free City College of New York and made it in America as a lawyer, imbued me with that hustling-immigrant mindset. We may be outsiders, he told me, but we're going to grind, we're going to work, we're going to climb that greasy pole.

And yet it never happened for me. I have never written a line of code. Unlike Ramaswamy, I have never founded an unprofitable biotech firm. What can I say? I got sucked into the whole sleepover lifestyle--the pillow fights, the long conversations about guitar solos with my fellow ninth graders. I thought those Saturday-morning Bugs Bunny cartoons were harmless, but soon I was into the hard stuff: Road Runner, Scooby-Doo, and worse, far worse.

As the days have gone by, though, I have had some further thoughts about Ramaswamy's little sermon. It occurred to me that he may not be quite right about everything. For example, he describes a nation awash in lazy mediocrity, yet America has the strongest economy in the world. American workers are among the most productive, and over the past few years American productivity has been surging. In the past decade, American workers have steadily shifted from low-skill to higher-skill jobs. Apparently, our mediocrity shows up everywhere except in the economic data.

Then I began to wonder if our culture is really as hostile to nerdy kids as he implies. This is a culture that puts The Big Bang Theory on our TV screens and The Social Network in the movie theaters. Haven't we spent many years lionizing Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, and Sam Altman? These days, millions of young men orient their lives around the Joe Rogan-Lex Friedman-Andrew Huberman social ideal--bright and curious tech bros who talk a lot about how much protein they ingest and look like they just swallowed a weight machine. When we think about the chief failing of American culture, is it really that we don't spend enough time valorizing Stanford computer-science majors?

Then I had even deeper doubts about Ramaswamy's argument. First, maybe he doesn't understand what thinking is. He seems to believe that the only kind of thinking that matters is solving math problem sets. But one of the reasons we evolved these big brains of ours is so we can live in groups and navigate social landscapes. The hardest intellectual challenges usually involve understanding other people. If Ramaswamy wants a young person to do something cognitively demanding, he shouldn't send her to a math tutor; he should send her to a sleepover with a bunch of other 12-year-old girls. That's cognitively demanding.

Second, it could be that Ramaswamy doesn't understand what makes America great. We are not going to out-compete China by rote learning and obsessive test taking. We don't thrive only because of those first-generation strivers who keep their nose to the 70-hour-a-week grindstone and build a life for their family. We also thrive because of all the generations that come after, who live in a culture of pluralism and audacity. America is the place where people from all over the world get jammed together into one fractious mess. America was settled by people willing to take a venture into the unknown, willing to work in spaces where the rules hadn't been written yet. As COVID revealed yet again, we are not adept at compliance and rule following, but we have a flair for dynamism, creativity, and innovation.

Third, I'm not sure Ramaswamy understands what propelled Trump to office. Trump was elected largely by non-college graduates whose highest abilities manifest in largely nonacademic ways--fixing an engine, raising crops, caring for the dying. Maybe Ramaswamy could celebrate the skills of people who didn't join him at Harvard and Yale instead of dumping on them as a bunch of lard-butts. What part of the word populism does he not understand?

Most important, maybe Ramaswamy doesn't understand how to motivate people. He seems to think you produce ambitious people by acting like a drill sergeant: Be tough. Impose rules. Offer carrots when they achieve and smash them with sticks when they fail.

But as Daniel Pink writes in his book Drive, these systems of extrinsic reward are effective motivational techniques only when the tasks in front of people are boring, routine, and technical. When creativity and initiative are required, the best way to motivate people is to help them find the thing they intrinsically love to do and then empower them to do that thing obsessively. Systems of extrinsic rewards don't tend to arouse intrinsic motivations; they tend to smother them.

Don't grind your kids until they become worker drones; help them become really good at leisure.

Today, when we hear the word leisure, we tend to think of relaxation. We live in an atmosphere of what the theologian Josef Pieper called "total work." We define leisure as time spent not working. It's the pause in our lives that helps us recharge so we can get back to what really matters--work.

But for many centuries, people thought about leisure in a very different way: We spend part of our lives in idleness, they believed, doing nothing. We spend part of our lives on amusements, enjoying small pleasures that divert us. We spend part of our lives on work, doing the unpleasant things we need to do to make a living. But then we spend part of our time on leisure.

Leisure, properly conceived, is a state of mind. It's doing the things we love doing. For you it could be gardening, or writing, or coding, or learning. It's driven by enthusiasm, wonder, enjoyment, natural interest--all the intrinsic motivators. When we say something is a labor of love, that's leisure. When we see somebody in a flow state, that's leisure. The word school comes from schole, which is Greek for "leisure." School was supposed to be home to leisure, the most intense kind of human activity, the passionate and enjoyable pursuit of understanding.

The kind of nose-to-the-grindstone culture Ramaswamy endorses eviscerates leisure. It takes a lot of free time to discover that thing we really love to do. We usually stumble across it when we're just fooling around, curious, during those moments when nobody is telling us what to do. The tiger-mom mentality sees free time as a waste of time--as "hanging out at the mall."

A life of leisure requires a lot of autonomy. People are most engaged when they are leading their own learning journey. You can't build a life of leisure when your mental energies are consumed by a thousand assignments and hoops to jump through.

A life of leisure also requires mental play. Sure, we use a valuable form of cognition when we're solving problem sets or filling out HR forms. But many moments of creative breakthrough involve a looser form of cognition--those moments when you're just following your intuition and making strange associations, when your mind is free enough to see things in new ways. Ninety-nine percent of our thinking is unconscious; leisure is the dance between conscious and unconscious processes.

The story Ramaswamy tells is of hungry immigrants and lazy natives. That story resonates. The vitality of America has been fueled by waves of immigration, and there are some signs that America is becoming less mobile, less dynamic. But upon reflection, I think he's mostly wrong about how to fix American culture. And he's definitely not getting invited to my next sleepover.
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The Case for Finding Common Ground With RFK

A pro-vaccine doctor argues that the left should engage with Americans skeptical of public-health rules.

by Jerusalem Demsas




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

Democrats need to build a bigger tent to be competitive. But building a bigger political tent means compromising--and that compromise usually means making someone inside your tent angry.

Take, for instance, Colorado Governor Jared Polis, who surprised many and angered some by announcing that he was "excited" by the nomination of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. Asking people to hold off on mocking or disagreeing with RFK Jr., Polis pointed to issues like pharmaceutical reform, nutrition policy, and the use of pesticides. After facing backlash, Polis clarified that he was pro-vaccines, but it left me thinking: What might it look like to open the Democratic tent to vaccine-skeptical Americans, of which there are a growing number?

Today's episode of Good on Paper is with Dr. Rachael Bedard, a practicing physician who writes publicly about her work, including a recent op-ed arguing RFK Jr.'s critics need to acknowledge the "seeds of truth" to some of his critiques and sit with the fact that many Americans are skeptical of our public-health institutions.

"The pandemic provided this entree into politics for a kind of person where the combination of sort of the fear of the moment and the trauma of the moment and this sense that people's bodily autonomy was being violated in some ways by government incursion," Bedard argues. "There are people who reacted really badly to that, and it changed the dynamics of this conversation."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Jerusalem Demsas: Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has said "there's no vaccine that is safe and effective" and has argued that vaccines cause autism. His nomination to run the Department of Health and Human Services has spurred opposition from some physician groups and Nobel laureates in various scientific fields.

So it was surprising to come across a New York Times essay by a pro-vaccine, left-leaning physician arguing that instead of spending "four years simply fighting his agenda" opponents should seek to find common ground with RFK Jr.

The author of that piece, Dr. Rachael Bedard, is not just your run-of-the-mill doctor. She's one with experience treating patients of very diverse backgrounds. The first time I learned about her work was when she wrote an essay about being a physician on Rikers Island during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Bedard's argument is not just one about the political necessity of compromising with people you disagree with. It's also a warning that, in their zeal to oppose RFK Jr.'s false claims about vaccine safety, opponents risk dismissing and alienating people who have a healthy skepticism of Big Pharma, overmedicalization, and just a generalized distrust of the medical system.

[Music]

My name is Jerusalem Demsas. I'm a staff writer at The Atlantic, and this is Good on Paper, a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives.

Today's episode is rooted in Rachael's own experiences as a doctor, and it contains some controversial advice for public-health officials and political activists worried about RFK Jr.'s rise.

Rachael, welcome to the show!

Rachael Bedard: Thank you. Thank you for having me.

Demsas: I am so excited to have this conversation because you are an actual doctor, so I don't just get to rant with someone who doesn't have real, lived experience.

Bedard: I am an actual doctor.

Demsas: (Laughs.) So I think most college-educated liberal people have a sort of knee-jerk reaction to RFK Jr. and his arguments about everything from vaccines to fluoride, and sort of his orientation towards science and public health. And I think that reaction is a combination of fear and dismissiveness. I mean, you're a doctor who's worked with a variety of populations, and, you know, you're supportive of vaccines and public health, and yet you wrote an article that I think might surprise some people.

In the Times, you wrote about how people should react to RFK at HHS, and you wrote that you think that there's common ground between people like yourself--medical researchers and scientists and clinicians--and Kennedy. So what are those areas of common ground?

Bedard: There are a few assumptions in what you said, which I do think is sort of the conventional wisdom around this topic, that might be wrong or deserve to be unpacked. One of them is the idea that most liberals have this knee-jerk reaction to Kennedy.

And what I think is really important to recognize is: Really until the pandemic, a lot of what Kennedy talks about--the idea that government and Big Pharma are in cahoots with one another, and that we're overprescribing medications to ourselves, especially to our kids; the idea that we're poisoning the environment with toxins; the idea that food companies are tempting kids with high-sugar, high-fructose, dyed products that then are contributing to a childhood-obesity epidemic--all of those things, I think, coded as liberal critiques of the medical establishment until very recently.

The other thing is the really specific sort of point of dissent between liberals and conservatives in this conversation now, which is around vaccines. Until the pandemic, who did you think of as being sort of anti-vaccine?

Demsas: The crunchy mom who sends her kids to Montessori.

Bedard: Right. And specifically, what color is that mom? That mom's white--so high-socioeconomic-status, white women who had anxieties about not putting poisons into their children's body, who didn't feel themselves to be vulnerable to infectious diseases and didn't see themselves as sort of responsible to the commons to protect others.

What's really interesting is that Kennedy was on the same team as those folks until fairly recently. And then what happened in the pandemic is: The pandemic provided this entree into politics, I think, for a kind of person where the combination of sort of the fear of the moment and the trauma of the moment and this sense that people's bodily autonomy was being violated in some ways by government incursion--whether or not that's valid, whether it's valid to say being told you had to wear a mask in the airport was some kind of huge violation of your civil rights--there are people who reacted really badly to that, and it changed the dynamics of this conversation so that there was this flip.

So instead of being sort of the crunchy mom, it's now very bro-coded, I think, to be an RFK guy, right? But it's all the same kind of body-purity politics. So the first thing I would just say is: RFK is who he's always been, in some ways. And what's changed a lot is the partisanship of who agrees with him.

Demsas: I think what I would ask you then is: How do you think about how liberals should now engage with this, given that it used to be there was this small fraction of, like, white moms who are kind of preventing their kids from getting some, if not all, childhood vaccines. And now it's, like, this broader skepticism of public health in general. So what's your argument then to how Democrats should respond to an RFK?

Bedard: There are sort of two levels in thinking about how you answer that. First of all, there's a really important distinction to be made between public health and medicine, right? Public health is the creation of policy and intervention meant to apply to groups of people or universally across a population in the interest of the many. Medicine is the practice of helping people improve their own health that's practiced individually with the patient in front of you.

What we should be doing at the public-health level is not the same thing as what I think we should be doing at the doctor level, necessarily. But some of what best practice looks like at the doctor level ought to be adopted at the public-health level.

Demsas: Can you talk about that more specifically? Like, what does that look like?

Bedard: Yeah, so vaccine mandates work. They're really important. They're the only thing that has been shown to work to get meaningful vaccine uptake in a population.

Without them--so for example, the flu vaccine, right? The flu vaccine is not mandated for adults. Forty-four percent of American adults got the flu vaccine last year. That's not enough to achieve herd immunity, right? We don't mandate it, because we've decided that it's not worth the hassle.

So we're pretty choosy about what we mandate. But the things that we choose to mandate, we mandate because we think they're really contagious, and the consequences of infection are high. And mandates are the only things that help ensure that enough people acquire immunity to something that you're going to diminish the population burden of that infection, right?

So I don't think the Democrats should be doing anything different at the mandate level. And that's a place where I really differ from, say, Jared Polis, the governor of Colorado, who's been tweeting in support of RFK with this kind of, like, bizarre zeal and who I think has sort of overstepped where he maybe wants to be. I think he wants to sort of express some understanding of where the folks of Colorado are, where there's a really growing, pervasive anti-vax sentiment. That's actually not--it's bad public policy. It's a recipe for disease outbreak.

But in communicating with individual patients about vaccines, you don't tell them that they have to get it, or they can't come and see you again. That's not a persuasive way to interact with people, right? At the individual level, when I'm talking to patients, I engage in shared decision making about this. And that starts with offering people the intervention but then really listening to their reactions to it and listening to their fears around it.

Demsas: What sorts of things do you hear when people say they're scared about getting a vaccine? Is this mostly COVID or other sorts of things?

Bedard: Well, I take care of adults and not kids, right? So I don't hear people talk about autism and then the MMR vaccine, for example. I talk to adults about the flu vaccine, the COVID vaccine. It's different, vaccine to vaccine.

So overall, I think one of the things is that people have had the experience themselves of getting the vaccine and then feeling crappy for the next 24 to 48 hours. And they don't want to do that. The most pervasive thing you hear is, The flu vaccine makes me sick.

Demsas: Yeah. And that's real. It does make you feel sick.

Bedard: And it's real. And so one of the most important things to do is to say, Yeah, you're going to feel bad. We expect that. That's normal. And if you don't want to take it today, because you have to go, you know, do something tomorrow, that's okay. You can do it at your next visit. It's really, really important with folks to do expectation setting, and then it's also very, very important to not play down their own experiences or the information that they're bringing to you.

There's a great piece that was written by a guy that I work with now, Sudhakar Nuti, who wrote about the phenomena of lay epidemiology. Lay epidemiology is, like, the sort of informal information gathering that people do around how the people in their community and in their lives experience a vaccine. So if you have a brother who got the flu vaccine and got Guillain-Barre syndrome afterwards--

Demsas: And can you say what that is?

Bedard: Yeah, totally. It is a known, very rare complication where--it's a neurologic complication, but it's pretty serious, where--people experience sort of temporary paralysis.

Demsas: Wow. That's bad.

Bedard: It's bad. It's a bad thing to have happen. It's very rare. If it happens, you never get the flu shot again. But if your brother got it or your friend got it, then your sense of danger and your ability to sort of evaluate your personal risk changes a lot.

So people make this decision a lot because of the lay epidemiology in their lives, which is, What have they heard about it? What do they know about it? And around some things, like the COVID vaccine, there was tons of either real or sort of misinformation reporting about people who got the vaccine and then got sick afterwards, had consequences afterwards, right?

The sort of--people thought that Damar Hamlin, the football player, when his heart stopped on the field, right? They attributed that to having received the COVID vaccine. That's not what did that. But there was all of this fear around myocarditis--inflammation of the heart--especially in teenage boys.

Demsas: But it's funny. I don't view the--at least from my perspective, and I'm not a public-health researcher. I don't view, like, the orientation of public-health institutions as having been like, We're going to give everyone the information, so they can make the decision for themselves. I view it much more as, like, I'm going to tell you it's safe because I've done the calculation but refuse to explain to you what safe means.

So I do think that in some cases it's maybe both. It's like, Yes, you need to engage with that emotional side, but also just say, like--I mean, my own personal experience with this is: I remember when I was trying to get an IUD for the first time, and I went to a women's health clinic. And I just said, like, Hey. I've heard some stuff about birth control and cancer risk. Like, I was young. I didn't know anything, and I just, like, read something online, and I was just asking for some support.

This is, like, a women's-health clinic. It's a place where, you know, you're supposed to--it felt very progressive and open. And the doctor just kind of looked at me and was just, like, No, that's fine. Don't worry about that. And that didn't make me feel safer. That didn't make me feel like--

Bedard: Totally.

Demsas: I got the IUD, but I was also just, like, It's not really clear to me that I feel like you've listened to me. I didn't go back there when the IUD didn't work. I ended up, like, you know--I went on the pill instead and never went back to that. You know what I mean? So it's all these things where I'm not really clear, you know?

Bedard: Well, so the thing that I would say about that, Jerusalem, is that's really--what you're talking about is an experience that's really specific to who you are. Right? So you're a "facts maxer." You want the info.

Demsas: I've never heard that before in my life. (Laughs.)

Bedard: You want the information, right? And you're a person who spends a lot of your day digesting and synthesizing huge amounts of information--primary research a lot, right? It's your preferred way of understanding things, is getting lots and lots of facts and reading lots of different interpretations, and then making your own judgment about it.

So if you were my patient, and you expressed hesitancy about getting the IUD, the thing that--and I should say, you know, the reason. I have a really different orientation than lots of doctors, and that's because my training is actually in palliative care, right? And palliative care is caring for people with serious illness or people who have life-limiting disease. And it's very much attuned to and preoccupied with not just physical suffering but also existential distress. And because you are working with people who are sick in ways where the sort of calculus about what's important changes a little bit, we do a lot of shared decision making. And I am trained in sitting with people and trying to decide what's important to them, and given the options and sort of the constraints of reality, what can we do to meet their goals, right?

So that's to say that my approach with you, if you were to ask me about getting an IUD and expressed hesitation, would be to delve deeper about, What are your concerns? Where did you read that? Where did you hear it? Do you know anybody in your life for whom that's been an issue? Try to get really to the bottom of the thing that's worrying you, and then also try to say, Well, what would make you feel better about it? And what would help you make this decision?

And then, for you, I think it's probably true that the right thing for us to do would be to turn the computer screen towards you and look it up together, right? And then talk that through.

Demsas: I mean, I agree with you. I am now going to use "facts maxer" as part of my bio.

But I don't know. I feel like I hear a lot from other people who I think maybe spend less time on econ working-paper sites--I hear a lot from them that they're like, I just want the facts. I want someone to give me the facts. And I think that I've seen a lot of the same stuff that you have about, like, people have a difficult time hearing odds. I mean, I don't think I'm particularly great at this. Like, one in 1,000 and one in 10,000--like, do you emotionally understand the differences between those numbers? Or does it just seem small but, like, there? Like, I know a thousand people, you know. Like, That's a person.

And do you hear that the same way when you hear, like, There's a one-in-a-thousand risk you have cancer, versus, There's a one-in-a-thousand risk that you've just won $1,000? Like, do you understand those things in the same way? So I think all those things are true, but do you think that when people are saying, I want more information, they're not actually asking for that?

Bedard: I think you have to--this is what I'm saying about, sort of: It's different to be a doctor with a person in front of you, where I think the task is to try to explore that. Is this a person who genuinely needs more information? It would be clarifying to Jerusalem Demsas if I said to her, Actually, that study has been disproven by this subsequent study. That might be something that for you would be reassuring.

Demsas: That would work.

Bedard: It would do it, right? But I will give you the example of the patients that I took care of on Rikers. So I was a doctor on Rikers for six years. I worked in the jail system. I was there during COVID. The public-health agency that I worked for, that provided health care in the jail system, worked very hard to advocate for our patients--for people who are incarcerated on Rikers--to be among the early groups of folks who would receive the vaccine in 2021.

Demsas: I mean, the outbreaks in jails were astronomical.

Bedard: There was a period where Rikers had the highest prevalence rate in the country, at the very beginning. Jails have the worst possible conditions for airborne viral spread. So it made lots of sense to advocate for this. And also, it really felt like this important equity issue that we were saying, like, Look--these people's lives matter, and their risk is incredibly high, and they should be prioritized.

New York City also, relatively early on in the vaccination rollout to incentivize people to get the vaccine, was offering people $100 if they got their shot. That was true in the community. We advocated hard to have something commensurate offered to people in jail--that if you accepted the vaccine, like any other New Yorker, you would be compensated with some money put into your commissary account. I don't think it was $100. I can't remember exactly what it was.

I walked around the jails offering vaccination to folks with one of our head nurses and one of our head physician's assistants, both excellent communicators and people who had really great trust with our patients. And we would approach guys and say, Do you want to get the vaccine? And they would say, Hell no. And then we'd say, No, it's really important. We would give them our spiel. And we would say, And we'll put--whatever it was--$50 into your commissary. And almost to a man, the guys said, Now I'm definitely not getting it. The government's never paid me to put anything in my body before.

Demsas: (Laughs.) Wow.

Bedard: And that wasn't a situation where if I had said, No, no. Let me explain to you why this is happening. No, no. Let's explore the facts around RNA vaccine safety, that was going to change hearts and minds, right?

That was a situation where I was encountering a resistance that was born from entirely different experience than the experience you're describing, and with entirely different concerns. It was a low-trust environment. To respond to that, often I would joke back and be like, Well, then you should take it the first time that they do, right? And, like--

Demsas: Did that work?

Bedard: Sometimes. You know, mostly what worked was, like, sparring with dudes in a jokey way, in a way that helped them feel grounded in the idea that I, or my colleagues, were not going to try to hurt them. So in other words, their resistance was born out of low trust, and the right strategy was to try to increase trust between us and the folks we were trying to help.

And that's just to say that there are lots of different reasons that people are vaccine hesitant. Vaccine hesitancy is not the same thing as being anti-vax, and most people are not strongly anti-vaccine. Most people who are in this RFK universe are vaccine hesitant, which means that they're in this state of sort of vulnerable ambivalence about it.

And what you want to do, as an individual doctor, is sit with someone and try to explore where that ambivalence comes from and then address the source of that ambivalence. That's really hard to do at the public-health level, right? It's very different to do that at the policy level. At the policy level, mandates work. And so what you want to do is sort of, I think, have the mandate in place but think about how your communication makes it easier for people to live with those mandates and accept those mandates and feel aligned with them.

Demsas: So you brought us back to RFK and to mandates. And another part of your op-ed is that--and I don't want this to just be about vaccines--but you say that "there are seeds of truth to some of what Mr. Kennedy says." And I want you to overview. I mean, you've mentioned the mandates here, and you've talked a little bit about kind of some of the nutrition stuff, but what are these seeds of truth that you think we should be seeing in what he's talking about?

Bedard: You know, I think the concerns about the relationship between pharma and government and drug regulation are really valid. They're concerns that any liberal doctor would tell you they agree with, up to a point.

So when I say that there's seeds of truth, common ground--the common ground stops at some point, where it's not like Anthony Fauci traveled to China in order to engineer the COVID vaccine himself or whatever. Like, that's just absolutely not true. But the idea that there is too cozy a relationship between pharma, pharma-sponsored patient-advocacy groups, the FDA, and the committees that provide drug approvals, and then provider associations--like, that's definitely true. And there are lots of recent examples of that.

There's, you know, sort of famously: In 2021, there was a really controversial, high-profile case of approval for a drug for Alzheimer's that had just been shown not to work, basically. And Alzheimer's--very common disease, incredibly devastating to families. People are desperate to believe that there is something that they can do for folks. We don't really have good treatments right now. This was the sort of treatment that had received a lot of hype in advance.

The data was just not supportive of the idea that it was effective. And, in fact, it did obviously cause harm in some small number of patients. It got pushed through the FDA approval process anyway, largely, in part, due to pressure from the Alzheimer's Association, which was receiving money from the drug company. That is a perfect-storm setup for an RFK-type critique. And it's true. And at the time, I wrote an op-ed criticizing that process. So that's a place where he and I totally agree.

There is a lot of truth, I think, in questioning the balance in terms of how much we're thinking about treating diseases versus preventing them. He talks a lot about prevention. He talks a lot about lifestyle. He talks a lot about working on things upstream before they develop into sort of full-blown organ failure, right? So tackling childhood obesity by changing the food environment and encouraging exercise--it's pretty hard to disagree with that, right?

Whether that means that, you know, I am a huge booster of the GLP-1 drugs, of Ozempic and its brethren, RFK is not, right? And that's a place of disagreement. But it's not a place of disagreement because I think that his premise is necessarily wrong. I think it's a different idea about what's realistic in terms of addressing a current prevalent issue.

[Music]

Demsas: After the break: How I learned to be skeptical of fluoride in children's toothpaste.

[Break] 

Demsas: I think my Oh my gosh--there's a seed of truth in something he's saying moment was when I was reading an article from the Atlantic by our fantastic science reporter Sarah Zhang about fluoride. And the article is titled Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now.

And it's about how, you know, she buys German fluoride-free toothpaste for her daughter. And it's because at very high levels, fluoride can lead to fluorosis, which is when your teeth become mottled or structurally weak, but also that high levels of fluoride have been linked to lower IQ in children. And toothpaste contains, you know, 1,000 times more fluoride than recommended in drinking water, and you know, young kids don't spit that out reliably.

And she talked to a researcher recommended to her from the American Dental Association, which is obviously a pro-fluoride group. And she told her that she would also choose fluoride-free toothpaste for her children. I also learned from that article that Canada recommends holding off on fluoride for most kids under age 3.

And it's just this moment of just realizing, like: I'm not saying that we should all listen to RFK, but I think it's strange that that's the only space where I'm hearing anyone question some of these things. And so then it raises this problem of, like, Oh, is this tamped down? But then, you know, it's also a weird reaction for me to have that, because I just read this in an article in The Atlantic. So is it being tamped down at all?

So I wonder why you think that dynamic happens, where sometimes, you know, the public is talking about it? Like, these are people who are parts of the public-health establishment who are talking to journalists. Journalists are reporting that. They're giving people facts. And yet, it feels like the only truth tellers are RFK Jr. and people on these bro podcasts. Like, what is that coming from?

Bedard: I think the operative word is question, right? It's not necessarily that you feel definitively after reading Sarah's article--that you understand, with total certainty, what the deal is with fluoride. What you took away from that article was, There's more uncertainty around this intervention than I initially appreciated.

And what feels difficult is that to learn that, then subsequently makes you feel betrayed, right? That that uncertainty had never been introduced to you before and, in fact, that you had sort of felt, perhaps--I'm projecting, but I think this is probably true--sort of encouraged to assume that anybody questioning fluoride was coming from an anti-science place, was a crank, right? And then you think, I don't want to be sort of blindly following things that there isn't good evidence for.

It's really, really hard for public health to effectively communicate around uncertainty. The pandemic was an incredible example of this. This has been discussed ad nauseam. Lots of mistakes were made, right? Initially, we didn't appreciate that it was airborne, right? Initially--but even before that, we told people that they didn't actually need to wear masks, and then we said, Actually, you need to wear a mask all the time, and you can never take your mask off, and you have to wear your mask even when you're jogging in the park. Then we said, Don't worry--you'll get the vaccine, and nobody will get COVID after we have the vaccine. And then we vaccinated everyone, and the Delta wave happened, like, six weeks later.

The way that the public experiences that is as a series of reversals that feel like betrayals, I think. What I think we should do differently, regardless of whether it's Kennedy or somebody else in charge, is communicate with the public differently about uncertainty--do different kinds of expectation setting.

Another good example is: At the beginning of the pandemic, when people went into what we're calling lockdown--although lockdown was never really lockdown in the U.S., the way it was in some other places--initially, people sort of said, right, Go in for two weeks, and we'll flatten the curve. Or, Go in for a couple of weeks, and we'll flatten the curve.

And actually, we didn't know what it was going to take, right? We didn't know how long it was going to take to make a difference or to be safe. We didn't totally really know what go inside had to mean. Did it mean that you couldn't go outside at all? There were certainly people who did that. Did it mean that schools shouldn't open for two years? Did it mean that once we sort of had enough epidemiologic data about average risk of serious illness in kids, we would make a different decision about schools?

There was very little transparency around that decision making. And essentially, there was very little transparency around the uncertainty around that decision making, right? There was a real feeling and sense that the public had to hear clear messaging: You have to wear a mask or it's unsafe. But actually, everything is sort of a risk-benefit calculus, right? And once some of the things that people were initially told turned out not to be true, they experienced those reversals as a betrayal, and then they were pissed, and they didn't trust anything going forward.

And that's what I think sort of your fluoride experience is like a microcosm of, which is this sense of, like, I've been duped--and not because you're convinced now that fluoride is, for sure, bad but more because you think, I thought this was settled matter, because you guys told me it was, and now I realize it's not, and it makes me wonder what else I should be questioning.

Demsas: I think a lot of, you know, public-health folks have felt really attacked, maybe, post-COVID or even during a lot of the COVID experience. And one pushback I imagine that they would raise to our conversation, and to conversations like this happening everywhere, is that they actually do debate a lot the ethics and need for vaccine mandates all the time.

There's one study I came across when researching for this episode in the Journal of Medical Ethics, and it was asking whether universities should mandate third-dose COVID-19 boosters. And they estimate that to prevent one hospitalization over a six-month period, you'd have to vaccinate between, roughly, 31,000 to 42,000 young adults. In order to do that, you're getting a handful of adverse events and up to 5,000 adverse reactions that would "interfere with daily activities." And as a result of that, they conclude that university booster mandates are unethical because they don't take into account the low risk this group faces with Omicron, which was the wave at the time, and they're just not proportionate, among other reasons.

And that's the exact sort of balancing that I think that a lot of people feel like, I wish public health was like this. And I myself did not know that this was a way that bioethicists were interacting with this question. And so I guess part of that makes me feel like it's a bit hopeless. Like, is this a problem of whether it's social media? But also, just the way that you're kind of describing the scientific iterative process reads as a series of betrayals rather than just, you know, a scientific iterative process, where you're learning and changing your mind and updating. How optimistic are you that this balance is even possible?

Bedard: A few things. One thing is that I think what you're describing there, in terms of the really painstaking decision-making process that goes into things like vaccine mandates--that's the standard, right? And that's how everything works, with the obvious caveat that in emergency situations where you're dealing with a circumstance where there's a ton of uncertainty and unsettled evidence, you have to make decisions anyway that are your best guess in the moment, right?

And so the pandemic, I think, was a little bit of an outlier situation--compared to, say, the way that we think about vaccine mandates for a childhood vaccination--where, in March of 2020, the U.S. government had to make a lot of decisions really quickly with imperfect information. And they had to do that without being able to do all of the modeling you just described, right?

And so, again, what I wish we had done differently then is been more transparent about that uncertainty and talked about how we would then potentially revise that decision making in the future as more information came out. So, This is what we're saying you should do today based on what we know. As we learn more, this guidance may change. Here's what we'll tell you that will help you feel like that change makes sense. If we are wrong, there are potential consequences, and we might do something differently sooner than we're saying, right? Like, you can sort of--there's no character limit, right? You can say it all.

Demsas: You can only tweet your public-health pronouncements, and you can't get premium. (Laughs.)

Bedard: Yeah. Exactly. There was and often is, I think, this sort of mistaken sense that the public needs to hear short, clear, decisive messaging, even when the circumstance that you're in necessitates a totally different kind of communication. So that's the caveat case, I think, is that there are lots of times when you don't have that information that you just sort of described around--by the time Omicron came around, we had tons of information about what the real risk was to 22-year-olds, right? We didn't have that at the beginning.

But for childhood vaccination, for example, we do have that information. The childhood vaccine schedule is something that has been created with a ton of thought and a ton of data, and a ton of thought and data that's balancing lots of different considerations--not just safety and efficacy of the vaccines themselves, but information about how often people are willing to come to the doctor, right?

There was a really great piece written in 2009 by Danielle Ofri, who's a doctor at Bellevue, here in New York. And 2009 was when the H1N1 swine flu outbreak happened. And she wrote this piece about what she calls the "emotional epidemiology of the H1N1 influenza vaccine." Her patients--patients who generally did not accept the flu vaccine--when H1N1 first broke out began calling her office, being like, When is the vaccine going to be available? When is the vaccine going to be available? And she was surprised because they were generally folks who had not accepted the seasonal flu vaccine in the past.

It took a little while--and by a little while, I really mean months, not a year, right--for an H1N1 vaccine to become available to her patients. In those intervening months, many of those patients who initially had this sense of urgency lost it and, in fact, changed their minds and ultimately didn't want the vaccine once it became available. And she talks about--I just want to read this quote that she has in here: "Emotional epidemiology does not remain static. As autumn rolled around," which is when the vaccine became available, "I sensed a peeved expectation from my patients that this swine flu problem should have been solved already. The fact that it wasn't 'solved,' that the medical profession seemed somehow to be dithering, created an uneasy void. Not knowing whether to succumb to panic or to indifference, patients instead grew suspicious. No amount of rational explanation--about the natural variety of influenza strains, about the simple issue of outbreak timing that necessitates a separate H1N1 vaccine--could allay this wariness."

I think that this void that Ofri is identifying is really important. When you aren't communicating consistently with the public in a way that makes the work that you're doing transparent to them, the thinking that you're doing transparent to them, and in a way that is in some ways responsive to their feelings, then it feels as though there is a void, and into that void people project all sorts of things and end up relying on information from other sources and changing their mind or deciding that they don't trust you anymore.

Demsas: So I think it's an interesting kind of tension, though. Because, you know, I wrote this article in 2022, and the headline was, "Is the FDA Too Cautious?" And part of what the article talks about is that the FDA is way too conservative when assessing clinical trials for therapies of, quote, "terminal illnesses with no existing therapies such as pancreatic cancer." So these are areas where you would want the FDA to be overly willing to approve therapeutics, because the risk of death and disability are already high for the individual patients.

And there's this anecdote from Henry Miller, a former FDA physician, that I'm going to read quickly. He says, "In the early 1980s, when I headed the team at the FDA that was reviewing the NDA [New Drug Application] for insulin ... we were ready to recommend approval a mere four months after the application was submitted. With quintessential bureaucratic reasoning, my supervisor refused to sign off on the approval--even though he agreed that the data provided compelling evidence of the drug's safety and effectiveness. 'If anything goes wrong,' he argued, 'think how bad it will look that we approved the drug so quickly.'"

So earlier in our conversation, you mentioned the Alzheimer's drug, which I think, universally, everyone was kind of condemning as being a situation where the FDA had rushed something through approvals, even though there was not good evidence that it was going to be beneficial for people who needed that drug.

And then when I wrote this article, there were a lot of people who were like, Yes, it's so important. There were scientists, outside individuals, public-health researchers from the outside who were like, Yes, it's really a problem that the FDA doesn't behave this way. There's tension that we have in this conversation that I can imagine is very frustrating for people in government, where they're being told, Hey. Why won't you approve these tests quickly? Even though you're not sure that they're good, why won't you act with greater degree of concern for people who need something right now, rather than trying to get the perfect thing later?

And on their end, they're saying, We need to increase trust. And trust means provide people things when they're ready, provide people things when we can actually defend them clearly. And on the other hand, they're being told and criticized for not doing that. And there's, obviously, this dynamic here, where you get blamed for things that go wrong much more than you get blamed for things that you don't do, because people often don't see those sorts of things.

And so I guess I ask you: You're, obviously, trying to get to a point where there's a lot more of this democracy, openness, talking about these individual problems, but it seems to also open up a lot of these institutions to kind of daily critique about how they're not actually getting things right on a day-to-day basis. Like, Well, yesterday you said this, and now you're saying this. So I mean, how do you think about that problem?

Bedard: So the first thing I would say is: The science actually matters a lot here. So there are examples, like the one that you just gave, where there are things--there are discoveries, breakthroughs, drugs, whatever--where the evidence is just sort of incontrovertible right out the gate, right? Like, way before sort of a study's expected end point, it's very clear the benefit is there, and people are tolerating it well enough, and the condition is serious enough that we should try to expedite it.

Expedited approval really came to the fore during the AIDS crisis, when this was a huge issue, right--where AIDS patients, understandably, were like, We're dying today, so it doesn't make sense for us that you have to go through this bureaucratic approvals process. We're willing to try therapies that are promising, that may not work, even that may have risks, now because--

Demsas: We're dying.

Bedard: We're dying. The natural course of our disease is such that we don't have the time to wait for your process. That's clearly reasonable, and Anthony Fauci, in response to those very complaints, adjusted the clinical-trials approval process to have a fast-track option. There's compassionate-use-case approvals, where for diseases that are rapidly terminal, seriously debilitating, etcetera, the threshold to be able to let people try something that's in development is much lower.

There's also always the possibility of enrolling in clinical trials, right, as a way to try therapy. And that's an example of sort of just--there's both sort of a rigorous system around deciding whether or not somebody is eligible for something, but there are opportunities before something has been proven safe, or not 100 percent, to let people try it. The flip side is that there are lots of things that pharma is working on that don't work that well, that are for problems that aren't that debilitating, right, and where rushing approval for those things doesn't make any sense, because the risk even of sort of minor adverse effects way outweighs the sort of tepid benefit that they might offer.

And so, to me, the challenge for the agency is less about whether they look good or bad, and more about trying to sort out those types of problems, right? When does it make sense for us to err on the side of being as conservative as possible in approving something? Versus, when does it make sense for us to err on the side of being as open to risk as possible because the alternative of continuing to live in an environment without treatment is so devastating to people?

The way that the FDA and other public-health agencies--the NIH, etcetera--have tried to get at this issue that you're talking about is by having patients involved at sort of every step of the drug-approval process, the research process, etcetera, etcetera. That doesn't work all that well, I don't think, because there's a little bit of an elite-capture problem there, which is that: Any patient who ends up sitting on the committee for drug approval stops actually being a representative of that patient population, knows too much, is sort of influenced by lots of other factors, etcetera, etcetera. And I don't think just involving patients along the way really sort of solves the problem that you're talking about, but it's the way that the agencies try to do it now.

Demsas: So I can imagine that there are people who are very afraid of RFK's ascent and, like, kind of the increase in skepticism around basic public-health measures that are listening to the conversation and just going, I feel like you're just sane-washing. People who are serious trust the science people or public-health researchers, or if you're serious about preventing long-term disability from COVID reinfections--I mean, if you really care about those things, then what you should do is just constantly sort of oppose that.

And so how do you think about the risk of sane-washing, instead of just going, like, Hey--we're just saying we agree that sometimes Big Pharma is way too involved in the regulatory process. That doesn't mean we think that X conspiracy theory is true. So like, what is the balance there? Who's responsible for making it?

Bedard: So I'm a little bit different, I think, than lots of doctors because of my background and my practice experience. One thing is about being a palliative-care doctor. The other thing is that I have always worked with marginalized populations where there's a high prevalence of substance-use issues. And because of that, I'm very sort of seeped in the harm-reduction approach to problems.

And I don't think that advocacy from the public-health community or doctors is going to be what prevents RFK from getting through the Senate and being approved to become an HHS secretary. I think he's gonna end up getting the job. And I also think--because of the sort of way that he is ensconced in Trump World and the fact that he comes with his own constituency that Trump sort of needs--in the outcome where, like, a couple brave senators stand up and decide that they're not going to vote for him, I think he gets made health czar or something like that. Like, I don't think he just goes away.

So part of the harm-reduction ethos is just about being real about what the challenges are. And to me, the fact that I don't want RFK to be anywhere near in charge of the federal government's health apparatus, it doesn't make it not so. And my sort of principled opposition to that doesn't feel like an intervention that has a lot of juice.

That's really different, I will say, than I felt in 2016 with the first Trump administration, where I sort of felt like there was lots of reason to believe that resistance was the path. I don't feel that way, and I don't think we're seeing that, generally, now, right? Like, we're seeing a lot less sort of resistance stuff and a lot more trying to figure out how to make the reality of this situation less harmful.

I don't think it's sane-washing him to say, Look--if this guy's gonna be in charge, what does it look like for us to recognize who he is and where he's coming from, recognize that he has a growing movement of people behind him, who aren't just going to go away because we yell at them? What does it look like to try to achieve something that doesn't even have to be consensus but is understanding between us so that the entire sort of public-health apparatus doesn't just get dismantled?

Demsas: That seems a perfect place to ask our last question, which is: What is something that you once thought was a good idea but ended up only being good on paper?

Bedard: Okay, I have two answers to this.

Demsas: Okay.

Bedard: I thought about it a lot.

Demsas: Lots of "good on paper" problems in your life. (Laughs.)

Bedard: And they were, like--these are not necessarily good on paper just to me. I think that there are two things that I think. The first is the Manhattan Project.

Demsas: What?

Bedard: It's hard for me to think of anything cooler in the world than taking the best scientists in the country--like, the best scientists from around the world, basically--and bringing them all to the desert and being like, Figure out the hardest scientific problem of the moment, and we'll give you unlimited resources to do it. Unbelievably sexy proposition. Turned out really bad. You know what I mean?

If I think about the Manhattan Project still, I'm very seduced--maybe you're not at all, but I'm very seduced by it. It's also like: You think you're beating the Germans. It feels really important.

Demsas: Yeah.

Bedard: The other thing that I was going to say is: small plates. (Laughs.)

Demsas: So Manhattan Project and small plates.

Bedard: Manhattan Project and small plates.

So I think one of the major millennial failures is the invention and then rollout of small plates to, like, every yuppie restaurant in every city in the country--which is like: You go. You sit down. There's, like, this menu of items that are all very expensive and very tiny, and they're supposed to be for sharing, but they're not big enough to share.

And then the waiter comes and, like, does this whole explanation, like, Have you ever been here before? Let me explain to you how the menu works. Things at the top are small, and things at the bottom are bigger. And then the menu proceeds from, like, $18 for four anchovies to, like, eventually you get to, like, a whole fish. You know what I mean?

And, like, (1) it's insane. Like, you can't--

Demsas: The sharing part is the most annoying part, where there's, like, three things, and there's five people at the table, and so you're cutting each one--

Bedard: Of course! If the concept is you should be sharing, so you can try lots of things, then everything has to be family style. It should be big, not small. Big plates is what you need!

Demsas: Big plates. Wow. This is very attractive to me as an Eritrean because our food is the biggest of plates. It is one big, shared plate. So you know what? Sure.

Bedard: That's the right approach!

Demsas: Yeah. Not the tapas way--the Eritrean way.

Bedard: Tapas was never meant to be a meal. Tapas is, like, an hors d'oeuvre situation. It's not supposed to be that, like, it's 7 p.m., and I'm starving. I'm sitting down with another couple, and we're, you know, gingerly ripping apart one piece of sourdough between us.

Demsas: You know what? You've convinced me. I'm going to launch a tirade against this next time I'm at a restaurant to a poor, unsuspecting waiter. Well, Rachael, thank you so much for coming on the show. This was fantastic.

Bedard: Thank you, Jerusalem.

[Music]

Demsas: Good on Paper is produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Dave Shaw, fact-checked by Ena Alvarado, and engineered by Erica Huang. Our theme music is composed by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio. Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And hey, if you like what you're hearing, please leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts. I'm Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.
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How Putin Tapped a Well of Ethnic Hatred in Russia

Radical nationalists have infiltrated the country's police and politics.

by Anna Nemtsova




Far-right activists from Russia's largest nationalist movement, Russkaya Obshchina, donned black camouflage and patrolled multiple cities last month hunting for "ethnic criminals." They raided dormitories, parks, and construction sites in search of migrants from Central Asia, nabbing six on November 24. On social media, the activists celebrated their "joint raid with law-enforcement officials," posting a video of themselves leading migrants in chains on their way to deportation.

Russkaya Obshchina is working in concert with the Russian state to carry out a radical new campaign against immigrants. In August, President Vladimir Putin signed a bill allowing migrants to be expelled without a court decision. Three months later, he amended the criminal code, introducing draconian sentencing guidelines for "countering illegal migration." Deportations have skyrocketed. According to the Russian state news agency TASS, the government deported more than 60,000 immigrants this year as of November 1--twice more than in the first nine months of 2023. On November 8, the Russian interior ministry announced its decision to deport an additional 20,000 people.

Perhaps more striking than the campaign itself is the well of ethnic hatred it seems to have tapped. In rallies this fall, thousands of far-right and ultranationalist activists marched through Russian cities in support of Putin's policies. They have the blessing, too, of the powerful Russian Orthodox Church. In September, priests in flowing gowns led a crowd of 75,000 people on a religious procession in St. Petersburg, where members of Russkaya Obshchina chanted "Russians, forward! We are Russians, God is with us!" Some carried the black flag of the mercenary Wagner Group, notorious for its brutality in Ukraine and Africa. Last month, more than 2,000 members of the nationalist "Double-Headed Eagle" and Tsargrad movements marched in Nizhny Novgorod bearing Russian imperial flags. Their founder, the Orthodox oligarch Konstantin Malofeyev, marched too.

In 2014, the United States sanctioned Malofeyev for sponsoring Russian separatist movements in Ukraine's Crimea and Donbas regions. He does not believe Ukraine has a right to exist; it belongs to the Russian empire he hopes to revive. In an interview with the Financial Times earlier this month, Malofeyev seemed to speak on Putin's behalf when he denounced Donald Trump's Ukraine-Russia peace offer--before negotiations had even started. "For the talks to be constructive," he said, "we need to talk not about the future of Ukraine but the future of Europe and the world."

From the December 2022 issue: The Russian empire must die

How did radical nationalists so fully infiltrate Russia's police and politics? Putin's Kremlin has a long history of aiding far-right hate groups involved in violence against immigrants. In 2014, he effectively took over the nationalist agenda when he annexed Crimea and supported a militarized separatist movement in the Donbas. These maneuvers were meant to serve what Putin called the "Russian World": anyone, he says, "who feels a spiritual connection with our Motherland, the bearers of Russian language, history, and culture."

The full-scale invasion in 2022 accelerated the nationalist movement. "During the war in Ukraine, people we thought were marginalized became Russia's mainstream figures," Pavel Kanygin, a Russian investigative journalist, told me. "The nationalists' clear-line ideology--the monarchy, reconstruction of the Russian empire, empowerment of the Church--resonates with the Russian security service and law-enforcement officers."

Politicians too. Parliament members such as Mikhail Matveyev openly endorse Russkaya Obshchina. The spokesperson for the Russian Foreign Ministry, Maria Zakharova, has posed for pictures with the group's black flag in her hands. The pro-Kremlin newspaper Vzglyad describes the group as a "healthy power on the Russian nationalist field." This political support has helped Russkaya Obshchina amass huge influence. On Telegram, the group has more than 600,000 followers. One of its posts shows a Russian fighter in Ukraine wearing a black sun on his uniform, a Nazi symbol. "We are giving our health away, our lives for the sake of our children, their future," a soldier tells the camera. "Not for the sake of strangers who come to replace us in our cities."

Another far-right group, the Russian Druzhina, dressed in balaclavas and armored vests and swept through the town of Mytishchi in August. Its masked leader reported that he and his vigilante gang worked "together with law-enforcement organs to identify persons illegally staying on the Russian territory." Judging by how the group describes its mission, the roundup was meant to "revive the true Russian spirit." The same month, an association called Northern Man reportedly detained more than 240 immigrants in a joint operation with police.

Northern Man became famous last year for organizing a mass street protest opposing the construction of a large mosque near Moscow. Days later, the city's mayor, Sergei Sobyanin, announced that the mosque would be moved to a much smaller site. "Russian authorities adjust policies under the nationalists' pressure," Alexander Verkhovsky, the founder of the SOVA Center, a Moscow-based group that monitors xenophobia and far-right movements, told me.

"Trump and his administration should understand that the Russian mainstream has shifted to the right," Verkhovsky added. For Russia's growing ultranationalist faction, he said, Trump's "plan to let Kyiv stay independent would not be acceptable."

Russia's nationalist movement has taken off amid rising immigration. The country has long attracted immigrants from the Central Asian countries that were once part of the Soviet Union. These populations are largely non-Slavic and include many Muslims. Last year, Russia registered the arrivals of more than 8.5 million migrant workers, including more than a million from Tajikistan. One advocate for migrants' rights told me that at least a million migrants in Russia are undocumented.

Hate toward these immigrants flooded Russia after a Moscow concert hall was attacked by terrorists associated with an Islamic State branch active in Central Asia. The massacre, which took place in March, killed at least 145 people and wounded more than 500. Police stopped and interrogated migrant workers from Central Asia in the metro and on the streets. Several months later, the Russian interior ministry announced that its "main task is to lighten up the Moscow region, so that it is not blackened by foreign citizens." This terminology has become commonplace among Russian officials and police officers who associate criminality with non-Slavic-looking migrants.

Graeme Wood: Conspiracy theories about the Moscow attack are unnecessary

Svetlana Gannushkina, the head of the Civic Assistance Committee, a charitable organization in Moscow that provides legal support for migrants, told me that public transport has become particularly dangerous for those of Central Asian descent. But the attacks can happen anywhere. "Two Uzbek men recently appealed for our help after they were violently beaten by a group of young ultranationalists" at a store, she said. "One of our attorneys took the case, but it turned out that one of the nationalists had influential connections, so the two victims went to jail."

Gannushkina is 82 and has been defending refugees, displaced people, and immigrants in Russia since 1990. In 2022, a human-rights group that she co-founded, Memorial, won the Nobel Peace Prize. She told me that she sees a connection between the rise in ethnic hatred and the broader campaign of repression that Putin has imposed on Russian society. People may be angry with the authorities, she notes, but they are not permitted to criticize them; the Kremlin has redirected their hatred toward migrants and non-Slavs.

Verkhovsky told me that state news agencies have made a point of using the word migrant more often this year. A study conducted by the Levada Center, a sociological research agency in Moscow, found that 68 percent of Russians say that their country must limit the influx of migrant labor. "The highest level of hostility is recorded towards Roma, people from the Central Asian republics of the former USSR and, in the last two years, towards Ukrainians," the report said. Verkhovsky believes that the Kremlin is juicing this anxiety. "We have never seen Russians feeling so 'concerned'" about migrants, he told me.

The onslaught against migrants that the Russian nationalist movement has unleashed, in concert with the police, has become so virulent that even some of Putin's erstwhile defenders can't stomach it. Despite being a member of Russia's military alliance, the government of Tajikistan recently called for its citizens to stop visiting Russia amid the roundups. The leader of Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, slammed the Kremlin for its campaign of "persecution based on nationality or religion," which he called a "messy inquisition of citizens of foreign countries."

Kadyrov is hardly a Kremlin critic. Back in 2010, he told me of Putin, "I love him very much, as a man can love a man." But there comes a time when enough is enough.
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Me, My Future, and I

I had a conversation with an 80-year-old version of myself. I didn't like her.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Instead of the typical New Year's reckoning of choices past and future, this year, I opted for some AI assistance by signing up for the MIT Future You project, and I met my future self. The program prompts you to answer a series of personal questions and then builds a version of you 20 years in the future. Then you and your future self have a conversation, and you're free to ask whatever you want. I was nervous to meet my future self, lest she be depressed or full of regrets. But it turns out I was worried for the wrong reasons.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I talked to Pat Pataranutaporn and Pattie Maes, two creators of the Future You project, about all the reasons it's crucial to feel closer to your future self--and the pitfalls. Pataranutaporn, a writer on the Netflix series Tomorrow and I, also talked about the very different ways a future self works in sci-fi. And I talked to future Hanna, who--let's just say--was a frustrating interviewee.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Hello?
 Future Rosin: This is Future Hanna.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Oh, boy. My name is pronounced Hoh-nuh, Hanna. You should know that, of all people.


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Rosin: Who are you?
 Future Rosin: Hey there. I'm Hanna Rosin, an 80-year-old journalist from the future. I'm here to have a conversation with you about our career and life experiences, and offer some insights and advice based on my own journey.
 Just a heads up, though, since we are from different timelines, things may be slightly different for me than they will be for you. But regardless of what lies ahead, I am excited to chat with you and share my thoughts.
 
 Rosin: Oh, boy.


Rosin: What if you had the chance to meet your future self? In make-believe--meaning movies--people get to meet their future selves a lot. Usually, it's coming around to teach them something, like a kid is desperate to be older--

David Moscow (from the movie Big): I wish I were big.


Rosin: --only to learn that being an adult is kind of terrible. Or it's the holidays, when everyone is supposed to be smiling and drinking eggnog but, instead, they're frantically reevaluating all their life choices.

Michael Caine (from the movie The Muppet Christmas Carol): Am I in the presence of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come?


Rosin: Or you're a teenager doing stupid teenager things when the future you all of a sudden pops up.

Aubrey Plaza (from the movie My Old Ass): Dude, I'm you. Well, I'm 39-year-old you.
 Maisy Stella: What?
 Plaza: Left boob: one cup smaller than the right. And no, it never catches up to the right. But honestly, you get used to it, and it's okay. Guys can't really tell.


Rosin: There's always this hunger to talk to our future selves, to know how things end up--a desire to change something today that will have an effect on tomorrow.

But life isn't a movie, and I'm not an actress. So instead, I signed up for this program from MIT called Future You. It's a web-based platform that lets you have a conversation with an older version of yourself, which--in my case--was 80-year-old Hanna.

First, I answered a questionnaire about my life, my family, my career. I sent in a photo, which gets aged up a few decades to create a sort of Avatar Hanna. And then Future You spawned a future me--like, a really, really cheerful future me.

Rosin: Do you have any advice for me now?
 Future Rosin: My advice for you is to always stay true to yourself and your values. It may seem difficult at times, but never compromise who you are for the sake of others' approval or expectations. Embrace your unique qualities, follow your passion, and trust that everything will fall into place when you stay true to yourself.


Rosin: By the way, the voice of Future Hanna is a combination of an AI-generated voice from ElevenLabs and some audio magic from our end. And I'll note here that The Atlantic uses ElevenLabs to read out some articles on our site.

To be clear: The MIT project does not actually talk to you voice-to-voice. It's all text based. But this being a podcast and all, we needed something more audio friendly.

Rosin: How do you feel about being older?
 Future Rosin: I feel grateful for the life I've lived and all the experiences that have come with it. Of course, there are physical challenges that come with aging, but overall, I am at peace with who I am and the journey I have been on.
 Rosin: You sound much sunnier than the real Hanna.
 Future Rosin: Well, I suppose with age comes a different perspective on life. But trust me--I've had my fair share of ups and downs and challenges along the way. It's all a part of the journey. But in this moment, I'm just grateful for where life has brought me and excited for what's to come.
 Rosin: Do you talk to your friends this way?
 Future Rosin: Absolutely.
 Rosin: Do you have any pets?
 Future Rosin: Yes. I have a beloved rescue dog named Max. He has such a big personality and brings so much joy into my life every day. Sometimes the simplest names are the best ones for our furry friends.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Do you talk this way to our children? Because I don't think they would like it. I don't think they've ever heard me say the phrase "furry friends."
 Future Rosin: Of course I do. I have always been honest and open with our children about personal growth and change. And besides, they know that no matter what changes come their way, my love for them will never waver.
 Rosin: Are you running for political office?
 Future Rosin: No. I can confidently say that politics was never in my future. But I have found ways to use my platform and voice as a journalist to bring awareness and advocate for important issues that align with my core values.
 Rosin: Oh my God--
 Future Rosin: Keep following your passions, Hanna. You never know where they may lead you.
 Rosin: Stop calling me Ha-na.


[Music]

Rosin: Okay. I hate that she doesn't know how to say our name. Also, I'm not sure how I feel about this earnest, positive person. It doesn't feel like any possible version of me. Unless it is? Like, could I one day turn into Yoda Hanna? Do I want to?

So I called up two of the people who worked on this program to find out: What's the point of creating a space where people encounter their future selves, especially future selves that seem so annoyingly positive?

Also, I just needed to talk to someone about the photo they aged up.

Rosin: By the way, I uploaded a picture, and I yelped. I was like, Oh my god. That's my mother. I'm sure a lot of people have that experience when they do that.
 Pattie Maes: Yeah.


Rosin: That would be MIT professor Pattie Maes--

Maes: Hi. Nice to meet you.


Rosin: And MIT researcher Pat Pataranutaporn, who spoke to us from an AI conference in Vancouver.

Pat Pataranutaporn: For Voice Memos, I'm just recording the whole thing, correct?


Rosin: Pattie and Pat were both part of the team that created Future You.

Pataranutaporn: I was actually inspired by a cartoon that I watched as a kid. It was actually a Japanese animation called Doraemon.
 [Theme from Doraemon]
 Pataranutaporn: Which is actually the name of the robot that comes back from the 22nd century to help a boy who was not very interested in school to discover himself and become the best version of himself.
 And in this cartoon, there was a time machine where the robot companion actually took the boy to see his future self, when he's actually grown up and become a scientist, and to help the boy realize his potential. So this idea actually stuck with me for a very long time. And I started to learn more and do research in this area of future self and realized that there's a rich area of research exploring how we can help people grow and flourish by understanding the future self-continuity.


Rosin: Future self-continuity. This is an idea that who we are--our personality, our values, our beliefs--basically, the core of what makes us us--remains the same, even as we get older.

A lot of researchers, by the way, think that there is no consistent identity--that we change so much over time that the "core self" is just a comforting illusion. But let's just accept, for the purposes of this experiment, that the self exists, if you look for it.

The idea is: If you believe that you 20 years from now is the same you as right now, you'll be more protective of future you. And if you don't believe that, you'll get in all kinds of trouble.

Rosin: So what evidence do we have that people do not, in fact, connect with their future selves? Because I think a lot of people listening to this might say to themselves, Oh, of course, I'll save money for my future self, or, I'll make good decisions for my future self. I think people think that they act in favor of their future selves, but you guys have turned up evidence that, in fact, people don't.
 Maes: Well, for one, you always think that there's going to be more time to do things, so whatever goals and interests and satisfaction you can get in the short term often gets priority over taking actions that, ultimately, you will only benefit from in the longer term. That's just human nature, I would say.
 I mean, a lot of our life is limited by how we see ourselves. We stereotype people, but we also, in a way, stereotype ourselves. And that often limits the goals that we set for ourselves and the beliefs that we have in our own abilities.
 
 Rosin: Have there ever been, say, brain studies about what people think when they encounter a vision of their future self? Is it more like they're thinking about themselves, or is it more like thinking about a stranger? I've always been curious about that.
 Pataranutaporn: Yeah. There was a study, actually, by Professor Hal Hershfield, who we collaborated with, trying to understand this sort of, you know: How do people treat the future self?
 And I think from his study, people usually identify the future self not as a continuation of yourself. Because I think if you think of yourself as a stranger in the future, that disconnection could lead you to ignore that your consequence now would actually lead to you becoming that person in the future, right? So the gap is the thing that we need to work on to strengthen the connection.
 Rosin: I see. Okay. That's really interesting. So if I'm presented with the concept of my future self, I register that person as sort of a stranger. I don't register it as me.
 Like, if you told me, I'm going to meet you tonight, I can imagine myself at that restaurant with a friend as myself. But the future, that almost seems like a different person.
 Pataranutaporn: Totally. And I think, sometimes, people often miss this connection. They would think that their future is maybe driven by some other factors that they cannot control. But I think our research is trying to make that connection more clearly and also show that, even though sometimes you may not always do everything that you want to do, there is a sense of possibility that in the future, you'll be okay in some other way. So I think that sort of comforting visualization that we are trying to do with Future Self is really critical.
 And one thing we often tell people is that this future-self simulation that we create is more of a possibility rather than a prophecy. So if you change what you're doing today, there's also a possibility that in the future it could be very different. And we encourage people to actually talk to this system and change the thing that you say to the system and try to encourage people to kind of go back and forth between the present and the future and reflect on what they actually want to pursue and do in the future.


[Music]

Rosin: This was making more sense. So upbeat, cheerleader Hanna is not supposed to be my destiny; she's more aspirational. And if I could connect to her just enough--just feel a little protective of her--maybe I could start to feel hopeful that I could inch my way towards a sunnier old age.

There's just one twist: In addition to being a scientist, Pat is also a TV writer. His Netflix sci-fi show, Tomorrow and I, just recently came out. And in it, the people of the future? They are very, very dark--definitely not people to be trusted.

That's after the break.

[Music]

[Break]

Rosin:  Pat, you were a writer for the new Netflix show Tomorrow and I, which is a kind of Black Mirror set in Thailand, a very interesting show.
 [Sound from Tomorrow and I]
 Rosin:  One thing I noted is that in that show, like in a lot of sci-fi, emissaries from the future--unlike in your Future You program--they are not often the wise or kind ones. They are not necessarily leading you to a better place. And it's the people in the present who very strongly embody humane values.
 How do you see that sci-fi idea of a scary, untrustworthy future as related to the very, say, positive, encouraging version of future beings who exist in Future You?
 Pataranutaporn: No. Thank you for making that connection. I think you are really spot on with that.  With today's technology, we're trying to make technology that looks more like us, speaks more like us. We're making technology more humanized. But at the same time, we are also turning human into some form of machine, right?  
 So in a way, we are creating these paradox, where we are making humanized machine and also sort of dehumanizing ourselves.
 Rosin:  Yeah. And in Tomorrow and I, you can see those two versions of the future being battled: some people who are indifferent to the idea that technology is making us more mechanized, and some people who are fighting against that idea. So you see both those kinds of characters.
 Pataranutaporn: Totally. And I think in our own work--even the work at MIT--we also think a lot about this question. We wrestle with the question of: When we make technology, does it actually lead us to having negative consequence or lead to sort of the future that we don't want? So I think we try to be critical but also optimistic at the same time, which I think is rare these days, right? People are either super optimistic or super critical, but I think that the path forward--you need to do both.


Rosin: Right. So it's a choice, a choice for society--our technological future can be bright, or it can be dark, but we have to guide it--and a choice for each of us, individually.

Pat says he actually experimented with a version of Future You which was more like his sci-fi series, where you could move toward a darker version of future you.

Pataranutaporn: Like, I became alcoholic after I finished my Ph.D. at MIT. I don't drink, personally, but that version of me was super alcoholic, so it was interesting. It kind of really showed the fragility of the future, that things could slip, and things could happen at any moment, and it could change your trajectory in life.


Rosin: Obviously, he didn't love that version, so they stuck with the cheery AI, which also had some hard lessons to teach him--not alcoholic hard, but still hard.

Pataranutaporn: Right now, I'm living in the U.S., but my parents are still in Thailand, where I'm from. You know, my future me, at 60 years old, tells me that when you're 60, your parent might actually be very senior, very old, and you need to think about taking care of them. And in one future, my parents already passed away in that future. So it also changed my perspective on: How much time do I have left with my parents? And what should I prioritize right now? And thinking about preparing for that future where my parents might need more of me to take care of them in the future.
 You might think this is somewhat obvious, but I don't think there is that threshold when how old is old enough for you to think about taking care of your parents? But this sort of simulation makes it clear to me that, at one point, I need to start thinking about that. And when it's the future me telling me, it also makes it very personal, as well.


[Music]

Rosin: I can see that. Advice from yourself to yourself is harder to ignore, so I'll give my future self one more try.

Rosin: How do you feel, physically? How do you feel in your body?
 Future Rosin: Physically, I feel good for my age. Of course, there are aches and pains that come with getting older. But overall, I am grateful for the health and vitality I still have.
 Rosin: Do you ever get depressed?
 Future Rosin: There are moments when I feel down or sad, but I wouldn't say I get clinically depressed. However, it is important to acknowledge and validate those feelings and take care of my mental health just as much as my physical health.
 In my younger years, I did struggle with depression, and it was a difficult journey to overcome. But through therapy and self-care practices, I have learned how to manage those emotions and live a fulfilling life.
 Rosin: Do you ever think about death?
 Future Rosin: Yes. I do think about death. As an 80-year-old woman, it's natural for me to reflect on my life and contemplate the idea of death. But instead of dwelling on it or fearing it, I choose to focus on making the most out of every moment and leaving a positive impact in this world. Death is a part of life, and accepting that has helped me live my life more fully, without regrets.
 Rosin: I have to say, that sounds a little glib.
 Future Rosin: I can understand why it may seem that way. But as someone who has seen and experienced much in my 80 years, I've learned to approach death with a sense of peace and acceptance. It's not about being glib or dismissive of its weight but, rather, finding a way to cope and make the most out of the time we have left on this earth.
 Death is an inevitable part of life. But how we choose to live our lives is what truly matters.
 Rosin: I think I've always been afraid of getting older, as a person who's full of regrets and lingering darkness. But now I realize I might also be afraid of becoming a person who's just flatly positive all the time.
 Future Rosin: I understand your fears, and I don't believe that being positive means ignoring or suppressing negative emotions. It's about finding balance and not letting negativity consume you. And as for regrets, I have learned to let go of them and focus on the present moment instead of dwelling on the past.
 Life is full of ups and downs, but it's important to appreciate both and find lessons in every experience. Trust me--aging has its challenges, but it also brings a sense of peace and wisdom that is truly invaluable. Embrace it with an open mind and heart, my dear younger self.
 Rosin: Okay. That got through to me a little bit.
 [Music]
 Future Rosin: Just remember: Life is a journey. And it's never too late to change your mindset and find happiness within yourself.
 Rosin: Can you please stop saying, "Life is a journey"?
 Future Rosin: Fair enough.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Michelle Ciarrocca, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Happy New Year. And thank you for listening.

And to my future self: I'll see you later.

Future Rosin: You'll figure it out, Hanna. Just keep living your life and following your heart. See you in 2050.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) So weird. (Laughs.) That was very disconcerting.
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The President Trump Is Pushing Aside

Grover Cleveland enthusiasts aren't thrilled.

by Russell Berman




Only one historic site bears the name of America's 22nd and 24th president--and it's no Monticello.

The Grover Cleveland Presidential Library and Museum occupies a one-story building in Caldwell, New Jersey, behind the house where its namesake spent the first few years of his life. The museum is the size of a small living room. A Dunkin' sits across the street.

The site befits Cleveland's legacy. He was a large man but not larger than life; his two terms in the White House were most remarkable for the four years that separated them.

Until November 5, Cleveland held the distinction of being the only U.S. president to regain the office after voters turned him out: He won the White House in 1884, lost his reelection bid in 1888, and then won again in 1892. Donald Trump matched Cleveland's achievement by winning last year's presidential election, robbing him of his exclusive claim to history but also renewing interest in a president whom time has largely forgotten. The two men share little else in common. Cleveland curtailed government corruption, adhered to a restrictive view of presidential authority, and opposed expansionism; Trump flouts ethical norms left and right, chafes at limits to his power, and wants to buy Greenland. Yet their new bond could reshape Cleveland's legacy.

A grandson of the former president, George Cleveland, has been fielding calls from reporters and history buffs for months. "Anything that shines a light on a dimmer part of history is a good thing," he told me. "It's a Grover Cleveland renaissance!" joked Louis Picone, a historian who sits on the board of the Grover Cleveland Birthplace Memorial Association.

One rainy evening last month, the association gathered in Caldwell--a small town about 20 miles west of New York City--for its annual meeting. The event doubled as a ribbon-cutting for a newly renovated room in the museum that the group is trying to expand. At the moment, the exhibit isn't much: some photographs, a desk, a chair Cleveland used in the White House.

The event drew a couple dozen people, who listened to Picone deliver a talk on "extraordinary" presidential elections. But he didn't discuss any of the past three, which weren't exactly ordinary. Picone mentioned Trump only glancingly and ignored his new connection to Cleveland.

From the March 1897 issue: Mr. Cleveland as president

Indeed, Trump is a touchy topic for the keepers of the Cleveland flame, not all of whom are happy to see their guy joined forever in history alongside the 45th and soon-to-be-47th president of the United States. Paul Maloney, the association's president, politely declined to answer when I asked him how he felt about Cleveland losing his unique distinction. "We have a political figure that I'm trying to keep the politics out of. I know how odd that is," Maloney told me. "I don't want anyone to infer any point of view that our organization might have."

The group's vice president, Bunny Jenkins, wasn't as diplomatic: "It had to be Trump?!"



Besides their comeback connection, Cleveland and Trump are about as different from each other as any two presidents. Trump was born into New York wealth; Cleveland was a minister's son who helped provide for his family after his father's early death. He was a hard worker and, at times, a hard drinker; Trump abstains from both long hours and alcohol.

Both Cleveland and Trump campaigned as anti-corruption populists, but Cleveland followed through on his commitment to clean government. (His dedication was literal at times: As mayor of Buffalo, New York, he helped construct a modern sewer system for the foul-smelling city.) A Democratic reformer, Cleveland fought Tammany Hall as governor of New York. After he won the presidency in 1884, he insisted on paying his own train fare to Washington, according to a 2022 biography by Troy Senik. He once refused to accept a dog that a supporter sent him as a gift, deeming it inappropriate.

As president, Cleveland developed such a reputation for public integrity that he earned the nickname "Grover the Good." He curbed the spoils and patronage system that pervaded politics at the time--and that Trump has begun to re-create.

Whereas Trump has repeatedly stretched the bounds of presidential power, Cleveland respected them. He interpreted the president's constitutional responsibilities narrowly and did not try to whip votes for his agenda in Congress. But within his authority, Cleveland acted aggressively: He vetoed 414 bills during his first term, more than all 21 of his predecessors combined.

Few of the political controversies that Cleveland confronted as president are relevant anymore; the pensions of Civil War veterans and the gold standard were major flashpoints in the late 19th century. But one major fiscal debate has lingered--tariffs--and he and Trump took opposite sides. Cleveland pushed for lower tariffs even though they were popular, a stance that likely cost him his first attempt at winning a second term.

Despite his reputation for good governance, President Cleveland had significant flaws, including ones that much of his 19th-century electorate would have overlooked. He opposed women's suffrage, and he made virtually no effort to protect Black people in the South from the terror and disenfranchisement of Jim Crow.

Accusations of misconduct in his personal life nearly derailed his first bid for the presidency. A Buffalo newspaper reported that he had fathered a child out of wedlock years earlier with a widow named Maria Halpin. The story alleged that Cleveland hired detectives to abduct Halpin, take the baby, and force Halpin into a mental institution. A few months later, and just before Election Day, the allegations became far worse. According to Senik, Halpin signed an affidavit attesting that Cleveland had "accomplished my ruin by the use of force and violence and without my consent." Days later, however, Halpin denied her own charges and said she had signed the document without reading it. Cleveland won the election, and his opponents did not bring up the allegations in subsequent campaigns.

Whether or not he assaulted Halpin remains unclear. "The only two people who know are dead," Picone told me. But historians, including Senik, have generally "given Grover Cleveland the benefit of the doubt" because of his reputation for honesty, Picone said. "It was so out of character," he said of the allegations. Cleveland did acknowledge, though, that he had been romantically involved with Halpin, and he never denied that he was the father of her child. In 2020, the historian Susan Wise Bauer wrote in The Atlantic that Cleveland had managed to present himself as "the upstanding, hapless victim" in the whole affair, creating a new playbook for politicians accused of sexual misconduct.

Read: The lessons of 1884

The Republican Benjamin Harrison beat Cleveland in 1888 thanks in part to Cleveland's aggressive push to lower tariffs, a position that united the GOP in opposition and divided his own party. "What is the use of being elected or reelected unless you stand for something?" he asked a staffer, according to Senik's book. Cleveland took his ouster much more gracefully than Trump would more than a century later when he tried to overturn an election. Asked why he lost, Cleveland replied simply, "It was mainly because the other party had the most votes." Whereas Trump skipped his opponent's inauguration, Cleveland held an umbrella over Harrison's head to protect him from the rain as he took the oath of office.

Trump began considering a comeback bid almost as soon as he left the White House in 2021. Cleveland did not, but his wife, Frances Cleveland, had an inkling he might return. As the Clevelands were preparing to leave the White House in early 1889, she told a staffer, "I want to find everything just as it is now, when we come back again." The confused aide asked when she planned on visiting. "We are coming back just four years from today," she replied with a smile.


Cleveland's second inauguration (Library of Congress)



Trump was the first former president in decades to try to return to the White House. But comeback attempts were more common in the 19th century. Cleveland was motivated to run again in part because Harrison had abandoned fiscal constraint, presiding alongside what became known as "the Billion Dollar Congress." Cleveland won a campaign that drew relatively little interest from the public, but the mark he set--a second, nonconsecutive presidential term--would stand for 132 years.



The Grover Cleveland Birthplace Memorial Association has been trying to build a proper library and museum for decades. New Jersey, which owns the historic site, has agreed to foot most of the bill, but red tape has caused delays. The Cleveland home is still undergoing refurbishments, and the museum won't fully open to the public for at least another few months. "We're breaking our backs trying to get this place open," Dave Cowell, the association's 86-year-old secretary of the board and former president, told me.

Over the past three decades, visitors to the Cleveland birthplace have grown from about 300 annually to roughly 9,000 a couple years ago, he said. That still pales in comparison to the expansive presidential museums dedicated to Ronald Reagan and John F. Kennedy, which draw hundreds of thousands of people every year. But Cleveland is gaining on second-tier presidential rivals such as Martin Van Buren, America's eighth president, whose historic site in New York receives about 13,000 people a year, Cowell said.

The association is planning a grand opening for the museum later this year. Trump will be invited, Picone said. But the group won't try to leverage the Trump connection for extra attention. No exhibitions examining their new link in history are in the works. It's just too soon, Paul Maloney told me. "Now, 10 years down the road? Fifteen years down the road? We might think differently."

As Cleveland's fans are quick to note, his presidential comeback is just one part of his legacy. His story has receded from national memory largely because his presidency did not coincide with momentous events; the country was not at war, and he did not die in office. Maloney, a retired social-studies teacher, admitted that Cleveland didn't even make it into his U.S. history curriculum. But, Picone argued, "he was an excellent president."

That Cleveland's most famous achievement has now been matched, his grandson George conceded, is a loss. "Nothing lasts forever," he told me. But he took solace in the thought that Trump's return to the White House won't completely erase his grandfather's record comeback. After all, George said, "he's still the first."
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The Most Important Breakthroughs of 2024

This year saw several advancements across medicine, space technology, and AI that extend our knowledge in consequential ways.

by Derek Thompson




This is my third time honoring what I see as the year's most important scientific and technological advances.

In 2022, my theme was the principle of "twin ideas," when similar inventions emerge around the same time. Just as Alexander Graham Bell and Elisha Gray both arguably conceived of the modern telephone in 1876 (and, by some accounts, on the same day!), the U.S. saw a cluster of achievements in generative AI, cancer treatment, and vaccinology.

In 2023, my theme was the long road of progress. My top breakthrough was Casgevy, a gene-editing therapy for patients with sickle-cell anemia. The therapy built on decades of research on CRISPR, an immune defense system borrowed from the world of bacteria.

View: 2024 in photos: Wrapping up the year

This year, my theme is the subtler power of incremental improvement, which has also been a motif of technological progress. Although nothing invented in 2024 rivals the gosh-wow debut of ChatGPT or the discovery of GLP-1 drugs, such as Ozempic, this year witnessed several advancements across medicine, space technology, and AI that extend our knowledge in consequential ways.

An Ingenious Defense Against HIV

Around the world, 40 million people live with HIV, and an estimated 630,000 people die of AIDS-related illness every year. The disease has no cure. But whereas patients in rich developed countries have access to medicine that keeps the virus at bay, many people in poor countries, where the disease is more widespread, do not.

This year, scientists at the pharmaceutical company Gilead announced that a new injectable drug seems to provide exceptional protection from HIV for six months. In one clinical trial of South African and Ugandan girls and young women, the shot, which is called lenacapavir, reduced HIV infections by 100 percent in the intervention group. Another trial of people across several continents reported an efficacy rate of 96 percent. Clinical-trial results don't get much more successful than that.

This fall, Gilead agreed to let other companies sell cheap generic versions of the shot in poor countries. More controversially, the deal left out middle-income countries, such as Brazil and Mexico, which will have to pay more for access to the therapy.

Lenacapavir works by targeting key "capsid proteins" that act as both sword and shield for HIV's genetic material--protecting the virus's RNA and allowing it to invade our cells. Lenacapavir stuns the proteins and disarms their sword-and-shield functions, which makes the HIV viral particles harmless. In naming lenacapavir its breakthrough of the year, the journal Science reported that the same technique could disrupt the proteins that protect countless other deadly viruses, including those that cause common colds or even once-in-a-generation pandemics. The ability to break down the structure and function of these viruses by targeting capsid proteins could help us cure even more diseases in the long run.

The U.S. Enters the Age of Rocket-Catching

For six decades, the U.S. has been pretty good at using propulsion technology to toss heavy objects into space. But catching them when they fall back to Earth? Not so much.

Until this October, when a SpaceX booster plummeted from the sky at 22 times the speed of sound, hit the brakes, slowed down over the same tower that had launched it, and settled into its two giant mechanical arms for a high-tech hug. Sixty-six years after America blasted into the age of rocket-launching, it has finally entered the age of rocket-catching.

Read: The most powerful rocket in history had a good morning

So what is this rocket-pincer technology--nicknamed "chopsticks"--actually good for? SpaceX, founded and run by Elon Musk, has already cut the price of getting stuff into space by an order of magnitude. Making rockets fully reusable could cut that price "by another order of magnitude," writes Eric Hand, a journalist with Science. Just about every aspect of a space-bound economy--running scientific experiments in our solar system, mining asteroids, manufacturing fiber optics and pharmaceuticals in microgravity conditions--runs up against the same basic economic bottleneck: Ejecting things out of our atmosphere is still very expensive. But cheap, large, and reusable rockets are the prerequisite for building any kind of world outside our own, whether it's a small fleet of automated factories humming in low-orbit or, well, a multiplanetary civilization.

A Quantum Breakthrough

In December, Google announced that its new quantum computer, based on a chip called Willow, solved a math problem in five minutes that would take one of the fastest supercomputers roughly "10 septillion years" to crack. For context, 10 septillion years is the entire history of the universe--about 14 billion years--repeated several trillion times over. The achievement was so audacious that some people speculated that Google's computer worked by borrowing computing power from parallel universes.

If that paragraph caused a nauseous combination of wonder and bafflement, that feels about right. Quantum computers don't make sense to most people, in part because they've been hyped up as the ultimate supercomputer. But as the science journalist Cleo Abram has explained, that's a misnomer. You shouldn't think of quantum computers as being bigger, faster, or smarter than the computers that run our day-to-day life. You should think of them as being fundamentally different.

Traditional computers, such as your smartphone and laptop, process information as a parade of binary switches that flip between 1 and 0. Quantum computers use qubits, which harness quantum mechanics, the weird physics that governs particles smaller than atoms. A qubit can represent both a 1 and a 0 simultaneously, thanks to a property called superposition. As you add more qubits, the computational power grows exponentially, which theoretically allows quantum computers to solve problems of dizzying complexity.

Qubits are finicky and prone to error. That's one reason quantum computers are held in special containers refrigerated to almost 0 kelvin, a temperature colder than deep space. But Google's chip, which connects 105 qubits, is among the first to show that the number of errors can decline as more qubits are added--a discovery that future quantum-computing teams can surely build on.

Optimistically, quantum computers could help us understand the rules of subatomic activity, which undergird all physical reality. That could mean designing better electric batteries by allowing researchers to simulate the behavior of electrons in metals, or revolutionizing drug discovery by predicting interactions between our immune system and viruses at the tiniest level.

But the possibilities aren't all pretty. The U.S., China, and other countries are locked in a multibillion-dollar race toward quantum supremacy, in part because it's broadly understood that a fully functioning quantum computer could also solve the sort of complex mathematical problems that form the basis of public-key cryptography. In other words, a working quantum computer could render null and void most internet encryption. Here again, the technological power to do more good tends to rise commensurately with the power to cause more chaos.

Another Year of Generative-AI Wizardry

This might just be the era when any plausible list of the year's most important technological advances ends with the sentence Oh, and also, artificial-intelligence researchers did a bunch of crazy stuff.

In just the past three months, a small study found that ChatGPT outperformed human physicians at solving medical case histories; several AI companies released a torrent of impressive video generators, including Google DeepMind's Veo 2 and OpenAI's Sora; Google announced an AI agent whose weather forecasts outperformed the European Center for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts--the "world leader in atmospheric prediction," according to The New York Times; and OpenAI released a new "reasoning" system that blew away industry standards in coding and complex math problems.

Read: The generative-AI revolution may be a bubble

I continue to be interested in how the transformer technology behind large language models handles the most complex logic systems. With ChatGPT, researchers showed that an AI could master the grammar of language well enough to produce plausible sentences, code, and poetry. But the cosmos is filled with other languages--that is, other logical systems that obey a finite number of rules to produce predictable results. One example is DNA. After all, what is DNA if not a language? With a vocabulary based on just four letters, or nucleotides, our genetic code spells out how our proteins, cells, organs, and bodies should function, replicate, and evolve. If one LLM can master the logic of English and computer programming, perhaps another could master the grammar of DNA--allowing scientists to synthesize biology in laboratories the same way you or I could produce synthetic paragraphs on our personal computers.

To that end, this year researchers at the Arc Institute, Stanford University, and UC Berkeley created Evo, a new AI model trained on 2.7 million genomes from microbes and viruses. Evo acts as a master linguist, learning the rules of DNA across billions of years of evolution to predict functions, analyze mutations, and even design new genetic sequences.

What could scientists do with generative AI for biology? Think about CRISPR technology. Scientists use a special protein to cut a cell's DNA, like a pair of molecular scissors, allowing researchers to make basic edits to the snipped genome. This year, Evo scientists designed a wholly original protein, unknown in nature, that could perform a similar gene-editing task. As Patrick Hsu, the core investigator at Arc Institute and an assistant professor of bioengineering at UC Berkeley, said, just as tools like ChatGPT have "revolutionized how we work with text, audio, and video, these same creative capabilities can now be applied to life's fundamental codes."
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My Boyfriend Is About to Move In With His Ex

Am I wrong for thinking this is a deal-breaker?

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

I'm a 73-old-woman who has been dating a man of the same age. We get along famously except for one problem: His previous girlfriend still lives in his home, which he left to allow her to continue living there. For more than a year, he has been staying at a friend's second home, but now it's time for him to go back to his own house. This means he'll soon be living with his ex, as he refuses to change the situation. Why? Her financial situation is not good, and he feels guilty. He doesn't seem to understand why I would have a problem with any of this, as he professes to be in love with me. But I don't think I can continue this relationship as long as he is living with his old girlfriend. Am I being unreasonable?



Dear Reader,

Well, people come to all sorts of bonkers arrangements to get through this life together, don't they? Two in the basement, one in the attic; three days in this apartment, four in that; I'll take the couch, you take the bed, she'll move to Sweden, and the dog can sleep where he likes. But for the bonkers arrangement to work, all parties need to subscribe to more or less the same version of reality.

Which is not the case here. You and your boyfriend--and I'm painting a nice, possibly completely erroneous, picture of him in my mind: a hater of change, a pleaser of people, a postponer of decisions, slothful, benevolent, a man after my own heart, really--have reached the old Frostian fork, the place where the two roads diverge.

Why can't we all just get along? he wants to know. You, me, my ex-girlfriend, and the mailman who stops in for tea. What's so complicated about that?

But to you, it's madness. His ex-girlfriend? Living with him in his house? Sharing a home with him, a domestic space that still has bits of their old relationship lying around in it like used car parts, a carburetor here and a windshield wiper there? It's an intolerable situation. And I think you have to trust yourself here. Your boyfriend is acting up. He says he's in love with you, but he's not doing a very good job of listening to you--hearing you, as the kids say.

My advice: Kick him around a bit, metaphorically speaking. He may have developed thick, woolly layers of insulation around his brain to protect him from the painfulness and difficulty of life. You must penetrate them, batter or needle your way through them. Help him understand how silly he's being. He'll get it, eventually, or he won't. And if he doesn't, you'll know what to do.

Dancing from one difficulty to another,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Rise of the Union Right

Democrats need some kitchen-table policies. Quick.

by Annie Lowrey




Richard Tikey builds coke-oven doors for U.S. Steel. He's a union guy, through and through: He's been a union member for 26 years, and is now the vice president of his local, the United Steelworkers 1557 in Clairton, Pennsylvania. He has spent much of his adult life voting for Democrats.

Kamala Harris and Joe Biden lobbied hard for votes like Tikey's. The Biden administration increased tariffs on foreign steel and spent hundreds of billions on heavy infrastructure. It supported union drives, stocked the National Labor Relations Board with worker-friendly lawyers, banned noncompete clauses, expanded eligibility for overtime, cracked down on union busting, and extended protections for civil servants. Biden was the first president in history to walk a picket line.

In contrast, Donald Trump has supported "right to work" laws, attempted to gut federal worker protections, and named union busters to lead the Department of Labor and the NLRB. He has also supported firing workers on strike, stiffed contractors for his campaigns and businesses, described American wages as "too high," and bragged that he denied his own workers overtime pay.

Even so, weeks before the election, Tikey appeared in a lime-green hard hat and a Steelworkers for Trump T-shirt, giving a thumbs-up for cameras alongside the once and future president. "Why would we support Democrats?" Tikey told me this month. "Every time we have a Republican in office, things are better."

Millions of other union members feel the same way. Exit polls indicate that nearly half of union households voted Republican in 2024, up from 43 percent in 2016 and 37 percent in 2000. Other polling shows that Trump commanded a 26-point lead among white voters without a college degree in union homes, up nine points since 2020. Conversely, Democratic support dropped 35 percentage points among Latino voters in union households, and also waned among Black union voters.

These trends are part of a long, slow tectonic electoral realignment. This century, the country has become less polarized in income terms, with Democrats gaining among coastal elites and Republicans among the working class. In the past decade, it has also become less racially polarized, with Black, Asian, and Latino voters shifting red. And education has become a much stronger predictor of a person's partisanship. Democrats now dominate among the college-educated, and Republicans dominate among white people without a degree.

The Republican coalition has become more diverse, while the Democrats have seen their working-class base--the working-class base that delivered them election after election in the 20th century--walk away. What would it take to get voters like Tikey to come back?

First, Democrats need to understand how they lost them. The commonly told story is an economic one, which I have heard from union leaders, the Bernie left, and blue-collar voters who have started voting Republican. The Democrats have more liberal economic policies than the GOP: They support higher taxes on the wealthy and more progressive spending. But this is not the same thing as being pro-worker. And the party has shed voters as it has become more corporatist, pro-globalization, and cosmopolitan.

A Democratic president, Bill Clinton, signed NAFTA, which cost hundreds of thousands of jobs in the heartland and suppressed wages. A Democratic president, Barack Obama, failed to pass "card check," which would have made forming unions radically easier. He also negotiated the Trans-Pacific Partnership, which unions argued would send American jobs overseas. More broadly, Democrats failed to prevent the collapse of the unionized workforce, two decades of stagnation in middle-income wages, and the hollowing-out of the Rust Belt. Their answer was to "compensate the losers," rather than avoid policies that generated losers to begin with. This cost them votes, as well as credibility among many working-class voters.

"Beginning with Jimmy Carter, there was an increasing effort to see unions and labor as a special interest, rather than a foundational part of the party," Michael Podhorzer, the longtime political director of the AFL-CIO, told me. "There hasn't been a political party in this country with working people at the table for decades. This is the bed the Democrats made for themselves, and it obviously has not paid off in the way they anticipated."

At the same time, particularly in the past decade, Republicans have become more economically populist. The mainstream of the party now promotes restricting trade and running enormous deficits, even during economic expansions. They may threaten to make huge cuts to popular social programs, but rarely actually do so. The Affordable Care Act lives on; Medicare and Social Security remain untouched. Trump signed a stimulus bill twice as large as Obama's.

Neither party delivered what it promised, economy-wise. It cost the Democrats and helped the GOP.

Political scientists and pollsters layer a cultural story onto this economic story. Since the 1970s, academics have noted that as societies have become wealthier, their voters have tended to care less about bread-and-butter financial issues and life-and-death defense ones. They begin voting on topics such as the environment, immigration, gender equity, and civil rights. (Academics call this "postmaterialism.") People can "choose parties on the basis of their overall social and cultural views," Matthew Grossmann, a political scientist at Michigan State University, told me.

Voters on both the right and the left have become postmaterial. The college-educated have aligned with the Democrats, attracted by the party's views on climate change and racial equality. Non-college-educated voters have shifted toward the Republicans on the basis of immigration, abortion, and race. Patrick Ruffini, a Republican pollster and strategist, told me that Trump's coalition might have been slightly lower-income than Harris's during this election. If so, it would likely be the first time the Republican coalition was less wealthy than the Democratic coalition in decades. "You have the party of the working class versus the professional class," he said, but it's "cultural issues that are driving these changes."

The greater emphasis on cultural issues has posed problems for both parties in their appeals to the American center, even as it has attracted votes too. In 2022, voters turned away from the GOP after the Supreme Court reversed Roe v. Wade. (Some pollsters expected the same in 2024, but other issues predominated.) In the past three elections, the left's position on immigration has alienated it from Latino voters it was desperately trying to hang on to. As my colleague Roge Karma writes, these voters didn't care about immigration as much as they cared about kitchen-table economics, and many had less liberal opinions about the border than professional Democrats.

The Democrats' positions have proved the more alienating ones for the small-c conservative American public--something the party has been slow to acknowledge. "The Democratic Party is incredibly well educated and has incredibly liberal views on social issues, relative to the population as a whole," Grossmann noted. "It is just not very easy to change that."

For all that cultural issues help explain how Democrats lost the working class over the past two decades, the economy nevertheless seems to have been the decisive factor in Trump's 2024 victory.

In polls, voters consistently named high prices as their top concern. They consistently said they trusted Trump to do better on the issue of inflation. Democrats pointed to the good headline numbers in terms of GDP growth, inequality, jobs, and wages, as well as the inflation-rate decline since 2022. Voters felt like the Democrats were ignoring or gaslighting them. Harris did not criticize the Biden administration for its role in stoking inflation. This cost her votes and perhaps the election, a pattern that has played out for incumbent parties around the world.

The Biden administration also fumbled in making the case for its policies to middle-income voters. Biden and Harris passed a tremendous amount of legislation but struggled to distill the hundreds of billions of dollars in spending and thousands of finicky provisions into tangible policy deliverables that the public could grasp. "While voters across party lines strongly supported Biden's populist economic policies, many were not aware that his administration had enacted them," an election postmortem by the left-of-center polling group Data for Progress found.

When I talked with voters during the campaign, I would often ask them what they thought Harris and Trump would do once in office. People tended to give specific answers for Trump, whether they themselves were a Democrat or a Republican. He'd enact tariffs, close the border, fire civil servants, and deport undocumented criminals. Even motivated Democrats, I found, struggled to name Harris's top priorities. Someone might respond with 10 answers or sometimes none.

The candidates the Democrats ran and the strategies their campaigns deployed were less-than-ideal too. Biden's age and Harris's lack of authentic connection with voters, something that's hard to measure but not hard to see, were obstacles to victory. The Democrats' character-based vilification of Trump failed to connect for many voters who liked the guy and supported his policies. "People underestimated the appeal of Trump's message to nonwhite working-class audiences," Ruffini told me. "They didn't think it could cross over."

History suggests that things will get easier for Democrats, in some ways. If past trends hold, the party will pick up five or more points in the midterms without doing anything. The Republicans will start passing policies and instantly become less popular in the eyes of voters, left and right. And in the next presidential campaign, the Democrats will benefit from being able to run unencumbered by incumbency, against Trumpism, if not Trump himself.

Still, pollsters and political scientists told me, the party needs to change. The "Brahmin left"--meaning the educated elite that now makes up the Democratic Party's base--is not a big enough bloc to defeat Republicans going forward. Democrats have to get back at least some members of the middle class, the working poor, and the unions.

In terms of kitchen-table policies, well, the Democrats need to have some. Just a few. Big ones. Popular ones that are easy to understand. A bill that caps the price of all prescription drugs at $25 a month, say, rather than a 19-point policy white paper.

The content of such proposals matters too. The Brahmin left tends to be more supportive of redistribution than the working class, which tends to prefer something that economists call "predistribution": high minimum wages rather than welfare payments, pro-union policies rather than refundable tax credits, antitrust measures rather than food stamps. Moderate families also give higher marks to social spending that feels like infrastructure: universal pre-K, guaranteed jobs programs, and public internet.

The cultural drift of the party will be harder to change, political analysts told me. Tacking to the center would mean repudiating activists on immigration, the environment, women's and LGBTQ rights, and abortion--the same activists who have marched in the streets, raised money, and knocked on doors for Democrats, and have become its most loyal voters. It would mean ignoring many of Washington's most powerful nonprofits and interest groups. "I'm a progressive," Jared Abbott, the director of the Center for Working-Class Politics, told me. "I'm not even sure it would work, because the reputation of the party is so set in."

Indeed, Harris brought up that she was a gun owner and ran on her record as a prosecutor. She did not emphasize trans-rights issues, nor did she use the term Latinx in speeches. What did her relative centrism get her?

Still, pollsters noted that some politicians have had success with their cultural appeals to more conservative voters: John Fetterman in Pennsylvania, Ruben Gallego in Arizona, Marie Gluesenkamp Perez in Washington. It might not take much more than loudly rejecting some far-left positions, Ruffini told me. "You have to have someone come out and say: 'Here's what I'm for and I'm against. And I don't like some of this cultural stuff.' Create a clear moment of contrast and differentiation."

I asked Tikey which issues drew him to the Republicans. He made more money under Republicans, he told me (though union data show that workers got large profit-sharing payments under Biden). He thought Trump would do better on inflation, and he appreciated the GOP's stance on abortion, gender, and guns. Plus, he said, "I don't understand why unions endorse Democrats when they want to shut down" plants like the one he works in. He has a point. Democrats are not vowing to save coal plants, for instance. They're promising to compensate the losers.

In the future, could a more centrist Democrat, in cultural and economic terms, win Tikey over? "The Democratic Party has changed," he told me. It just isn't the party that he and many of his neighbors supported back in the 1990s. "I don't think so," he said.
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Birthmark

A poem for Wednesday

by L. A. Johnson




In California, even the worst
 of us is forgiven: flooding roads
 lead to freeway superbloom, birds
 make nests out of all our trash.
 And despite drought, jacarandas
 spike purple in July, their roots
 cracking the concrete. Once, I
 tripped under one, tore the skin
 off my knees. And at last removed
 the leftover scars of childhood.
 My father fell once outside  
 the dirtiest apartment I lived
 in that overlooked the freeway
 on a street where no one walked. Yet
 when he fell, some kind stranger
 materialized out of the smog and
 lifted him to his feet.  
 I thought then it was an accident,
 the stranger a good omen,
 and raised no alarm over what
 I would call now his thin legs.
 But there's no tree to bloom
 from his grave, his body  
 the opposite of a seed. When I
 can no longer bear the weight, I
 declutter my closet, my drawers.
 Beneath a jacaranda, I leave
 my abandoned items on the sidewalk,
 and in only hours, my mistakes
 are absorbed by the city.
 Tonight, with the objects gone,
 I try to think of my regrets
 with tenderness, handling them
 the way someone who loves me
 might touch an old scar.
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The Controversy Over Baby Names

Annual baby-name lists don't always stir the pot, but last year's did.

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.


I have two names, but only one exists on paper. When I was born, my parents put my name down as Stephanie, inspired by the Full House character. They thought she was cute and a little spunky, and they also wanted a more convenient life for me--one without the hassle of repeating my Chinese name, Yue er, to Americans who might find it hard to remember.

Though names can be intensely personal, parents' choices have become subject to public dissection. Earlier this month, the name Muhammad made headlines when the U.K.'s Office for National Statistics (ONS) reported that in 2023, it became the most popular baby-boy name in England and Wales for the first time. Heated online discourse followed: Wars were waged in Reddit threads over what this meant for England's future, and Turning Point UK, an offshoot of the American right-wing youth-activist organization, posted a video of the news on X with the caption, "We are being replaced."

Those decrying the ONS announcement immediately linked the popularity of Muhammad to the shifting demographics of their country. From 2011 to 2021, the number of Muslims in England and Wales grew from 4.8 percent to 6.5 percent, accounting for 33 percent of the overall population increase during those years. Muhammad has steadily climbed the England and Wales baby-name list for decades, and it has held a place in the top 10 since 2016. (The name also has various spellings, all of which are counted separately in the ONS's annual list--meaning that, taken together, it may have been the top baby-boy name in years past as well.) Annual baby-name lists do tend to reflect changing demographics, Cleveland Evans, an expert on names and an emeritus professor of psychology at Bellevue University, in Nebraska, told me via email.

Take Mateo, a Spanish name that clinched a spot in the U.S.'s top-10 baby-boy name list for the first time last year. It's the latest example of a name common in Spain and some Latin American countries that has grown more popular in the United States over the past few decades, accompanied by Santiago, Sofia, Camila, and others. This trend was spurred by the rise of Spanish-speaking immigrants over a similar time period and the pride more people are taking in their culture, Pamela Redmond, a co-creator of Nameberry, the world's largest baby-name website, told me. (The rise of Mateo, in particular, was buoyed by its high ranking in New Mexico and other states with a large Hispanic population.)

But the relationship between baby names and demographic shifts isn't a perfect science, in part because names aren't a perfect indicator of cultural identity. To start with the obvious: Names can be changed. I know people who chose to forgo the ethnic name on their birth certificate for an American name, and people who have gone in the opposite direction. Limited data exist to assess the ethnicity or race of the parents who choose names, such as Sofia, that are technically considered ethnic but are popular across cultural lines. Other factors can influence name choices too: Pop culture, for example, might inspire or dissuade parents from selecting certain names. (The ONS report found an uptick last year in babies named after the kids from the Kardashian-Jenner family.) Plus, the longer immigrants stay in a country, the more likely they are to give their children assimilated names to help them fit in, Ran Abramitzky, a Stanford professor who has studied immigration and naming patterns in the U.S., told me.

Muhammad may be considered an outlier in this respect; it's a name seldom chosen by non-Muslim parents, and it remains the top choice for baby boys in many Muslim communities because of its connection to the Prophet Muhammad. That kind of ubiquity has become rarer in the modern landscape of baby names. In the U.S., the share of babies with a top-10 name has sharply dropped, from roughly 32 percent in 1880 to 7 percent in 2020, as Joe Pinsker reported in The Atlantic in 2022. Gone are the days of five Marys and Johns in one classroom. Now Ashley is spelled in seven different ways, and many parents are drawn to the individuality and novelty of less common names. This turn toward variety, coupled with changing demographics, might have helped boost the popularity of certain traditional names.

The recent controversy over Muhammad has confirmed just how easily baby names strike a nerve. Ethnic names can become proxies for national anxieties and fears. Other names are scrutinized for their unconventional nature (think: X AE A-Xii Musk, Legendary Love Cannon, Diva Thin Muffin Pigeen). People have intense reactions to strangers' names in part because they can follow a child for a lifetime--and often publicly, in the era of social media. Naming choices could even say something about parenting choices; calling somebody X AE A-Xii, for example, might be perceived as a cruel or selfish move on the parents' part, Redmond noted. The topic also affirms a simple truth about the internet: People like to share strong opinions about other people's lives.

Annual baby-name lists don't always stir the pot like last year's did. If you follow the data, convention is consistent. Fewer people on average may choose the most popular baby names, but the names themselves haven't changed much in recent years: Olivia topped the annual baby-name list for the fifth year in a row in the U.S. and for the eighth year running in England and Wales. Liam was the most popular baby-boy name in the U.S. for the past six years. Baby-name rankings tend to shuffle around the same few names in the same few spots (Noah, which has been a top-five baby-boy pick in England and Wales since 2017, fell short of Muhammad by a slim margin of less than 300 names last year). Though names inevitably go in and out of vogue, future ones likely won't look too different from today's, Redmond said. "Every generation needs to reinvent. But they don't usually go that far afield."

Related:

	The age of the unique baby name
 	The paradox of baby names
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	The MAGA honeymoon is over.
 	An astonishing level of dehumanization
 	Apocalypse, constantly




Evening Read


Villagers hid in a church in Rukara, Rwanda, in April 1994. Hutu militia surrounded the church and launched a series of attacks that lasted for days, killing hundreds. Illustration by Dadu Shin



How Do You Forgive the People Who Killed Your Family?

By Clint Smith

Hussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.
 He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Wenjia Tang



Search. Do yourself a favor and go find a "third place," one where you can have serendipitous, productivity-free conversation, Allie Conti writes.

Learn. Julie Beck spent more than three years interviewing friends for "The Friendship Files" and came to believe that there are six forces that fuel friendship.

Play our daily crossword.

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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Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Staff Writers






The Atlantic is announcing the hires of political reporters Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, who will both become staff writers in mid-January. In an announcement to staff, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability journalism. They will make great additions to our already excellent politics team."

In October, The Atlantic announced that it was adding two more print issues annually--returning to monthly publication for the first time in more than two decades--and hiring a number of writers and editors to grow coverage of defense, national security, and technology, in addition to health, science, and other areas. Recent staff writers to join the magazine include Kristen V. Brown, Jonathan Chait, Nicholas Florko, Shane Harris, and Shayla Love.

Below is the full announcement about Ashley and Michael:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing to share the happy news that two of Washington's most accomplished and authoritative reporters, Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, are joining The Atlantic as part of our effort to deepen our coverage of the incoming administration, and of America's tumultuous politics more generally.
 Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability journalism. They will make great additions to our already excellent politics team. As we move into 2025, it is vitally important for us to cover Washington--the implementation of the MAGA agenda; the role of money (foreign and domestic) in our politics; the future of the Democratic Party--in the most comprehensive and rigorous way possible, and Ashley and Michael will play important roles in helping us meet our goals.  
 Ashley, the Post's senior national political correspondent, is a three-time Pulitzer Prize winner who covered Donald Trump's first term, and covered the Biden administration as White House bureau chief. Before her time at the Post, she spent 11 years at The New York Times, where she covered the 2012 and 2016 presidential campaigns and Congress, among other subjects. (She got her professional start at the Times as Maureen Dowd's research assistant, and before that she served as a reporter and an editor at the world's greatest college newspaper.) Ashley was part of the Post team that won a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting in 2018, for coverage of Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election. She was also a member of the team that won the Pulitzer for Public Service in 2022, for its coverage of the causes, costs, and aftermath of the January 6 siege of the Capitol. And she was part of the Post team that won a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting in 2024, for their coverage of the role the AR-15 plays in American culture.
 Michael has been a national political reporter at the Post since 2017, focusing on campaigns and elections. Most recently, he covered the Republican presidential primaries and the inner workings of the Trump, Biden, Harris, and Kennedy campaigns. Michael's decision to join The Atlantic represents a kind of homecoming; he is a magazine writer at heart, having previously worked at Time, first as a campaign reporter beginning in 2007, before becoming the White House correspondent and later Washington bureau chief. He wrote more than 20 cover stories for the magazine, including two Person of the Year stories, and interviewed Trump six times. Before joining Time, Michael served as the Washington correspondent for Salon, the Washington correspondent for Mother Jones, and an assistant editor at the Columbia Journalism Review. He began his career as a reporter for the Daily Hampshire Gazette in Northampton, Mass., covering local schools and city government. Michael has served on the board of the White House Correspondents' Association, and won the National Press Club's Lee Walczak Award for Political Excellence for his article on the 2012 Obama reelection effort, and the 2014 New York Press Club Award for Political Coverage for a cover story on the 2013 government shutdown.
 Please join me in welcoming Ashley and Michael to The Atlantic.
 Best wishes for a happy new year,
 Jeff
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Apocalypse, Constantly

Humans love to imagine their own demise.

by Adam Kirsch




In 1985, when I was 9 years old, I watched the first episode of the new Twilight Zone, a reboot of the classic early-1960s TV series. People rarely talk about the '80s version, which ran for just three seasons. But there must be other viewers around my age who have never forgotten "A Little Peace and Quiet," the second story in that debut episode. It's about a woman who discovers a magic pendant in the shape of a sundial that gives her the power to stop time. Whenever she says "Shut up," everyone and everything in the world except her comes to a halt, resuming only when she says, "Start talking."

At first she uses the device to give herself a break from her irritating husband and chattering children. But at the end of the episode, she hears an announcement that the Soviets have launched a nuclear attack on the United States, and she deploys the magic phrase to arrest time. In the last scene, she walks out of her house and looks up to see ICBMs frozen in midair, leaving her with an impossible choice: to unfreeze time and be destroyed along with all of humanity, or to spend eternity as the sole living person in the world.

I remember that TV image better than most of the things I saw in real life as a child. It was the perfect symbol of an understanding of history that Generation X couldn't help but absorb--if not from The Twilight Zone, then from movies such as The Day After and WarGames. The nuclear-arms race meant that humanity's destruction was imminent, even though no one actually wanted it, because we were collectively too stupid and frivolous to prevent it. We were terrified of the future, like the woman in the TV show--yet we also secretly longed for the arrival of the catastrophe because only it could release us from the anxiety of waiting.

The dread of extinction has always been with us; only the mechanism changes.

Four years after that broadcast, the Cold War ended in an American victory with the fall of the Berlin Wall. In an influential essay published in the euphoric year of 1989, the political scientist Francis Fukuyama proclaimed "the end of history." But it felt more like the resumption of history. Throughout four decades of nuclear brinkmanship, humanity had been living in fearful expectation, like Brutus in Julius Caesar : "Between the acting of a dreadful thing / And the first motion, all the interim is / Like a phantasma or a hideous dream." Now the doomsday weapons had been, if not abolished, at least holstered, and the passage of time could mean progress, rather than a countdown to annihilation.

Somehow, things haven't turned out that way. Young people today are no less obsessed with climate disasters than Gen X was with nuclear war. Where we had nightmares about missiles, theirs feature mass extinctions and climate refugees, wildfires and water wars. And that's just the beginning. As Dorian Lynskey, a British journalist and critic, writes in Everything Must Go: The Stories We Tell About the End of the World, wherever you look in contemporary pop culture, humanity is getting wiped out--if not by pollution and extreme weather (as in Wall-E and The Day After Tomorrow), then by a meteor or comet (Armageddon, Deep Impact), a virus (Station Eleven, The Walking Dead ), or sudden, inexplicable infertility (Children of Men).

Adrienne LaFrance: Humanity's enduring obsession with the apocalypse

These are more than just Hollywood tropes. Lynskey cites surveys showing that 56 percent of people ages 16 to 25 agree with the statement "Humanity is doomed," while nearly a third of Americans expect an apocalyptic event to take place in their lifetime. Logically enough, people who believe that the world is about to end are much less inclined to bring children into it. According to a 2024 Pew Research Center survey of unmarried Americans ages 18 to 34, 69 percent say they want to get married one day, but only 51 percent say they want to have children. Around the world, birth rates are falling rapidly; one South Korean online retailer reported that more strollers are now being sold for dogs than for babies in that country. Perhaps this is how the world will end--"not with a bang but a whimper," as T. S. Eliot wrote in his 1925 poem, "The Hollow Men."

But the fact that Eliot was already fantasizing about the end of the world a century ago suggests that the dread of extinction has always been with us; only the mechanism changes. Thirty years before "The Hollow Men," H. G. Wells's 1895 novel The Time Machine imagined the ultimate extinction of life on Earth, as the universe settles into entropy and heat death. Nearly 70 years before that, Mary Shelley's novel The Last Man imagined the destruction of the human race in an epidemic. And even then, the subject was considered old hat. One reason The Last Man failed to make the same impression as Shelley's Frankenstein, Lynskey shows, is that two other works titled "The Last Man" were published in Britain the same year, as well as a poem called "The Death of the World."

In these modern fables, human extinction is imagined in scientific terms, as the result of natural causes. But the fears they express are much older than science. The term apocalypse comes from an ancient Greek word meaning "unveiling," and it was used in a literary sense to describe biblical books such as Daniel and Revelation, which offer obscure but highly dramatic predictions about the end of days. "A river of fire streamed forth before Him; / Thousands upon thousands served Him; / Myriads upon myriads attended Him; / The court sat and the books were opened," Daniel says about the Day of Judgment.

Everything Must Go takes note of these early predecessors, but Lynskey mostly focuses on books and movies produced in the U.S. and the U.K. in the past 200 years, after the Christian apocalypse had begun "to lose its monopoly over the concept of the end of the world." He divides this material into sections to show how the favorite methods of annihilation have evolved over time, in tandem with scientific progress.

From the January/February 2023 issue: Adam Kirsch on the people cheering for humanity's end

In the mid-19th century, as astronomers were starting to understand the true nature of comets and meteors, writers began to imagine what might happen if one of these celestial wanderers collided with our planet. Edgar Allan Poe's short story "The Destruction of the World," published in 1843, was perhaps the first to evoke the initial moment of impact:

For a moment there was a wild lurid light alone, visiting and penetrating all things ... then, there came a great pervading sound, as if from the very mouth of HIM; while the whole circumambient mass of ether in which we existed, burst at once into a species of intense flame.

This kind of cataclysmic fantasy hasn't disappeared--in the 2021 movie Don't Look Up, astronomers discover a new comet months before it's due to strike Earth. But whereas 19th-century stories emphasized humanity's helplessness in the face of external threats, the technological advances of the 20th century created a new fear: that we would destroy ourselves, either on purpose or accidentally.

Hiroshima demonstrated that a global nuclear war could not be won. Radioactive fallout and nuclear winter, in which dust and smoke blot out the sun, would mean the extinction of most life on Earth. This scenario could be played for eerie tragedy: In the 1959 film On the Beach, Australians go about their ordinary lives while waiting for the fallout of a nuclear war to arrive and complete humanity's erasure. Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove (1964) staged the end of the world as an absurdist comedy, the accidental result of ideological mania and sheer idiocy. The film closes with the terrifying yet preposterous image of an American airman riding a falling bomb like a rodeo steer.

Technology didn't just enable us to annihilate ourselves. More unsettling, it raised the possibility that we would make ourselves obsolete. Today this fear is often expressed in terms of AI, but it first surfaced more than a century ago in the 1920 play R.U.R., by the Czech playwright Karel Capek. Capek invented both the word robot (adapted from a Czech word meaning "forced labor") and the first robot uprising; at the end of the play, only one human is left on Earth, an engineer spared by the robots to help them reproduce. Isaac Asimov's classic collection of sci-fi stories, I, Robot (1950), envisioned a more benevolent scenario, in which robots become so intelligent so quickly that they simply take over the management of the world, turning humanity into their wards--whether we like it or not.

All of these stories can be seen as variations on the theme of "The Sorcerer's Apprentice," a tale told in ballad form by Goethe in 1797, at the dawn of the age of technology. Because our tools have become too powerful for us to manage, the future never unfolds the way we expect it to; our utopias always lurch into dystopia.

This element of self-accusation is what makes an apocalypse story distinctively modern. When human beings imagined that the world would end as a result of a divine decree or a celestial collision, they might rend their garments and tear their hair, but they could do nothing about it. When we imagine the end of the world in a nuclear war or an AI takeover, we are not just the victims but also the culprits. Like Charlton Heston at the end of Planet of the Apes, we have no one to curse but ourselves: "You maniacs! You blew it up! Ah, damn you! God damn you all to hell!"

In A Century of Tomorrows: How Imagining the Future Shapes the Present, the historian and museum curator Glenn Adamson surveys a different genre of stories about the future--the ones told by 20th-century "futurologists." Where Lynskey's writers and filmmakers envision the future as an inevitable disaster, these modern seers believed that we can control our destiny--if we only have the good sense to follow their advice.

Adamson applies the term futurologist to a wide range of figures in business, science, politics, and the arts, most of whom would not have described themselves that way. For the designer Norman Bel Geddes, shaping the future meant sketching "cars, buses, and trains that swelled dramatically toward their front ends, as if they could scarcely wait to get where they were going." For the feminist Shulamith Firestone, it meant calling for the abolition of the nuclear family. We also encounter Marcus Garvey, who led a Black nationalist movement in the early 20th century, and Stewart Brand, the author of the hippie bible The Whole Earth Catalog. The assortment of visionaries is odd, but Adamson accords them all a place in his book because they expanded America's sense of the possible, its expectations about what the future could bring.

The villains of Adamson's book, by contrast, are the technocrats of futurism--think-tank experts, business executives, and government officials who believed that they could dictate the future by collecting enough data and applying the right theories. A classic example is Robert McNamara, who serves as a parable of "the rise and fall of technocratic futurology's unchallenged dominance" in Cold War America.

McNamara became a Harvard Business School professor in the 1940s, and demonstrated a talent "for planning, for forecasting, for quantitatively analyzing, for segregating the trouble spots and identifying the upcoming trends, for abstracting and projecting and predicting." During World War II, he was recruited by the Air Force to study production methods and eliminate inefficiencies. After the war, he did the same at Ford Motor Company, rising to become its head.

When John F. Kennedy named McNamara as his secretary of defense, the choice seemed like a perfect fit. Who better than a master planner to plan America's Cold War victory? Instead, McNamara spent the next seven years presiding over the ever-deepening catastrophe in Vietnam, where America's strategic failure was camouflaged by framing the situation, Adamson writes, as "a series of data points, treating 'kill ratio' and 'body count' as predictive measures in the war's progress."

The conclusion that Adamson draws from his illuminating forays into cultural history is that any claim to be able to control the future is an illusion; the more scientific it sounds, the more dangerous it can be. Yet he ends up admitting to "a certain admiration" for futurologists, despite their mistakes, because "they help us feel the future, the thrilling, frightening, awesome responsibility that it is."

The future can be our responsibility only if we have the power--and the will--to change it. Otherwise it becomes our fate, a basilisk that turns us to stone as we gaze at it. For a long time, that monster was nuclear war, but today's focus on worst-case scenarios arising from climate change is not as well suited to storytelling. Lynskey quotes the environmentalist Bill McKibben's complaint that "global warming has still to produce an Orwell or a Huxley, a Verne or a Wells ... or in film any equivalent of On the Beach or Doctor Strangelove."

Read: For how much longer can life continue on this troubled planet?

Climate change is hard to dramatize for the same reason that it is hard to solve: It happens slowly and in the background, until it doesn't. Compared with that TV image of Russian missiles suspended overhead, our current fears for the future are as intangible and omnipresent as the weather. Confronted with melting glaciers and vanishing species, our promises to use paper straws or shut off the faucet while we brush our teeth feel less like solutions than superstitious gestures.

In a curious way, reading Everything Must Go can serve as therapy for this kind of fatalism. "The unrealized fears of the past can be a comfort," Lynskey writes, "because the conviction that one is living in the worst of times is evergreen." There is a difference, of course, between living in fear of the Last Judgment and living in fear of nuclear war or global warming. The former is a matter of faith; the latter are empirical realities. But when impending catastrophes are real, it is all the more important that we not frighten ourselves into seeing them as inevitable. As Edgar points out in King Lear, "The worst is not / So long as we can say, 'This is the worst.' "



*Lead-image sources: Sunset Boulevard / Corbis / Getty; Dmitrii Marchenko / Getty; Photo 12 / Alamy; solarseven / Getty; Niko Tavernise / Netflix; Maximum Film / Alamy; Moviestore Collection / Alamy


This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "Apocalypse, Constantly."
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How the Ugly Shoe Got Chic

Clog, meet runway.

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.


From a young age, I respected the Croc. But somewhere along the way, I got the message that my favorite orange clogs were not chic, and I moved on.

Then, something remarkable happened. After years of being periodically trendy, comfy shoes took off during the early pandemic. Crocs started selling like crazy. Last year, Birkenstock went public. And elite designers have started collaborating with mass-market comfort brands, sometimes festooning their joint creations with ribbons or pearls. A series of such collaborations has emerged over the past few years: Miu Miu x New Balance, Cecilie Bahnsen x Asics, Collina Strada x Ugg, Sandy Liang x Salomon, and Simone Rocha x Crocs, to name a few. Multiple pairs of tricked-up Crocs clogs have appeared on runways lately, and Fendi x Red Wing boots graced the runway at Milan Fashion Week. Birkenstock has collaborated with designers including Jil Sander, Proenza Schouler, and Manolo Blahnik. At this point, nearly every canonical American comfort-shoe brand has paired up with a runway designer.

Yes, many of these shoes are not conventionally beautiful, and that's part of the fun. The fashion world has a long-standing fascination with ugliness, Emily Huggard, who teaches a class on fashion collaborations at the Parsons School of Design, told me. Designer brands such as Collina Strada and Simone Rocha, both of which have collaborated with mainstream shoemakers, play with themes of grotesquerie and beauty, she noted. Beyond shoes, fashion designers have recently been returning to the grungy, oversize, jagged silhouettes of the 1990s and early 2000s. After a yearslong reign of sleek, minimalist looks, fashion's extravagantly ugly era is upon us. Ugliness is, of course, subjective: As the fashion critic Vanessa Friedman noted earlier this year, "One person's ugly shoe is another person's footwear treasure."

At least some of high fashion's interest in working with big comfort-shoe brands is about reaching new audiences. Many of these luxury brands are small--almost certainly not as widely known as mall mainstays such as Crocs and Mephisto. Plus, making a shoe that functions well requires special expertise, which big brands such as Asics and New Balance can provide to smaller, independent collaborators, Thomai Serdari, a marketing professor at NYU's business school, told me in an email. From the mainstream brands' perspective, such collaborations make them seem cool and relevant--and there's little to lose. As Crocs' chief marketing officer told The New York Times last year, experimentation isn't so risky when your shoes are already pretty controversial.

People do actually want to buy some of these shoes: The Simone Rocha x Crocs collaboration, for example, sold out swiftly. The pure shock factor likely helps--Is that a Croc covered in pearls? And because they're so wacky, such shoes generate rapt, if sometimes quizzical, coverage in fashion magazines. Some shoppers buy the shoes as a way to demonstrate a winking insiderness, or to signal that they're very online (the collaborations are frequently hits on social media). The high price of high-fashion shoe collaborations may also be part of the appeal. As the Substack newsletter Blackbird Spyplane put it in a September edition about four-figure sneakers, at a time when clothes "seem either criminally cheap or nauseatingly expensive," $1,500 Loro Piana x New Balance sneakers may be "substantially 'about' their own hideous pricetags."

Not all of these collaborations are unappealing or even in-your-face--those Loro Piana sneakers are pretty subdued--but the mix of high-low is core to the concept. That balance takes skill to pull off. I am personally unlikely to pay hundreds or thousands for a designer version of the shoes I rocked when I was 12. But there's something undeniably fun about the whimsy, and at times ugliness, of these creations.

Related:

	Cool people accidentally saved America's feet.
 	How Nike turned running shoes into fashion




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The rise of the union right
 	Jimmy Carter was a lucky man.
 	What the left refused to understand about women's sports
 	77 facts that blew our minds in 2024




Evening Read
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What Not to Wear

By Ellen Cushing

As long as people have been able to dress in color, we've been desperate to do it better. In the mid-19th century, advances in dyeing technology and synthetic organic chemistry allowed the textile industry, previously limited to what was available in nature, to mass-produce a rainbow's worth of new shades. The problem was, people began wearing some truly awful outfits, driven to clashy maximalism by this revolution in color.
 The press created a minor moral panic ("un scandale optique," a French journal called it), which it then attempted to solve. An 1859 issue of Godey's Lady's Book, the most widely read American women's magazine of the antebellum era, promised to help "ill-dressed and gaudy-looking women" by invoking a prominent color theorist, the French chemist Michel-Eugene Chevreul, and his ideas about which colors were most "becoming" on various (presumably white) women.
 Chevreul died in 1889, 121 years before Instagram was invented, but had the platform been available to him, I think he would have done very well on it.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Laura Letinsky / Gallery Stock



Watch. Check out these six acclaimed movies with roughly 90-minute runtimes.

Read. "Case Study," a short story by Weike Wang:

"Her father is back in the ER. His second time this month. The first was a short stay."

Play our daily crossword.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The President Trump Is Pushing Aside

Grover Cleveland enthusiasts aren't thrilled.

by Russell Berman




Only one historic site bears the name of America's 22nd and 24th president--and it's no Monticello.

The Grover Cleveland Presidential Library and Museum occupies a one-story building in Caldwell, New Jersey, behind the house where its namesake spent the first few years of his life. The museum is the size of a small living room. A Dunkin' sits across the street.

The site befits Cleveland's legacy. He was a large man but not larger than life; his two terms in the White House were most remarkable for the four years that separated them.

Until November 5, Cleveland held the distinction of being the only U.S. president to regain the office after voters turned him out: He won the White House in 1884, lost his reelection bid in 1888, and then won again in 1892. Donald Trump matched Cleveland's achievement by winning last year's presidential election, robbing him of his exclusive claim to history but also renewing interest in a president whom time has largely forgotten. The two men share little else in common. Cleveland curtailed government corruption, adhered to a restrictive view of presidential authority, and opposed expansionism; Trump flouts ethical norms left and right, chafes at limits to his power, and wants to buy Greenland. Yet their new bond could reshape Cleveland's legacy.

A grandson of the former president, George Cleveland, has been fielding calls from reporters and history buffs for months. "Anything that shines a light on a dimmer part of history is a good thing," he told me. "It's a Grover Cleveland renaissance!" joked Louis Picone, a historian who sits on the board of the Grover Cleveland Birthplace Memorial Association.

One rainy evening last month, the association gathered in Caldwell--a small town about 20 miles west of New York City--for its annual meeting. The event doubled as a ribbon-cutting for a newly renovated room in the museum that the group is trying to expand. At the moment, the exhibit isn't much: some photographs, a desk, a chair Cleveland used in the White House.

The event drew a couple dozen people, who listened to Picone deliver a talk on "extraordinary" presidential elections. But he didn't discuss any of the past three, which weren't exactly ordinary. Picone mentioned Trump only glancingly and ignored his new connection to Cleveland.

From the March 1897 issue: Mr. Cleveland as president

Indeed, Trump is a touchy topic for the keepers of the Cleveland flame, not all of whom are happy to see their guy joined forever in history alongside the 45th and soon-to-be-47th president of the United States. Paul Maloney, the association's president, politely declined to answer when I asked him how he felt about Cleveland losing his unique distinction. "We have a political figure that I'm trying to keep the politics out of. I know how odd that is," Maloney told me. "I don't want anyone to infer any point of view that our organization might have."

The group's vice president, Bunny Jenkins, wasn't as diplomatic: "It had to be Trump?!"



Besides their comeback connection, Cleveland and Trump are about as different from each other as any two presidents. Trump was born into New York wealth; Cleveland was a minister's son who helped provide for his family after his father's early death. He was a hard worker and, at times, a hard drinker; Trump abstains from both long hours and alcohol.

Both Cleveland and Trump campaigned as anti-corruption populists, but Cleveland followed through on his commitment to clean government. (His dedication was literal at times: As mayor of Buffalo, New York, he helped construct a modern sewer system for the foul-smelling city.) A Democratic reformer, Cleveland fought Tammany Hall as governor of New York. After he won the presidency in 1884, he insisted on paying his own train fare to Washington, according to a 2022 biography by Troy Senik. He once refused to accept a dog that a supporter sent him as a gift, deeming it inappropriate.

As president, Cleveland developed such a reputation for public integrity that he earned the nickname "Grover the Good." He curbed the spoils and patronage system that pervaded politics at the time--and that Trump has begun to re-create.

Whereas Trump has repeatedly stretched the bounds of presidential power, Cleveland respected them. He interpreted the president's constitutional responsibilities narrowly and did not try to whip votes for his agenda in Congress. But within his authority, Cleveland acted aggressively: He vetoed 414 bills during his first term, more than all 21 of his predecessors combined.

Few of the political controversies that Cleveland confronted as president are relevant anymore; the pensions of Civil War veterans and the gold standard were major flashpoints in the late 19th century. But one major fiscal debate has lingered--tariffs--and he and Trump took opposite sides. Cleveland pushed for lower tariffs even though they were popular, a stance that likely cost him his first attempt at winning a second term.

Despite his reputation for good governance, President Cleveland had significant flaws, including ones that much of his 19th-century electorate would have overlooked. He opposed women's suffrage, and he made virtually no effort to protect Black people in the South from the terror and disenfranchisement of Jim Crow.

Accusations of misconduct in his personal life nearly derailed his first bid for the presidency. A Buffalo newspaper reported that he had fathered a child out of wedlock years earlier with a widow named Maria Halpin. The story alleged that Cleveland hired detectives to abduct Halpin, take the baby, and force Halpin into a mental institution. A few months later, and just before Election Day, the allegations became far worse. According to Senik, Halpin signed an affidavit attesting that Cleveland had "accomplished my ruin by the use of force and violence and without my consent." Days later, however, Halpin denied her own charges and said she had signed the document without reading it. Cleveland won the election, and his opponents did not bring up the allegations in subsequent campaigns.

Whether or not he assaulted Halpin remains unclear. "The only two people who know are dead," Picone told me. But historians, including Senik, have generally "given Grover Cleveland the benefit of the doubt" because of his reputation for honesty, Picone said. "It was so out of character," he said of the allegations. Cleveland did acknowledge, though, that he had been romantically involved with Halpin, and he never denied that he was the father of her child. In 2020, the historian Susan Wise Bauer wrote in The Atlantic that Cleveland had managed to present himself as "the upstanding, hapless victim" in the whole affair, creating a new playbook for politicians accused of sexual misconduct.

Read: The lessons of 1884

The Republican Benjamin Harrison beat Cleveland in 1888 thanks in part to Cleveland's aggressive push to lower tariffs, a position that united the GOP in opposition and divided his own party. "What is the use of being elected or reelected unless you stand for something?" he asked a staffer, according to Senik's book. Cleveland took his ouster much more gracefully than Trump would more than a century later when he tried to overturn an election. Asked why he lost, Cleveland replied simply, "It was mainly because the other party had the most votes." Whereas Trump skipped his opponent's inauguration, Cleveland held an umbrella over Harrison's head to protect him from the rain as he took the oath of office.

Trump began considering a comeback bid almost as soon as he left the White House in 2021. Cleveland did not, but his wife, Frances Cleveland, had an inkling he might return. As the Clevelands were preparing to leave the White House in early 1889, she told a staffer, "I want to find everything just as it is now, when we come back again." The confused aide asked when she planned on visiting. "We are coming back just four years from today," she replied with a smile.


Cleveland's second inauguration (Library of Congress)



Trump was the first former president in decades to try to return to the White House. But comeback attempts were more common in the 19th century. Cleveland was motivated to run again in part because Harrison had abandoned fiscal constraint, presiding alongside what became known as "the Billion Dollar Congress." Cleveland won a campaign that drew relatively little interest from the public, but the mark he set--a second, nonconsecutive presidential term--would stand for 132 years.



The Grover Cleveland Birthplace Memorial Association has been trying to build a proper library and museum for decades. New Jersey, which owns the historic site, has agreed to foot most of the bill, but red tape has caused delays. The Cleveland home is still undergoing refurbishments, and the museum won't fully open to the public for at least another few months. "We're breaking our backs trying to get this place open," Dave Cowell, the association's 86-year-old secretary of the board and former president, told me.

Over the past three decades, visitors to the Cleveland birthplace have grown from about 300 annually to roughly 9,000 a couple years ago, he said. That still pales in comparison to the expansive presidential museums dedicated to Ronald Reagan and John F. Kennedy, which draw hundreds of thousands of people every year. But Cleveland is gaining on second-tier presidential rivals such as Martin Van Buren, America's eighth president, whose historic site in New York receives about 13,000 people a year, Cowell said.

The association is planning a grand opening for the museum later this year. Trump will be invited, Picone said. But the group won't try to leverage the Trump connection for extra attention. No exhibitions examining their new link in history are in the works. It's just too soon, Paul Maloney told me. "Now, 10 years down the road? Fifteen years down the road? We might think differently."

As Cleveland's fans are quick to note, his presidential comeback is just one part of his legacy. His story has receded from national memory largely because his presidency did not coincide with momentous events; the country was not at war, and he did not die in office. Maloney, a retired social-studies teacher, admitted that Cleveland didn't even make it into his U.S. history curriculum. But, Picone argued, "he was an excellent president."

That Cleveland's most famous achievement has now been matched, his grandson George conceded, is a loss. "Nothing lasts forever," he told me. But he took solace in the thought that Trump's return to the White House won't completely erase his grandfather's record comeback. After all, George said, "he's still the first."
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Jimmy Carter Was America's Most Effective Former President

The 39th president of the United States died at 100 today.

by Todd S. Purdum




His four years in office were fraught, bedeviled from the start by double-digit inflation and a post-Vietnam-and-Watergate bad mood. His fractious staff was dominated by the inexperienced "Georgia Mafia" from his home state. His micromanagement of the White House tennis court drew widespread derision, and his toothy, smiling campaign promise that he would "never lie" to the country somehow curdled into disappointment and defeat after one rocky term.

Yet James Earl Carter Jr., who died today at his home in Plains, Georgia, surely has a fair claim to being the most effective former president his country ever had. In part that's because his post-presidency was the lengthiest on record--more than four decades--and his life span of 100 richly crowded years was the longest of any president, period. But it's also because the strain of basic decency and integrity that helped get Carter elected in the first place, in 1976, never deserted him, even as his country devolved into ever greater incivility and division.

James Fallows: Jimmy Carter was a lucky man

During his presidency, Carter was a kind of walking shorthand for ineffectual leadership--a reputation that was probably always overblown and has been undercut in recent years by revisionist historians such as Jonathan Alter and Kai Bird, who argue that Carter was a visionary if impolitic leader. But his career after leaving the White House offers an indisputable object lesson in how ex-presidents might best conduct themselves, with dignity and a due humility about the honor of the office they once held.

Not for Carter was the lucrative service on corporate boards, or the easy money of paid speeches, or the palling around on private jets with rich (and sometimes unsavory) friends that other ex-presidents have indulged in. After leaving office at age 56, he earned a living with a series of books on politics, faith, the Middle East, and morality--plus several volumes of memoirs and another of poetry. With his wife, Rosalynn, he continued to live modestly in Plains, Georgia. He forged what both participants described as a genuine and enduring friendship with the man he beat, Gerald Ford. (In his eulogy at Ford's funeral, in 2007, Carter recalled the first words he had spoken upon taking office 30 years earlier: "For myself and for our nation, I want to thank my predecessor for all he has done to heal our land." He added, "I still hate to admit that they received more applause than any other words in my inaugural address." It was a typically gracious tribute, and a typically rueful acknowledgment of wounded ego.)

Carter promoted democracy, conducted informal diplomacy, and monitored elections around the globe as a special American envoy or at the invitation of foreign governments. He taught Sunday school at his hometown Baptist church, and worked for economic justice one hammer and nail at a time with Habitat for Humanity, the Christian home-building charity for which he volunteered as long as his health permitted. In 2002, he won the Nobel Peace Prize for his work "to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and social development."

True, he sometimes irritated his successors with public pronouncements that struck them as unhelpful meddling in affairs of state. He backed the cause of Palestinian statehood with a consistency and fervor that led to accusations of anti-Semitism. He retained a self-righteous, judgmental streak that led him to declare Donald Trump's election illegitimate. His fundamental faith in his country was sometimes undercut by peevishness regarding the ways he thought its leaders had strayed. But he never seemed particularly troubled by the critiques.

Read: The record-setting ex-presidency of Jimmy Carter

Indeed, one of his most criticized comments seems prescient, even brave, with the hindsight of history--not so much impolitic and defeatist, as it was seen at the time. In the summer of 1979, Carter argued that his country was suffering from "a crisis of confidence" that threatened "to destroy the social and the political fabric of America." That pronouncement seems to have predicted the smoldering decades of political resentment, tribal anger, and structural collapse of institutions that followed it.

"As you know, there is a growing disrespect for government and for churches and for schools, the news media, and other institutions," Carter said then. "This is not a message of happiness or reassurance, but it is the truth and it is a warning." Weeks later, the New York Times correspondent Francis X. Clines forever tagged Carter's diagnosis with an epithet that helped doom his reelection: Clines called it the president's "cross-of-malaise" speech, a reference to William Jennings Bryan's 1896 warning that the gold currency standard risked mankind's crucifixion "upon a cross of gold."

Just how much Carter's own missteps contributed to the problems he cited is a legitimate question. His communication skills left a lot to be desired; he could be prickly and prone to overexplaining. His 1977 televised "fireside chat," in which he urged Americans to conserve energy by turning their thermostats down, was politically ham-handed: It seemed stagy and forced, with Carter speaking from the White House library in a beige cardigan sweater. But his focus on the environment (he installed solar panels on the White House roof) was forward-looking and justified, given what we now know about climate change. His insistence on the consideration of human rights in foreign policy may have struck some as naive in the aftermath of Henry Kissinger's relentless realpolitik during the Nixon and Ford years, but few could doubt his convictions. It was a bitter blow that his atypically hawkish effort to rescue the diplomats held hostage in the American embassy in Iran failed so miserably that it helped ensure Ronald Reagan's election. (In the fall of 1980, when it seemed unlikely that the hostages would ever be released on Carter's watch, undecided voters fled to the former California governor.)

But Carter clocked substantial achievements too: the peaceful transfer of ownership of the Panama Canal; the Camp David peace accords between Israel and Egypt; full normalization of relations with China; and moves toward deregulation of transportation, communication, and banking that were considered a welcome response to changing economic and industrial realities.

"One reason his substantial victories are discounted is that he sought such broad and sweeping measures that what he gained in return often looked paltry," Stuart Eizenstat, Carter's former chief domestic-policy adviser, wrote in October 2018. "Winning was often ugly: He dissipated the political capital that presidents must constantly nourish and replenish for the next battle. He was too unbending while simultaneously tackling too many important issues without clear priorities, venturing where other presidents felt blocked because of the very same political considerations that he dismissed as unworthy of any president. As he told me, 'Whenever I felt an issue was important to the country and needed to be addressed, my inclination was to go ahead and do it.'''

In his post-presidency, Carter went ahead and did it, again and again, with a will that his successors would do well to emulate--and that, to one degree or another, some of them have. Carter tackled the big problems and pursued the ambitious goals that had so often eluded him in office. He worked to control or eradicate diseases, including Guinea worm and river blindness. His nonprofit Carter Center, in Atlanta, continues to advance the causes of conflict resolution and human rights, and has monitored almost 100 elections in nearly 40 countries over the past 30 years. And he never stopped trying to live out the values that his Christian faith impelled him to embrace.

Carter's model of post-White House service almost certainly served as a guide for the bipartisan disaster-relief work of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton, and for Clinton's global fight against AIDS. George W. Bush works to help post-9/11 veterans through the Bush Institute. In many ways, Barack Obama is still establishing just what his post-presidential identity will be, though his My Brother's Keeper initiative promotes opportunities for boys and young men of color. Carter showed the country that presidents' duty to serve extends well beyond their years in office.

During his presidency, Carter kept Harry Truman's The Buck Stops Here sign on his desk as a reminder of his ultimate responsibility. Truman left office with a job-approval rating of just 32 percent, close to George W. Bush's, Trump's, and Carter's last ratings--the four worst in modern times. Truman lived for almost 20 years after leaving office, but he still did not live long enough to see the full redemption of his reputation as a plainspoken straight shooter who did his best in troubled times. Carter, who left office a virtual laughingstock but left this earthly life a model of moral leadership, did.
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        Narendra Modi's Populist Facade Is Cracking
        Robert F. Worth

        On a winter afternoon in January 2024, Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood before a podium, gazing out at a handpicked audience of the Indian elite: billionaires, Bollywood actors, cricket stars, nationalist politicians.Modi had come to the north-central city of Ayodhya, in the state of Uttar Pradesh, to consecrate the still-unfinished temple behind him, with its seven shrines, 160-foot-high dome, and baby-faced statue of the Hindu god Ram, carved in black stone and covered in jewels. He did not m...
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Jimmy Carter, the oldest living former U.S. president in history, died today at his home in Plains, Georgia, at the age of 100. Carter served in the U.S. Navy from 1946 to 1953, then returned to Georgia to take up his family's peanut-farming business. He was elected as Georgia's 76th governor in 1970, ...

      

      
        How Putin Tapped a Well of Ethnic Hatred in Russia
        Anna Nemtsova

        Far-right activists from Russia's largest nationalist movement, Russkaya Obshchina, donned black camouflage and patrolled multiple cities last month hunting for "ethnic criminals." They raided dormitories, parks, and construction sites in search of migrants from Central Asia, nabbing six on November 24. On social media, the activists celebrated their "joint raid with law-enforcement officials," posting a video of themselves leading migrants in chains on their way to deportation.Russkaya Obshchina...
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Narendra Modi's Populist Facade Is Cracking

India is now a testing ground for whether demagoguery or deteriorating living conditions exert a greater sway on voters.

by Robert F. Worth




On a winter afternoon in January 2024, Prime Minister Narendra Modi stood before a podium, gazing out at a handpicked audience of the Indian elite: billionaires, Bollywood actors, cricket stars, nationalist politicians.

Modi had come to the north-central city of Ayodhya, in the state of Uttar Pradesh, to consecrate the still-unfinished temple behind him, with its seven shrines, 160-foot-high dome, and baby-faced statue of the Hindu god Ram, carved in black stone and covered in jewels. He did not mention the fact that the temple was being built on a contested site where Hindu radicals had torn down a 16th-century mosque three decades earlier, setting off years of protests and legal struggle.

Instead, Modi described the temple as an emblem of India's present and future greatness--its rising economic might, its growing navy, its moon missions, and, most of all, its immense human energy and potential. The temple signified India's historic triumph over the "mentality of slavery," he said. This nation of nearly 1.5 billion was shedding its old secular creed and, despite the fact that 200 million of its citizens are Muslim, being reborn as a land of Hindu-nationalist ideals. "The generations after a thousand years will remember our nation-building efforts today," he told the crowd.

Among the tens of millions of Indians who watched that speech on TV was 42-year-old Luv Shukla, who lives on the edge of a small town about a three-hour drive from Ayodhya. I met him on a hot day in June, and we chatted while sitting in plastic chairs outside the tiny electronics shop he has run since he was 16.

Shukla has supported Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party since it rose to power in 2014. He was drawn to Modi's confidence and his talk of making India an explicitly Hindu country. But in 2024, for the first time in his life, he voted for the opposition, helping deliver an electoral setback late last spring that changed the narrative of Indian politics. Instead of the sweeping victory Modi had predicted, his party lost its majority in the lower house of India's Parliament--just a few months after that triumphant speech at the new Ayodhya temple. Modi had done everything he could to bend the system in his favor, and that made the reversal all the more surprising. His government had frozen bank accounts of the main opposition party--a tax-return issue, it was alleged--and launched prosecutions of many opposition candidates, turning India's justice system into a political tool.

Modi would remain prime minister, but with only 240 of the 543 seats in Parliament, he would be dependent on coalition partners. An especially shocking loss for the BJP was Uttar Pradesh, the country's most populous state, long considered a bulwark for Modi and his party.

I asked Shukla why he had lost faith in Modi. One reason, he said, was "animals." When I looked confused, he pointed helpfully to the street, where a huge cow was meandering down the middle of the road. "Look, here's an animal coming now." It took me a moment to realize what he was talking about. The BJP's preoccupation with protecting cows--for Hindus, a symbol of divine beneficence--was driving people crazy. No one was allowed to touch them anymore, Shukla said. They wandered at will, eating crops and fodder. Cows had even become a source of corruption, he claimed; funds have been set up to protect cows, Shukla said, but "the money disappears." This is what Modi's rhetoric about building a Hindu nation often amounts to at the local level, especially in villages that have no Muslims to blame.

Shukla moved on from cows to the government's more basic failures. Small-business owners like him were most affected by the Modi government's mistakes, such as the surprise decision in 2016 to cancel large-currency banknotes, a misguided effort to curtail money laundering that left ordinary people desperate for cash. The mishandling of the coronavirus pandemic caused staggering losses of life and income. Many small firms folded, and others had to let go of workers. At the same time, Modi's grand promises about being India's "Development Man" remained unfulfilled. The schools were a mess. The local hospital was a joke.

Shukla was getting angrier. He stood up, saying he had something to show me. We walked across the street, past a brightly painted Hindu temple--by far the best-maintained building in the village--and approached an abandoned house with a rusted bed frame beside it. Nearby was a ruined ambulance, its tires rotting into the dust. The building was supposed to be a maternity hospital, Shukla said, but the government had never followed through. He kicked the building's broken door. "Useless," he said.

India has been living on hype. Its leaders manufacture bigger promises every year: India as an economic titan, a spiritual leader, a world power capable of standing alongside China, Russia, Europe, and America. Modi's enablers describe him as a "civilizational figure"--someone who stands above politics, who will use his country's demographic weight to rewrite the rules of the global economy. This kind of chest-thumping is often picked up on in the West, where leaders such as President Joe Biden and France's Emmanuel Macron have expressed a desire for a reliable and prosperous Indian ally. Even Modi's abundant critics have focused mostly on his Muslim-baiting and his democratic backsliding, as if prepared to concede what they see as his managerial skill.

But the election results and their aftermath hint at a crack in Modi's populist facade and a spreading discontent with his economic and political record. India's growth has been heavily weighted toward the wealthy, who have become exponentially richer on Modi's watch. Those who have benefited most are a small cadre of billionaire friends to whom Modi has granted special access for years. That practice was cast in a new light in November, when American prosecutors indicted the industrialist Gautam Adani--India's second-richest man and a close Modi ally--for his role in a multibillion-dollar bribery-and-fraud scheme. (His company has denied the charges, calling them baseless.) The accusation revived fears about opacity and cronyism--the specter of "India Inc."--that Modi had promised to address a decade ago.

At the same time, eight in 10 Indians live in poverty. Extraordinary numbers are out of work; one estimate puts unemployment among those ages 15 to 24 at more than 45 percent (though other estimates run lower). Instead of moving from farms to seek employment in cities, as people in other developing countries have done, many Indians--unable to find factory or service jobs--are making the trek in reverse, even as farm income stagnates and drought turns fields into deserts. Modi often says he wants India to be a developed country by 2047, a century after it gained its independence from Britain. But by several key social measures, it is falling behind neighbors such as Bangladesh and Nepal.

The Modi years have made India into a testing ground for the following question: What, in the long run, exerts greater sway on the electorate--the lure of demagoguery, or the reality of deteriorating living conditions?

Saadat Hasan Manto, one of the Indian subcontinent's great literary figures in the first half of the 20th century, once wrote that India has "too few leaders and too many stuntmen." Many Indians appear to be tiring of Modi's showmanship and growing frustrated with his failures. They may be proud of India's fabled economic growth, but it hasn't reached them. During the weeks I spent traveling in India last year, I detected levels of frustration and anger that were noticeably different from what I'd heard on earlier visits--about lost jobs, failed schools, poisoned air and water.

India is--among many other things--an experiment, the largest such experiment in the world, and one with urgent relevance for many other countries. The Modi years have made India into a testing ground for the following question: What, in the long run, exerts greater sway on the electorate--the lure of demagoguery, or the reality of deteriorating living conditions?

Mahendra Tripathi remembers the first time he saw Narendra Modi. It was January 14, 1992, and the future prime minister was in Ayodhya with a group of young Hindu nationalists standing outside the mosque known as Babri Masjid. A movement had been gathering for years to remove the mosque, which was widely said to have been built on the site of an older Hindu temple. Energy was in the air, often charged with violence, and Tripathi--then a young news photographer--wanted to capture it.

Something about Modi attracted Tripathi's notice, even though "he was nobody at that time," he told me. Perhaps it was his dress or the way he carried himself. Modi has always been intensely conscious of the impression he makes. Even at the age of 6 or 7, he was deliberate about what he wore and "spent a lot of time in grooming," his uncle told a biographer. His ego and charisma were evident early on; he liked acting in school plays but insisted on having the lead role.

From the April 2009 issue: Robert D. Kaplan on Narendra Modi, India's new face

Tripathi remembers taking Modi's picture and asking him when he would come back to Ayodhya. Modi replied that he would come back when the temple was built. "He kept his promise," Tripathi told me.

Back in 1992, Modi was a party worker in the RSS, India's first and most influential Hindu-nationalist group (the acronym stands for Hindi words meaning "national volunteer association"). The RSS was founded in 1925 in an effort to overcome the Hindu weakness and disunity that had, its founders felt, allowed India to be colonized by the British and other invaders over the centuries. The RSS aimed to impose discipline and military rigor on a growing army of Hindu recruits, along with a uniform: black forage cap, white shirt, khaki shorts. It later gave birth to an array of linked groups--including the BJP--with the shared goal of spreading Hindutva, or Hinduness, as the glue of a new nation. A central part of that nationalist ideal was the exclusion of Muslims, who were tacitly cast as latecomers to and usurpers of a Hindu realm.

Less than a year after Modi's first visit to Ayodhya, Tripathi was standing in the same spot when a crowd led by Hindu zealots climbed the dome of Babri Masjid and destroyed it with sledgehammers and axes. Tripathi sympathized, but the mob was seething with rage and thousands strong, and he was lucky to get out alive. His photography studio, not far away, was demolished. "Everything was being broken down," he told me.

Modi wasn't there on the big day, and he is said to have resented missing the Ayodhya moment. But he got his own moment 10 years later, on a day that would prove just as important to the transformation of Indian politics.

On February 27, 2002, a train carrying Hindu pilgrims home from Ayodhya caught fire in the western state of Gujarat. Fifty-nine pilgrims were killed, and rumors quickly spread that Muslims had caused the fire. In the pogroms that followed, more than 1,000 people were butchered, most of them Muslim. Modi had just become the chief minister, meaning governor, of Gujarat, and he was accused of telling the police to stand back and let the rioters teach the Muslims a lesson. Although he denied the allegations--and was ultimately cleared of wrongdoing after a decade of legal inquiries--he never expressed regret for what happened. His defiance in the face of pressure for his removal by opposition politicians made him a hero among many Hindus and gave him a national political profile.


Narendra Modi in Ahmadabad in 2007, after reelection as chief minister of Gujarat (Ajit Solanki / AP)



Modi's timing was impeccable: India's old order had been crumbling for years. Its founding ideology had been defined in the 1940s by Jawaharlal Nehru, India's brilliant first prime minister, who famously called his country an "ancient palimpsest" of its many cultures and traditions. Nehru wanted an alternative to the tribal mindset that had led to the partition of the country along religious lines in 1947, when about 1 million people--estimates vary widely--were killed in sectarian violence as they fled across the new borders between India and Pakistan. Separating the two nations by religion served as a way out for the exhausted British. To Nehru, it was a betrayal of India's greatest gift. His India would define itself through diversity; through a grand, maternal embrace of all its discordant parts. Even today, the Indian rupee note declares its value in 17 different languages. Nehru's patriotism was the high-minded vision of a Cambridge graduate who hoped to set India on a unique path--benignly secular and socialist, proudly nonaligned in the binary world of the Cold War.

By the turn of the 21st century, this ideal was a relic. India's leaders had already begun appealing to either Hindu or Muslim communal feelings as a way to get votes. A new capitalist ethic was rising, a consequence of the 1991 decision to embrace the free market and abolish the "license Raj"--heavy-handed economic management by government bureaucrats that had stifled Indian business for decades. The elite had become richer and more isolated from the rest of the country, putting added strain on the old Gandhian ideals of austerity and simplicity.

"The truth is we were an effete, hopeless bunch," wrote Tavleen Singh, a columnist and an avowed member of what she herself called "the old, colonised ruling class," in a harsh self-assessment published in April. "We spoke no Indian language well, but this did not matter to us. We were proud of speaking English well. In our drawing rooms we sneered at those who dared enter without speaking good English. And at those whose table manners were not embellished with western refinement."

Modi was one of those unrefined outsiders. He had grown up poor, the son of a tea seller from one of the lower tiers of the country's hierarchical caste system, which still weighs heavily on the life chances of most Indians. That background gave him an unusual street credibility within the BJP, whose original support base lay with upper-caste Hindus. He presented himself as an ascetic figure who rose before dawn and worked until late at night, a man with no wife or children whose only loyalty was to India. (Modi does in fact have a wife--he was married as a teenager in a family-arranged ceremony--but he left her almost immediately afterward and has always described himself as single.)

It was a winning formula: Millions of poor and middle-class Indians greeted him like an avenging hero, and not just because of his lowly origins or his gifts as a speaker. The old BJP rallying cry--that Hindus were under attack--had a strong ring of truth in the 2000s, when Islamist terrorists carried out deadly bombings across India. Modi's immense and sustained popularity is partly about his ability to project a kind of Churchillian defiance in the face of these threats.

Modi became prime minister in 2014 amid a popular movement against corruption, saying he would clean house and fulfill India's great economic promise. Many liberals were receptive, despite their unease with his triumphalist Hindu rhetoric. There was no denying that the Indian National Congress--the party of Nehru and his daughter, Indira Gandhi, which had dominated Indian politics since independence--was corrupt. And Modi had gained a reputation for managerial competence in Gujarat, where he'd been governor for more than 10 years. He had streamlined regulations and worked to lure big-business owners with what he and his proxies advertised as the "Gujarat model." He promised to do the same for the entire country.

Modi has some real achievements to his credit. His government's road-building blitz has transformed the landscape over the past decade, adding thousands of miles of highway every year; the figure for smaller roads is many times greater. I can remember the days when driving across India was a bit like heading out to sea: You'd stock the car with gas and provisions--uncertain when you'd find a gas station or a place to eat--and set off with a vague sense that you were taking your life into your hands. Nowadays, an Indian road trip is remarkable for its ordinariness.

The BJP has also taken steps to democratize information technology. In a small village in northern India, I saw people paying for produce by holding up their smartphone to a QR code stuck on a vendor's wooden wagon. The payment system involves minimal merchant fees and has removed the middlemen who used to take a cut. Every Indian with a phone now has access to a virtual "DigiLocker" where their identity and tax documents can be stored, a useful innovation.

Some of Modi's defenders argue that he has renewed the country's politics. Swapan Dasgupta, a conservative journalist and former BJP lawmaker, told me that Modi had made use of Hindutva not just to demonize his enemies but to mobilize Indians politically and to deepen the country's democracy. "The gap between rulers and ruled has narrowed," he said. "There is now a vernacular elite."

Modi often gets credit for raising his country's profile and being an effective ambassador for what he and his allies call Brand India. There may be some truth in this, though it's hard to know what the term means. There was much talk of India as a leader of the global South when it hosted the G20 summit in 2023, a frenzy of publicity and Davos-style schmoozing with a reported budget of $100 million. Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar has taken brand-building to a new level, having published two books full of vaporous cant about "civilizational resurgence" and "the message of the Indo-Pacific." He and others talk up India's role as a partner to the United States in its competition with China--though they never make clear what India can do to help. India is a nuclear power, but its weak military has been humiliated by Chinese troops on the two countries' shared Himalayan border.

Modi's determination to cut a bigger global figure has its ugly and violent side. In 2023, Indian-government officials allegedly organized the assassination of a Sikh-independence activist in Canada and plotted to kill a Sikh leader in the United States, according to U.S. and Canadian officials. The boldness of the plot was a dark reflection of India's rising economic weight in the West, despite the farcical denouement: An American informant had unwittingly been hired as a hit man. In mid-October of last year, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau expelled top Indian diplomats, including the ambassador, saying that the Indian government had orchestrated a campaign of violence inside his country. (India's government, which regards the two Sikhs as terrorists, has denied the accusations; Canada has also said it has no evidence that Modi was involved in or aware of any plot.)

Read: How Modi made himself look weak

Three years ago, India became the world's fifth-largest economy, surpassing its former colonial master, the United Kingdom. Yet by early 2024, even as Modi was declaring the dawn of a glorious new era, unsettling rumbles could be heard. Foreign direct investment in India had dropped by an astonishing 43 percent in the preceding year, partly thanks to high borrowing costs and unease about the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East. Out-of-work men could be seen trekking along the brand-new highways, part of the movement from cities to farms that began during the pandemic. The magnitude of the unemployment problem could not be hidden.

Much of this story arc would have been familiar to anyone who had taken a close look at the "Gujarat model." Although the state's GDP rose during Modi's decade-long tenure, the number of people without jobs held steady. Modi focused on big companies, but small and medium-size enterprises, which make up the backbone of India's economy, did not fare as well. The obsession with growth appears to have masked a neglect of health, literacy, and the environment. In his book Price of the Modi Years, the journalist Aakar Patel notes that Gujarat's rate of child malnutrition was one of the highest in India. While Modi was governor, the Central Pollution Control Board declared Gujarat to be the country's most polluted state. A study of 18 Indian states and territories placed the rate of school attendance for students in rural areas of Gujarat at the very bottom. The "Gujarat model" has indeed been applied to the entire country.

The school principal agreed to meet me at her home, in a small town in Uttar Pradesh. She was middle-aged, with an aura of faded glamour; she had been a model in her youth, and photographs of her as a young woman hung on the wall. She had spent her life in this same town, never marrying, devoting herself to teaching and to the care of her dead brother's children.

She had insisted that I not disclose her name, and I soon understood why. Her school district, she said, has nearly 700 teaching positions allocated to it by the government. But not even 200 are filled. Her own school, she said, has six teachers for 700 students. Many subjects do not get taught at all, and the school's internet doesn't work. Students, she said, lack phones or computers and must go to internet cafes to do their homework. She, too, is forced to go to internet cafes to handle the government's burdensome reporting requirements, which must be done online. "All this rests on my shoulders," she said. Little of this dysfunction is visible from the outside, because the school allows students to graduate despite the enormous gaps in their education.


Sacred cows block traffic in the holy city of Varanasi, on the Ganges, in Uttar Pradesh. (Mark Henley / Redux)



The endemic corruption of the school system is another obstacle. If a child makes a small mistake on an online form, "to get it fixed, you have to pay a bribe."

According to India's Annual Status of Education Report, an independent analysis, most 14-to-18-year-olds in rural regions were still struggling with basic division in 2023, and about a quarter of them with basic reading. Some 30 percent of all students appear to drop out of high school.

"It's a moral failure of the political leadership," says Ashoka Mody, who spent decades with the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank and who published a polemic about India's developmental gaps last year titled India Is Broken. The book is densely documented and shot through with anger. One of its recurrent themes is the disparity between India and East Asian societies, which have seen mass primary education as a precondition to industrial growth and large-scale employment.

Last June, the government canceled the results of an exam that had been taken by 900,000 aspiring academics in more than 300 cities, citing suspicions that the answers had been leaked onto the dark web.

Narendra Modi has been in power for a decade, with his BJP allies running many of India's state governments. The schools have only gotten worse. Modi's educational priorities appear to be mostly ideological. History textbooks have been rewritten to include more Hindu-nationalist figures, praise Modi's own initiatives, and minimize contributions by Indian Muslims. In 2023, India cut a number of science topics from tenth-grade textbooks. You won't find Darwin's theory of evolution, the periodic table of elements, or the Pythagorean theorem.

Even when Indian students attend a decent school, the system often fails them. In a tiny rural village called Bhushari, in Uttar Pradesh, I met a 19-year-old man who said he was spending two to three years studying full-time for civil-service exams. "I'm trying to get a government job," he said, as we sat sipping cool drinks on the earthen floor of his family's reception room. "The youth of India--we all want a government job. Families prefer their kids to get a government job; they think this is more reliable, because you cannot get fired." You are also more likely to be able to get married if you have a government job.

For those who pass the exam, the relative dearth of government jobs can make new-hiring calls look like a crumb thrown into a lake full of starving fish. As Foreign Affairs has reported, in early 2023, the state government in Madhya Pradesh posted 6,000 low-level government jobs and quickly received more than 1.2 million applications. The volume hinted at the inflation of academic pedigree in India: There were 1,000 people with Ph.D.s, 85,000 graduates of college engineering programs, 100,000 people with business degrees, and about 180,000 people with other graduate degrees. The civil-service bottleneck puts enormous pressure on exams, and it's hardly surprising that cheating has become an issue. Last June, the government canceled the results of an exam that had been taken by 900,000 aspiring academics in more than 300 cities, citing suspicions that the answers had been leaked onto the dark web.

Those who fail the test or don't get the job have few options, and many end up in what economists call "the informal sector"--as vendors, day laborers, tuk-tuk drivers, and an endless array of other ill-paid roles. There aren't many manufacturing jobs, because China drained them away decades ago.

The young man I met in Bhushari had been, in one sense, lucky. His father is the village sarpanch, or headman, and the family owns valuable farmland. If not for that, he would not have had the freedom to study for so long. He had spent his entire life in a village of some 2,900 people. He didn't want to be a farmer in a place where drought is a constant threat, and where temperatures get hotter every year.

As my car thumped out of Bhushari on a pitted road, I saw cracked brown fields spreading to the horizon in all directions. People talked about the year's record-breaking heat wave everywhere I went. Farmers told me the local wells and aquifers were drying up. The annual monsoons have become more erratic. Temperatures reached 121 degrees Fahrenheit when I was in Delhi, and there were frequent news reports about water shortages and people dying of heat exposure. Sometimes it was hard to tell which was worse, the heat or the smog. Of the world's 100 most polluted cities, 83 are in India, according to 2023 data from the environmental group IQAir.

India's environmental problems are among the most serious on the planet, but they have not been high priorities during Modi's decade in power. He has shown occasional interest in the condition of the Ganges, India's most famous river, which is sacred to Hindus. It is also one of the most polluted rivers on Earth, with stretches that are ecological dead zones. Modi's electoral district includes Varanasi, a riverside city and an ancient pilgrimage site. Last spring, the BJP mounted elaborate campaign spectacles over the river, with 1,000 drones performing a light show to spell out, in Hindi, the slogan "Modi Government, Once Again." During a trip to Varanasi in late May, Modi made a surprise visit to an electronics engineer named Vishwambhar Nath Mishra, who has led efforts for decades to clean up the Ganges. The visit did not go well.

Mishra told me about the encounter when I went to see him, about a week later. It was night when I arrived in Varanasi, and I walked a mile along the darkened Ganges, past burning funeral pyres, Hindu priests performing rituals, and scattered children and dogs. Mishra's air-conditioned office was a relief. He runs an environmental NGO founded by his father and is also the mahant, or head priest, of one of Varanasi's best-known Hindu temples, a title that has been passed down from father to eldest son in an unbroken line stretching back 400 years. This blend of sacred and secular authority is unusual, and earns him wide respect.

On the day of Modi's visit, Mishra complained to him about the government's failure to prevent cities and towns from dumping raw sewage into the Ganges. The river absorbs close to 100 million gallons of it a day. Its waters are a greenish toxic brew. Mishra reminded Modi that he'd given him the same lecture in 2013, shortly before Modi first took office as prime minister, and that nothing had been done. Modi does not like to be chastised. He told Mishra he would come back after the election, and then went on his way.

Mishra, meanwhile, continues to monitor the river like a doctor with a dying patient. He told me that around the time of Modi's visit, samples from one spot contained 88 million fecal coliform bacteria per 100 milliliters of water--176,000 times the maximum amount that India allows for a Class B river, which is considered safe for bathing.

But as many as 50,000 people bathe daily in the river, Mishra told me. I myself saw hundreds of people swimming in it. Many Indians drink from the Ganges, including Mishra himself: It is one of his duties as a priest.

The city of Ayodhya--where Modi inaugurated the new Hindu temple--is a near-perfect emblem of Modi's rule: It has been reshaped into an advertisement at the expense of its residents. The government wants to make Ayodhya into a tourism and pilgrimage site for Hindus worldwide and has thrown enormous sums of money at the project, building wide roads, an airport, a train station. But in the city's old neighborhoods, nothing seems to have changed apart from new street signs that have been posted incongruously on decaying buildings and market stalls. Tens of thousands of locals have seen their homes and workplaces demolished. Many are furious at the Modi government. One of them is Mahendra Tripathi, the man who photographed Modi in Ayodhya back in 1992. He is now jobless at the age of 65, having lost his office to the urban renovations last year.

"My livelihood was destroyed twice," he told me, first by the rioters who destroyed Babri Masjid, in 1992, and a second time by the government that replaced it with the temple. "Now I'm old and don't have the energy to start again."

On a boulevard that leads to the city's Lucknow gate, I met a middle-aged man selling snacks in front of a one-room shop. He told me the shop was all that was left of his family's four-story house, which had included a much larger grocery store and upstairs rooms for his children and their families. The road needed to be widened, government officials had told him. The demolition had left him and his family with nowhere to live and no livelihood until they'd managed to reopen a shrunken version of their shop. "Not a single BJP worker came to check on us since the demolition," he said. His wife stood alongside him, misery stamped on her face.

A few doors down, a man was sitting on the floor of a tiny apartment. He was cutting and folding newspapers, to be sold to vendors as food wrappers. At his feet was a little bowl of homemade glue that he used to dab each folded paper before pressing its side together. He told me he had been making his living this way for 25 years. He was 60 years old, he said. Before the demolition, he'd had enough space to live with his family; now there was barely enough room for him to sit down. It was about 110 degrees outside, and the apartment's metal door was half open. "My house used to go all the way to that white strip," he said, pointing to the middle of the road. "Now this is all I have."

Later that day, I drove past another side effect of Modi's big temple: a vast, improvised landfill, built to accommodate the construction and demolition debris. Clouds of dust and pale smoke hung in the air above its lumpy surface. As we drove toward the landfill, the dust enveloped us, seeming almost to create its own weather system. In the dim landscape, I saw shacks where families were living, and a mill where people were grinding wheat. During monsoon season, the whole area becomes a flood zone. It seemed to go on for miles.


A flooded street in Vijayawada, in southern India, in 2024. Annual monsoons have become more erratic, and India's environmental problems are among the most serious on the planet. (Vijaya Bhaskar / AFP / Getty)



Modi's reputation is built partly on stage presence. His rallies have drawn as many as 800,000 people. On giant screens, his magnified image towers over the crowd. People who have been in a room with him sometime speak of an overpowering aura, as if he were a rock star or the pope.

Almost as impressive is Modi's ability to deploy--or inspire--an entire industry of social-media fans and public-relations professionals who get the message out on a daily basis, telling Indians how Modi has made them respected in the world and defended their Hindu faith from attack by Muslims, "sickularists," and "anti-nationals." Some of these people are television personalities, such as Arnab Goswami, a kind of Indian Tucker Carlson. Others are anonymous warriors in a campaign to label the Muslim film stars of Bollywood as terrorists. Many of them work as trolls on social media, where the BJP has aggressively promoted its message even as it censors its critics. (India's significant market share--it has more Facebook and YouTube users than any other country--has allowed the Modi government to bully tech companies into removing oppositional content.) Others make movies or sing songs.

Kavi Singh is a star of the genre known as Hindutva pop, a mixture of jingoism and danceable beats. Her signature style is unusually androgynous for India: a man's Nehru-style jacket and tunic, with a multicolored turban wrapped around her head. Her long hair flows over her shoulders.

Singh made her debut during a moment of national crisis. In early 2019, a suicide bomber in a car rammed a convoy of Indian paramilitary police in the northern district of Pulwama, killing more than 40 people. An Islamist terrorist group based in Pakistan claimed responsibility. The attack--followed by accusations of intelligence failures--was a humiliation for Modi, who had cast himself as a more aggressive protector of India than his predecessors. The next day, while the country was still overcome by grief and anger, a song appeared on Indian WhatsApp groups, sung by a strident female voice. The lyrics put the blame not on Pakistani terrorists but on India's own Muslims:

The enemies are among us but we blame the neighbor
The one who is secretly carrying a knife; finish off that traitor
If our own hadn't helped carry this attack
Pulwama wouldn't have seen the blood of our bravehearts spilled


The song went viral, and was followed by a video version in which Singh performs at a studio microphone, her singing interspersed with footage of gun-toting Indian soldiers and grieving families. She began churning out new songs with impressive regularity.

I met Singh at a guesthouse in the state of Haryana, about two hours north of Delhi. She wore her trademark outfit in shades of saffron, the color worn by Hindu saints and ascetics. Singh said she believes that the Hindu god Ram gives her signs. She seemed to claim credit for one of Modi's most controversial acts--the 2019 decision to revoke Kashmir's semiautonomous status and lay claim to the Muslim-majority province, an old source of conflict between India and Pakistan. "Everybody listens to me," she said. "I know that Prime Minister Modi listens to my songs."


A rice paddy in the state of Haryana. Lack of work has driven many Indians from cities to farms, even as farm income stagnates and drought turns fields into deserts. (Prakash Singh / Bloomberg / Getty)



It was hard to tell whether Singh was naive about the ways her music has been used, or just preferred to shrug it off. After the Pulwama suicide bombing, Kashmiri Muslims were attacked all over the country.

When I met Singh, she was making final preparations for a long journey on foot--known as a yatra--to help unify Hindus in the aftermath of Modi's election setback. Her plan was to start in the northern pilgrimage town of Haridwar and walk southward for six months or a year with her entourage, blasting her music from loudspeakers every step of the way. Did she expect her yatra to meet with protests and critics? "Absolutely" there would be protests, she said. "They will try to assault us as well." The way she said it made me wonder if that was exactly the point.

Modi's defenders sometimes note that large-scale communal violence has declined since the 2002 Gujarat riots. But one type of violence that has not declined is the lynching of ordinary Muslims.

One morning, after driving from the smog of Delhi into the great belt of farmland to the east, I met a man who narrowly survived a lynch mob in 2018. He is a Muslim farmer named Samayadeen who has spent his entire life--nearly 70 years, he reckons--in the same settlement, a tiny cluster of mud-and-brick houses surrounded by green fields of mustard, wheat, and sugarcane. After we shook hands, he led the way, limping visibly, into the open-air courtyard of his house, where he lay down on a string bed and apologized for his slowness. A buffalo dozed comfortably in the mud on the far side of the little enclosure.

What is most striking about the lynchings of Muslims in the past decade is not so much the scale as the government's attitude. In some cases, local officials have treated suspected murderers as heroes.

Six years ago, Samayadeen was gathering fodder with another man on his farm when they heard noises in the distance. A lone figure was running toward them, chased by a crowd of about two dozen men. As Samayadeen watched, the mob caught up to its prey and started beating him mercilessly with sticks.

Samayadeen's companion ran off in terror. But Samayadeen recognized the victim, a fellow Muslim named Qasim. He hurried over and tried to stop the attackers. They turned on Samayadeen as well, accusing both men of killing cows.

Eventually, the attackers dragged the men to their own village, where other men arrived to continue the beating in front of a Hindu temple. Samayadeen recognized some of them. When the police finally showed up, they had to fight off the mob before they could drive the injured men to a hospital. It was too late for Qasim, who died soon afterward of his injuries.

What is most striking about the lynchings of the past decade is not so much their scale--several dozen people--as the government's attitude. Modi and many of his BJP allies have spent years demonizing cow-killers while at the same time downplaying lynching reports. In some cases, local officials have treated suspected murderers as heroes.

Samayadeen's case might have gone nowhere, even with a good lawyer on his side, if not for the help of a journalist who went undercover to record video footage of a man who admitted that he'd incited the mob to kill Muslims. After that tape was admitted as evidence, a number of the attackers were indicted and ultimately convicted.

As he told me this story, Samayadeen emphasized repeatedly that all the people who had made his case a success--the man who'd helped him bring it, the lawyer who'd represented him, the judge who'd handed down the decision--were Hindus. "What I'm trying to say is that all the Hindu mentality is not like that," he said, referring to the mob that tried to kill him.

Samayadeen's comment about varieties of the Hindu mentality came to mind as I flew to Tamil Nadu, at the bottom of the subcontinent, 1,000 miles south of Delhi. Tamil Nadu's leaders have long been openly contemptuous of Hindu nationalism, and their governing philosophy represents a powerful alternative to Modi's worldview. They have put much greater emphasis on mass education and health care, and the south is today the most prosperous part of India. Bangalore and Hyderabad--two of its largest cities--host the country's IT hubs.

Modi has been trying for years to make political inroads in the south. In May, as the election campaign came to an end, Indian news channels began broadcasting a striking image over a chyron that read Breaking News. It was Modi, eyes closed, sitting on a stone floor with his legs crossed and his palms pressed together. He had traveled to a seaside sanctuary on the southern tip of Tamil Nadu to spend 45 hours in ekantvas, or solitary retreat. The images showed him in saffron robes, subsisting (as the news channels reported) only on coconut water. But Modi's meditation wasn't actually solitary; he was being filmed from multiple angles.

This stunt was the culmination of a campaign during which Modi hinted more than once that he had attained divine status. "When my mother was alive, I used to think I was born biologically," he told a TV news interviewer in May. "After her demise, when I look at my experiences, I am convinced that I was sent by God." Later that month, he said that he received commands from God, though he admitted that "I cannot dial him directly to ask what's next."

But the south has not been receptive terrain for Brand Modi. In Chennai, the city once called Madras, I met with one of Modi's most eloquent adversaries--Palanivel Thiaga Rajan, known to everyone as PTR. Now 58, he holds a degree from MIT and worked as a banker in New York and Singapore before returning to his native Tamil Nadu. He made his name running the state's finance ministry, and now leads the state's IT efforts. PTR met me at his office, in a gated compound that possessed an air of faded colonial grandeur. His family has been prominent in Tamil Nadu for hundreds of years.

Read: India is starting to see through Modi's nationalist myth

The south's priorities are the inverse of Modi's, PTR told me. They are rooted in decisions made a century ago, when southern leaders--even before India's independence--began passing progressive reforms including compulsory education for both sexes, women's right to vote and hold office, and affirmative action for members of historically disadvantaged castes. The motives for those reforms may have been political, but the effect was to create a springboard for greater prosperity, as in Singapore and other East Asian countries. While northern India has pursued a zero-sum model of growth, the southern states have tried to ensure that "the pie grows because everybody is vested in the system," PTR said. "Everybody's got access to the basic things," such as jobs, decent schools, and health care.

When I asked about Modi's economic stewardship, PTR was withering. He walked me through all the mistakes Modi has made, starting with his much-lamented decision in 2016 to "demonetize" the country's highest-currency banknotes. PTR's eyes rolled as he considered the effects of this blunder, calling it "one of the staggering catastrophes of economic policy in the history of the world."

PTR also deplored the way Modi has personalized his office and concentrated power in Delhi at the expense of the states. India was already more centralized than other large democracies such as the United States, thanks to the authors of its 1949 constitution. Modi's brand of nationalism is rooted in the idea that India's size and diversity call for an even stronger hand and a more unifying creed, but in practical terms that has made the task of government much harder: The average member in India's 543-seat Parliament now has about 2.6 million constituents. It would make more sense, PTR said, to acknowledge regional differences and delegate more authority to the states.

Listening to PTR, one can easily get the sense of a road not taken--a way to steer all of India on a less divisive course. Unfortunately, the south is less an alternative than a rival. Its economic philosophy goes alongside a distinctly southern religious and cultural identity that is almost as aggressive as Modi's. The two visions are so divergent that it is easy to see why there were calls for a separate southern nation called Dravidistan when India became independent.

This cultural rift became apparent when I asked PTR about Modi's promotion of Hindutva. The subject makes him visibly angry. "I believe that Tamil Nadu is the most Hindu-practicing state in the country," he said, noting that the state government alone manages some 35,000 temples. All told, he went on, "there are probably 600,000 temples of noticeable size and maybe a million temples of all sizes." PTR gestured at the red pottu on his forehead, a symbol of Hindu devotion. But the south's version of Hinduism, he said, is "antithetical to the notion of a muscular Hindutva." The southern tradition is rooted partly in a century-old revolt against the privileges granted to Brahmans, the priestly caste that sits at the top of Hinduism's ancient social hierarchy.

Modi's challenges in winning over the south are not just about Hinduism. The people of Tamil Nadu are mostly ethnic Tamils, and many see themselves as the original inhabitants of a region that has faced discrimination from the north. The BJP did not win a single parliamentary seat in Tamil Nadu last year, despite Modi's efforts.

When I arrived in India, the election was still under way. The BJP platform was ostensibly that of a political party with hundreds of parliamentary candidates, but its title was "Modi's Guarantee." From the moment I arrived in India, at the Delhi airport, I couldn't avoid Modi's image--in life-size cardboard cutouts, in huge murals on city walls, in stickers on doors and windows, on roadside billboards. BJP supporters walked around with paper Modi masks wrapped over their face, giving the eerie impression of an army of clones.

Even when you looked at your phone you'd see him, asking for your vote in Hindi, in Urdu, in half a dozen other languages he doesn't even speak; his voice had been copied and transfigured by AI programming. The opposition talked constantly about him too, adding to the widespread sense that the entire election was a referendum on the 10-year reign of Narendra Modi.

The election took place over six weeks, like a slow-moving tsunami, and the results started coming in on the morning of June 4. Modi was already doing far worse than he and his party had expected. Projections were giving the BJP fewer than 200 seats, a steep drop from its previous total of 303, and a result that would spell the end of its parliamentary majority. Modi's continued rule would depend on the cooperation of coalition allies.

At about noon, I sat in on an editorial meeting in Delhi of The Hindu, one of India's few remaining independent newspapers. The mood was buoyant. There had been a betting pool on the election, and as one editor read out the names of the winners, there was laughter and cheering. I heard a flurry of hot takes: "It's about hubris; he'll have to tone it down." "It's a huge sigh of relief for India's Muslims." "Coalition politics is back." The political editor said she wanted a story on what the BJP got wrong, and someone joked that it would be too long to fit in the paper.

A little later, I made my way over to the headquarters of the Congress Party, on Akbar Road. A raucous outdoor party was under way, with a thick crowd of members and guests milling around in a state of bliss. The Congress Party and its opposition allies had lost, but were behaving as if they'd won a historic victory. Partly, this was because Modi and his party had done everything they could to tilt the election in their favor, and everyone knew it. Opposition politicians had faced a wildly disproportionate number of investigations. In some cases, political figures who switched to the BJP saw their charges abruptly dropped.

To some extent, Modi had himself to blame for the way the election results were interpreted. He had said early on that he expected to win 400 seats, a supermajority that could grant him the power to change the constitution. Had this happened, Hindutva might well have been enshrined as the country's new ruling ideology.

Read: The humbling of Narendra Modi

Modi's narrow victory felt like a rebuke. But opinion varied on what it meant. Caste seems to have played a role, especially in northern India. Modi's party has always been vulnerable to defections by low-caste Hindus, who feel the party is still wedded to upper-caste privilege, and many Dalits, once more commonly known as untouchables, appear to have shifted their votes to the opposition.

Another prevalent view was that Modi had taken his divisive, anti-Muslim religious rhetoric too far. He may also have overplayed the god-man role. During the initiation of the Ayodhya temple last January, he'd violated protocol by performing religious rites himself.


Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, where Modi last year consecrated a Hindu temple on the site of a mosque destroyed in 1992 (Biplov Bhuyan / Sopa Images / Getty)



In the days and weeks after the election, many Indians were too overwhelmed by happiness and relief to worry about the details. Modi was no longer invulnerable. He would have to compromise, people said, if he wanted to keep his job.

Read: Many Indians don't trust their elections anymore

But Modi is not used to compromise. He is very good at dividing Indians to suit his political needs, and he is probably too old to change. In some ways, he is a more authentic product of India's democracy than any of his Congress Party predecessors, with their patrician pedigrees. His departure--he will be 78 during the next general election, and is not expected to run again--will not change the country's structural vulnerability to populist strongmen. India may be more susceptible to the politics of identity and division than other countries precisely because, as PTR told me, it is so immense and so diverse. It is more a continent than a country, as the British liked to say--a self-serving point, but one that has grown even more apt since their departure.

Modi's legacy may be decided by those who no longer chant his name. Indian democracy will face its most important test in the small towns and villages where the bulk of the population still lives. One of the people I met in Uttar Pradesh, a 51-year-old farmer, told me that he'd voted for Modi, but a decade of BJP rule had soured him on politics. The party had "played the drums of zero tolerance for corruption," he said, but had not paid attention to the people's needs, and corruption had only grown worse.

"Hindutva," he said, "stands for a religion with the most humbleness, the most virtues, the best upbringing, the good culture we have that doesn't exist anywhere else." He paused a moment. "There is no party that really stands for that," he said, "and there won't be one."



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "Modi's Failure." 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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            Jimmy Carter, the oldest living former U.S. president in history, died today at his home in Plains, Georgia, at the age of 100. Carter served in the U.S. Navy from 1946 to 1953, then returned to Georgia to take up his family's peanut-farming business. He was elected as Georgia's 76th governor in 1970, and went on to win his bid for the U.S. presidency in 1976. During Carter's single term as president, he worked to promote peace in the Middle East and limit the growth of nuclear weapons, and he pushed Congress to create the Department of Energy--but those years were also marked by a national energy crisis, double-digit inflation, and the Iran hostage crisis. After losing to Ronald Reagan in the 1980 presidential election, Carter returned to his modest home in Plains, Georgia, and soon began undertaking diplomatic missions, volunteering with Habitat for Humanity, and teaching Sunday school at his local church. In 2002, Carter was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his lifelong work. Below, a collection of images of Jimmy Carter's remarkable life of service.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Jimmy Carter stands before a Sunday-school class, clasping his hands together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter teaches a Sunday-school class at Maranatha Baptist Church in his hometown of Plains, Georgia, on August 23, 2015. The 90-year-old Carter gave a lesson to about 300 people filling the small Baptist church that he and his wife, Rosalynn, attend.
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                [image: A black-and-white photograph of four men inside a submarine. The one standing and watching is Jimmy Carter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In a 1952 photo, Lieutenant Jimmy Carter (top) peers at instruments on the submarine USS K-1. Directly in front of Carter, smoking a cigar, is Don Dickson. He had forgotten he ever served with Carter until he came upon the photo during Christmas of 1977. A friend got it to the White House where Carter wrote: "To my friend Donald Dickson - Jimmy Carter, USS K-1 to White House."
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands at a podium, as his hife and daughter look on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On April 3, 1970, former State Senator Jimmy Carter listens to applause at the Capitol in Atlanta, Georgia, after announcing his candidacy for governor. In the background, his wife, Rosalynn, holds their 2-year-old daughter, Amy, who joined in the applause.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter, seated at his governor's desk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jimmy Carter, governor of Georgia, is shown at his desk in Atlanta on February 19, 1971.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter holds a handful of peanuts while speaking to a crowd of people and members of the press.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Presidential candidate Jimmy Carter holds a handful of peanuts (referencing his career as a peanut farmer) during a campaign event in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1976.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands on a stage, speaking to a large crowd of delegates at a political convention.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In July of 1976, Jimmy Carter speaks to the crowd gathered on the convention floor at New York's Madison Square Garden, after they nominated him to be the Democratic presidential candidate.
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                [image: A large crowd of people gathers and Jimmy Carter reaches out to shake some of their hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Ghirardelli Square, San Francisco, the crowd surges forward as Democratic presidential candidate Jimmy Carter, far left, wades out to shake hands following a rally on October 31, 1976.
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                [image: Three men carry a large dollhouse across a front lawn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President-elect Jimmy Carter carries his daughter Amy's doll house from his home in Plains, Georgia, to a truck that will transport it to their new home, the White House, on January 17, 1977. A worker from Carter's peanut warehouse gives a hand, and they are followed by a Secret Service agent.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter takes the oath of office before a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. President Jimmy Carter, center left, takes the oath of office as the 39th president of the United States, administered by Chief Justice of the United States Warren E. Burger, at the east portico of the Capitol in Washington, D.C, on January 20, 1977. Shown from left are former Vice President Nelson Rockefeller, Vice President Walter Mondale, Senator Hubert Humphrey, Rosalynn Carter (standing between Carter and Burger), and former President Gerald Ford, far right.
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                [image: President Jimmy Carter stands with Queen Elizabeth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter stands with Queen Elizabeth II at Buckingham Palace in London, England, at a dinner in 1977.
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                [image: President and Mrs. Carter stand with three others in a control room for a nuclear-power plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter and first lady Rosalynn Carter, alongside Pennsylvania Governor Dick Thornburgh, meet with officials at the crippled Three Mile Island nuclear-power plant in 1979.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands with Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin, all shaking hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, left, U.S. President Jimmy Carter, center, and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin clasp hands on the North Lawn of the White House after signing the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel on March 26, 1979. Sadat and Begin were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for accomplishing peace negotiations in 1978. The rest of the Arab world shunned Sadat, condemning his initiative for peace. President Carter was pivotal in bringing the two leaders to meet at Camp David.
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                [image: A person watches Jimmy Carter on a television at a gas station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this July 15, 1979, photo, the college student Chuck McManis watches President Jimmy Carter's nationally televised speech regarding the national energy crisis at a service station in Los Angeles, as an attendant fills up a customer's car.
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                [image: Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter stand side by side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter photographed at the arrival of Deng Xiaoping, Deputy Premier of China, in Washington, D.C., on January 29, 1979
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                [image: Jimmy Carter holds his daughter who has leapt into his arms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Amy Carter runs up to her father to say goodbye on the South Lawn of the White House on November 30, 1979, as the president prepares to board a helicopter on his way to Camp David.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter and Leonid Brezhnev sign documents in front of a dozen or so officials watching from behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter, left, and Soviet President Leonid Brezhnev, right, sign the documents of the SALT II Treaty in the Vienna Imperial Hofburg Palace in Vienna, Austria, on June 18, 1979. Behind the heads of state are, from left to right: National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, Soviet Ambassador to the U.S. Anatoly Dobrynin, and Soviet Defense Minister Dmitry Ustinov.
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                [image: President Carter sits at a desk during an address.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grim-faced President Carter, seated at a desk in the Oval Office of the White House, tells of the aborted rescue effort intended to get the 53 American hostages out of Iran, on April 25, 1980. Carter said the mission was scrubbed after an "equipment failure" and that no military hostilities occurred. In the failed mission, eight servicemen were killed and two aircraft were destroyed.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter and Rosalynn greet Ronald Reagan and his wife, Nancy, at the White House.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter and first lady Rosalynn Carter host President-elect Ronald Reagan and his wife, Nancy, on a tour of the White House prior to Inauguration Day, in 1981.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter fishes in a stream.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter fishes in the waters in front of his mountain cabin in Ellijay, Georgia, in May of 1988.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter uses a hand saw at a home construction site.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter uses a handsaw to even an edge as he works on a Habitat for Humanity home in Pikeville, Kentucky, on June 16, 1997. Carter and his wife, Rosalynn, have volunteered a week of their time annually to Habitat for Humanity since 1984.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands on a balcony, looking out at a crowd below who hold small torches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nobel Peace Prize winner and former U.S. President Jimmy Carter greets a torchlight procession from the balcony of the Grand Hotel in downtown Oslo, Norway, on December 10, 2002. Carter was awarded the prize for his "decades of untiring effort to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and social development."
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                [image: Jimmy Carter helps another person to pull down on a long bar, while making bricks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter helps to make bricks to build houses in a tsunami-devastated fishing village in Phuket on November 1, 2006.
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                [image: Nelson Mandela shakes hands with Jimmy Carter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nelson Mandela, former president of South Africa, shakes hands with former U.S. President Jimmy Carter during a ceremony marking his 89th birthday in Johannesburg on July 18, 2007.
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                [image: Three former presidents, one current president, and one president-elect stand together for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Former President George H. W. Bush, President-elect Barack Obama, President George W. Bush, former President Bill Clinton, and former President Jimmy Carter gather for a photo in the Oval Office on January 7, 2009, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter poses with a sailor, both wearing protective fire gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter, center, and Chief Aviation Boatswain's Mate Raul Rodriguez pose wearing proximity suits during a tour of the amphibious assault ship USS Peleliu in San Diego, California, on March 10, 2012. Carter and his foundation's nearly 250 guests and flag officers spent the day visiting with sailors and Marines, seeing various areas of the ship and aircraft.
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                [image: President Barack Obama, former President Jimmy Carter, First Lady Michelle Obama, and former President Bill Clinton wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Barack Obama, former President Jimmy Carter, first lady Michelle Obama, and former President Bill Clinton wave from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial during the commemoration ceremony for the 50th anniversary of the March on Washington and Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I have a dream" speech in Washington, D.C., on August 28, 2013.
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                Former President Jimmy Carter works between his wife, Rosalynn Carter, right, and the singer Trisha Yearwood, left, at a Habitat for Humanity building site in Memphis, Tennessee, on November 2, 2015. Behind Yearwood is her husband, the singer Garth Brooks.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands at a lectern, teaching a Sunday-school lesson.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The 92-year-old former President Jimmy Carter discusses the meaning of a biblical passage during his Sunday-school lesson at the Maranatha Baptist Church in Carter's hometown of Plains, Georgia, on March 25, 2017.
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                Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter and his wife, Rosalynn Carter, sit together during a reception to celebrate their 75th wedding anniversary in Plains, Georgia, on July 10, 2021.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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How Putin Tapped a Well of Ethnic Hatred in Russia

Radical nationalists have infiltrated the country's police and politics.

by Anna Nemtsova




Far-right activists from Russia's largest nationalist movement, Russkaya Obshchina, donned black camouflage and patrolled multiple cities last month hunting for "ethnic criminals." They raided dormitories, parks, and construction sites in search of migrants from Central Asia, nabbing six on November 24. On social media, the activists celebrated their "joint raid with law-enforcement officials," posting a video of themselves leading migrants in chains on their way to deportation.

Russkaya Obshchina is working in concert with the Russian state to carry out a radical new campaign against immigrants. In August, President Vladimir Putin signed a bill allowing migrants to be expelled without a court decision. Three months later, he amended the criminal code, introducing draconian sentencing guidelines for "countering illegal migration." Deportations have skyrocketed. According to the Russian state news agency TASS, the government deported more than 60,000 immigrants this year as of November 1--twice more than in the first nine months of 2023. On November 8, the Russian interior ministry announced its decision to deport an additional 20,000 people.

Perhaps more striking than the campaign itself is the well of ethnic hatred it seems to have tapped. In rallies this fall, thousands of far-right and ultranationalist activists marched through Russian cities in support of Putin's policies. They have the blessing, too, of the powerful Russian Orthodox Church. In September, priests in flowing gowns led a crowd of 75,000 people on a religious procession in St. Petersburg, where members of Russkaya Obshchina chanted "Russians, forward! We are Russians, God is with us!" Some carried the black flag of the mercenary Wagner Group, notorious for its brutality in Ukraine and Africa. Last month, more than 2,000 members of the nationalist "Double-Headed Eagle" and Tsargrad movements marched in Nizhny Novgorod bearing Russian imperial flags. Their founder, the Orthodox oligarch Konstantin Malofeyev, marched too.

In 2014, the United States sanctioned Malofeyev for sponsoring Russian separatist movements in Ukraine's Crimea and Donbas regions. He does not believe Ukraine has a right to exist; it belongs to the Russian empire he hopes to revive. In an interview with the Financial Times earlier this month, Malofeyev seemed to speak on Putin's behalf when he denounced Donald Trump's Ukraine-Russia peace offer--before negotiations had even started. "For the talks to be constructive," he said, "we need to talk not about the future of Ukraine but the future of Europe and the world."

From the December 2022 issue: The Russian empire must die

How did radical nationalists so fully infiltrate Russia's police and politics? Putin's Kremlin has a long history of aiding far-right hate groups involved in violence against immigrants. In 2014, he effectively took over the nationalist agenda when he annexed Crimea and supported a militarized separatist movement in the Donbas. These maneuvers were meant to serve what Putin called the "Russian World": anyone, he says, "who feels a spiritual connection with our Motherland, the bearers of Russian language, history, and culture."

The full-scale invasion in 2022 accelerated the nationalist movement. "During the war in Ukraine, people we thought were marginalized became Russia's mainstream figures," Pavel Kanygin, a Russian investigative journalist, told me. "The nationalists' clear-line ideology--the monarchy, reconstruction of the Russian empire, empowerment of the Church--resonates with the Russian security service and law-enforcement officers."

Politicians too. Parliament members such as Mikhail Matveyev openly endorse Russkaya Obshchina. The spokesperson for the Russian Foreign Ministry, Maria Zakharova, has posed for pictures with the group's black flag in her hands. The pro-Kremlin newspaper Vzglyad describes the group as a "healthy power on the Russian nationalist field." This political support has helped Russkaya Obshchina amass huge influence. On Telegram, the group has more than 600,000 followers. One of its posts shows a Russian fighter in Ukraine wearing a black sun on his uniform, a Nazi symbol. "We are giving our health away, our lives for the sake of our children, their future," a soldier tells the camera. "Not for the sake of strangers who come to replace us in our cities."

Another far-right group, the Russian Druzhina, dressed in balaclavas and armored vests and swept through the town of Mytishchi in August. Its masked leader reported that he and his vigilante gang worked "together with law-enforcement organs to identify persons illegally staying on the Russian territory." Judging by how the group describes its mission, the roundup was meant to "revive the true Russian spirit." The same month, an association called Northern Man reportedly detained more than 240 immigrants in a joint operation with police.

Northern Man became famous last year for organizing a mass street protest opposing the construction of a large mosque near Moscow. Days later, the city's mayor, Sergei Sobyanin, announced that the mosque would be moved to a much smaller site. "Russian authorities adjust policies under the nationalists' pressure," Alexander Verkhovsky, the founder of the SOVA Center, a Moscow-based group that monitors xenophobia and far-right movements, told me.

"Trump and his administration should understand that the Russian mainstream has shifted to the right," Verkhovsky added. For Russia's growing ultranationalist faction, he said, Trump's "plan to let Kyiv stay independent would not be acceptable."

Russia's nationalist movement has taken off amid rising immigration. The country has long attracted immigrants from the Central Asian countries that were once part of the Soviet Union. These populations are largely non-Slavic and include many Muslims. Last year, Russia registered the arrivals of more than 8.5 million migrant workers, including more than a million from Tajikistan. One advocate for migrants' rights told me that at least a million migrants in Russia are undocumented.

Hate toward these immigrants flooded Russia after a Moscow concert hall was attacked by terrorists associated with an Islamic State branch active in Central Asia. The massacre, which took place in March, killed at least 145 people and wounded more than 500. Police stopped and interrogated migrant workers from Central Asia in the metro and on the streets. Several months later, the Russian interior ministry announced that its "main task is to lighten up the Moscow region, so that it is not blackened by foreign citizens." This terminology has become commonplace among Russian officials and police officers who associate criminality with non-Slavic-looking migrants.

Graeme Wood: Conspiracy theories about the Moscow attack are unnecessary

Svetlana Gannushkina, the head of the Civic Assistance Committee, a charitable organization in Moscow that provides legal support for migrants, told me that public transport has become particularly dangerous for those of Central Asian descent. But the attacks can happen anywhere. "Two Uzbek men recently appealed for our help after they were violently beaten by a group of young ultranationalists" at a store, she said. "One of our attorneys took the case, but it turned out that one of the nationalists had influential connections, so the two victims went to jail."

Gannushkina is 82 and has been defending refugees, displaced people, and immigrants in Russia since 1990. In 2022, a human-rights group that she co-founded, Memorial, won the Nobel Peace Prize. She told me that she sees a connection between the rise in ethnic hatred and the broader campaign of repression that Putin has imposed on Russian society. People may be angry with the authorities, she notes, but they are not permitted to criticize them; the Kremlin has redirected their hatred toward migrants and non-Slavs.

Verkhovsky told me that state news agencies have made a point of using the word migrant more often this year. A study conducted by the Levada Center, a sociological research agency in Moscow, found that 68 percent of Russians say that their country must limit the influx of migrant labor. "The highest level of hostility is recorded towards Roma, people from the Central Asian republics of the former USSR and, in the last two years, towards Ukrainians," the report said. Verkhovsky believes that the Kremlin is juicing this anxiety. "We have never seen Russians feeling so 'concerned'" about migrants, he told me.

The onslaught against migrants that the Russian nationalist movement has unleashed, in concert with the police, has become so virulent that even some of Putin's erstwhile defenders can't stomach it. Despite being a member of Russia's military alliance, the government of Tajikistan recently called for its citizens to stop visiting Russia amid the roundups. The leader of Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, slammed the Kremlin for its campaign of "persecution based on nationality or religion," which he called a "messy inquisition of citizens of foreign countries."

Kadyrov is hardly a Kremlin critic. Back in 2010, he told me of Putin, "I love him very much, as a man can love a man." But there comes a time when enough is enough.
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We're All in 'Dark Mode' Now

How light-on-black became a way of life

by Ian Bogost




The sun is setting on computers. In October, Google finally--finally--rolled out a new black-background view for its Calendar app. This is just the latest in a string of recent software darkenings. In July, Wikipedia went light-on-dark. And a few years before that, we got dark-theme Google Search. Since 2017, night has fallen on Slack, Reddit, YouTube, Twitter, and mobile Gmail too. Even Microsoft went dark. One by one, the bright, white backgrounds that have defined these and all computer interfaces since the advent of the Macintosh have been slipping into the shadows.

Dark mode has its touted benefits: Dimmer screens mean less eye strain, some assert; and on certain displays (including most smartphones), showing more black pixels prolongs battery life. Dark mode also has its drawbacks: Reading lots of text is more difficult to do in white-on-black. But even if these tradeoffs might be used to justify the use of inverted-color settings, they offer little insight into those settings' true appeal. They don't tell us why so many people suddenly want their screens, which had glowed bright for years, to go dark. And they're tangential to the story of how, in a fairly short period of time, we all became creatures of the night mode.

Computer programmers, for their part, have always liked the dark. Back when offices were the only places to work, some software companies housed their engineers in what I remember being called "programmer pits": rooms with closed doors where all the lights were extinguished. In open-plan workplaces, where the pits could not exist, programmers who preferred darkness would go to great lengths to create or preserve it. I recall some plotting to remove the bulbs from overhead lights near their workstations.

In the 1990s and early 2000s, I managed a large team of software engineers. They wrote programs for computer desktops, the web, and the handheld devices that predated smartphones. I remember one of them was so averse to lighting that he draped a thick blanket over his monitor and torso, creating a makeshift cave for work. Another built a lighttight cot underneath his cubicle in which to take breaks to recover from the oppressive sun that poured in through office windows. Others merely chose to work very early or very late, under the natural shroud of night.

Why? If I'd asked them, they would probably have said: to reduce distractions and improve focus. Programming a computer is a bit like repairing a very tiny machine with precision tools while looking under a microscope. Quiet and calm help facilitate that process. Programmers may also just prefer the dark. (Some have argued that people with "Aspergers-like" tendencies, which are associated with sensitivity to bright lights, may be especially well suited to the tech industry.)

But even with the environment dimmed, one source of light persists: the computer itself. Its bright glare could potentially disrupt the very act of writing the programs it might run. Perhaps that's why code-editing software has long offered white-on-black displays or other dimmed-out custom color themes. If you look at depictions of programmers at work in television or film, you're likely to see white text on black screens. It's a visual sign of computer professionals at work.

Those of us old enough to remember using command-line text on DOS- or Unix-based computers will recall that light-on-dark displays were, at first, the standard. Surely some of that color scheme's newfound appeal is pure nostalgia, at least among those users who once typed out documents in WordPerfect or played text-only adventure games such as Zork. To call it "dark mode," as we do today, and sell it as a wellness tool is a somewhat recent innovation.

Read: I wrote this on a 30-year-old computer

Starting about 10 years ago, the option of a dark or dimmer background began to be included as a system-wide setting on laptops and smartphones. Microsoft launched its Windows "Night Light" mode, with warmer colors, in 2017; Apple followed with its own Dark Mode shortly after. Once that happened, individual software applications followed suit. The light-on-dark appearance could now be marketed as a way to heal your circadian rhythms, but its essential function was the same as ever: a softer, less oppressive glow for people who might be staring at their screens for many hours at a time.

The number of people doing so was increasing every day. Even 20 years ago, a computer was still a tool used only occasionally. Desktop computers sat on desks, to be consulted when needed. Even at work, many actions that are now carried out only via computer--such as filing expense reports or taking part in mandatory office trainings--happened in meatspace instead. Home life was also a mixed-media affair. Television was viewed on a television set, through a set-top box or DVD player. Voice calls were made on phones still found on desks or attached to walls. And other ordinary activities, such as paying bills and managing kids' school affairs, still were carried out on paper, in person--not online.

Read: Universities have a computer-science problem

Between the early aughts and the late 2010s, the rest of humankind caught up with computer programmers. Communication now takes place on a screen. So does knowledge work. Also shopping, entertainment, and the management of daily life. According to one report, Americans checked their phones more than 200 times a day this year, an increase of 40 percent over last year. In short, an ordinary person's habits of computer use have grown to be a lot more like those of the previously strange guys who were writing software with me at the dawn of the internet.

So dark modes spread to serve our changing circumstances. There's no longer any need to drape a blanket on your office desk; soon enough, every app will achieve this effect on its own. Software companies may even start competing to produce the most effective artificial night. It's now gotten to the point where Microsoft can engage in dark-mode ballyhoo: Its own "Black" theme "provides the darkest experience," the company boasts; "if you're in search of dark mode, this is the theme for you."

Maybe the dark-mode age was inevitable. The bright glow of computers was tolerable--even thrilling--when it still felt new, but as lit-up screens suffused our every waking act, their light was doomed to overwhelm us. Given that software developers are the people who develop software, and their software-making software had been in dark mode from the start, the latest trend should come as no surprise. Of course darkness would have spread from their desktops to everyone's. From day into night, we are all programming computers now.
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The MAGA Honeymoon Is Over

Silicon Valley and the nativist right worked together to elect Trump. Now the infighting has begun.

by Ali Breland




Elon Musk spent Christmas Day online, in the thick of a particularly venomous culture war, one that would lead him to later make the un-Christmas-like demand of his critics to "take a big step back and FUCK YOURSELF in the face."



Donald Trump had ignited this war by appointing the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan to be his senior AI-policy adviser. Encouraged by the MAGA acolyte and expert troll Laura Loomer, parts of the far-right internet melted down, arguing that Krishnan's appointment symbolized a betrayal of the principles of the "America First" movement.



Krishnan is an Indian immigrant and a U.S. citizen who, by virtue of his heritage, became a totem for the MAGA right to argue about H-1B visas, which allow certain skilled immigrants to work in the United States. (Many tech companies rely on this labor.) In response to Krishnan's appointment, some right-wing posters used racist memes to smear Indians, who have made up nearly-three quarters of H-1B recipients in recent years. Loomer called such workers "third world invaders" and invoked the "Great Replacement" theory, which claims that America's white population is being purposefully replaced by nonwhite people from other countries.



Although Musk has seemingly embraced white supremacy on the platform he owns, X, he apparently could not stand for an attack on a government program that has helped make him money. He is himself an immigrant from South Africa who has said that he worked in the U.S. under an H-1B visa before becoming a citizen. Musk also employs such workers at his companies. He posted on X in support of the H-1B program, arguing that it brings elite talent to America. This perspective is not remotely controversial for the Silicon Valley set, but the reactionary and nationalist wings of the Republican Party got very upset with Musk, very quickly. "The American people don't view America as a sports team or a company," the provocateur Jack Posobiec wrote in response to one of Musk's tweets on Thursday. "They view it as their home." Later, Musk warned his critics that he will "go to war on this issue the likes of which you cannot possibly comprehend." By the weekend, Steve Bannon, Trump's former adviser, had called H-1Bs a "scam" and said that Musk's defense of highly skilled immigrants is showing his "true colors."



The tech right and nationalist right are separate (but overlapping) factions that operated in tandem to help get Trump reelected. Now they are at odds. For possibly the first time since Trump's victory, the racial animus and nativism that galvanized the nationalist right cannot immediately be reconciled with the tech right's desire to effectively conquer the world (and cosmos, in Musk's case) using any possible advantage. After winning the election together, one side was going to have to lose.

Read: Even the Koch brothers weren't this brazen

It should be said that opposing H-1Bs is not an inherently MAGA position. The program has well-documented flaws, and has received bipartisan criticism. For instance, Senator Bernie Sanders, an independent, has previously argued that highly skilled immigrant labor is a potential weapon that business owners can use to lower wages. Similarly, supporting H-1Bs says only so much about someone's politics. Although Musk casts his defense of highly skilled immigrants as racially inclusive, he has repeatedly flirted with racial prejudice on X and has vocally supported a German far-right party with ties to neo-Nazis.



In any case, the coalition of the tech right and the nationalist right was bound to be tested. The two are similar in certain ways: They share a reactionary, anti-"woke" commitment to reversing a perceived pattern of American weakness brought about by DEI initiatives, and both have exhibited authoritarian tendencies. But there were always fissures. The tech right's desire for free markets is in fundamental tension with a rising conservative skepticism of unchecked capitalism; Tucker Carlson, for example, has spoken critically of "market capitalism," arguing that "any economic system that weakens and destroys families isn't worth having." Much of the nationalist far right sees itself as a movement that values the flourishing, vitality, and self-determination of human beings (as long as they are of the correct race or nationality). Meanwhile, much of the tech right is concerned with advancing technology above all else--the most extreme wings don't even mind if that ultimately results in human extinction.



For a little while, it almost seemed like the right could dodge these conflicts. Vice President-Elect J. D. Vance is the physical embodiment of a compromise between the far-right, aggressively reactionary, nationalist wing of the Republican Party and its tech-evangelist faction. He worked in a venture-capital firm co-founded by Peter Thiel, the right-wing tech billionaire; has criticized unbridled free markets; and has been cheered on by far-right influencers with big followings. He has spoken out against H-1B visas even as he invested in companies that applied to use them. But part of Vance's job is to unite his party against a common enemy; that role became less urgent after Election Day.



Read: Silicon Valley got their guy



This skirmish is a preview of how tension between the tech right and the nationalist right may play out once Trump takes office. The nationalists will likely get most of what they want--Trump has already promised mass deportations, to their delight--but when they butt heads with Silicon Valley, Trump will likely defer to his wealthiest friends. That's how things went during his first term. Despite Trump's populist promise in 2016 that he would create an economy that benefited common people at the expense of large corporations and the rich (a position popular with the more nationalist wing of the right), he largely did the opposite, supporting and signing into law tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy. This happened even as much of the tech world rebuked Trump over his "Muslim ban" and family-separation policy, which employees of tech giants prodded their leaders to oppose.



This time around, with Musk and the tech entrepreneur Vivek Ramaswamy running the newly created Department of Government Efficiency, the billionaire venture capitalist Marc Andreessen helping staff the department, and Krishnan set to advise on AI policy, the tech right is being integrated into the incoming administration. Trump's other appointments also suggest that his administration will be friendly to the rich and powerful. His advisers and Cabinet appointments so far consist of ultra-rich confidants from finance and real estate--industries that prioritize markets above other conservative principles. His proposed Cabinet includes few who would be considered dedicated members of the nationalist right. No surprise, then, that Trump seemed to side with Musk, telling the New York Post on Saturday, "I've always liked the visas, I have always been in favor of the visas. That's why we have them." Perhaps even more so than last time, the plutocrats are in control.
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Hawk Tuah Wasn't What It Seemed

What the meme of the year tells us about the state of online culture

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




A memecoin is a cryptocurrency that, like most cryptocurrencies, has no inherent value. It is created to represent an internet meme, and its value is tied very loosely to that meme's popularity; you could think of it as like owning stock in, say, a knock-knock joke. The most famous memecoin is Dogecoin, which was boosted by Elon Musk and refers to an internet-famous dog.



More recently, people have fixated on a coin called Hawk, as in "Hawk Tuah," the meme of the year. The coin was created by a team of crypto people and by Haliey Welch, the cute, blond 22-year-old woman who brought us that phrase over the summer. You may know this part of the story: In June, a man-on-the-street interviewer approached Welch, out on the town in Nashville, and asked her, "What's one move in bed that makes a man go crazy every time?" She replied with perfect comedic timing, in a thick Tennessee accent: "You gotta give 'em that hawk tuah and spit on that thang." This was very funny and went viral on TikTok and elsewhere. (Bryce Harper, the married and Mormon first baseman for the Philadelphia Phillies, imitated it on national television.) In the months that followed, Welch built an online brand as a relatable country girl turned "queen of memes," selling trucker hats, meeting Shaq, launching an app named after her boyfriend, appearing in a bit on Jimmy Kimmel Live, and so on.



Now she's in hot water because Hawk's value went almost immediately to pennies--but not before some insiders were able to turn a quick profit. In an effort to quell the outrage, Welch and the people she had worked with on the coin hosted a live broadcast on X in early December. Welch made a short, chipper statement at the beginning, and then an assortment of men talked for nearly an hour. The first, a crypto-world figure who went by Doc Hollywood on X but has since wiped his account, ranted at listeners, challenging them to consider whether they truly understood the importance of Hawk. "Hawk Tuah is a cultural meme that everyone knows here in America," he said. "So, if you want to be part of this meme community--dope." Welch piped up near the end of the stream simply to tell everyone that she was going to bed. "Anyhoo," she said, "I'll see you guys tomorrow."

Read: Crypto's legacy is finally clear

But she didn't reappear the next day. Instead, she vanished from the internet for weeks. She stopped releasing new episodes of her podcast, Talk Tuah (great name), and was quiet even as some of the other people involved in the coin made public statements about its spectacular failure. Then, news broke last week that a handful of people would attempt to sue her foundation (listed in the complaint as the Tuah the Moon Foundation) and various other parties, and Welch published a statement. "I am fully cooperating with and am committed to assisting the legal team representing the individuals impacted, as well as to help uncover the truth, hold the responsible parties accountable, and resolve this matter," she wrote on X on Friday.



The people around her talked about the coin as a "community-building tool" and "a movement." It was a fake currency that was artificially tied to a brief (and crass) display of charisma that took place months ago. The notion that the online-creator economy could somehow transmogrify this incident into profit for a whole "community" of strangers--that those strangers had come together around the meme in some meaningful way, and that it would be able to change all of their lives--is magical thinking that has to be unique to our times.



The original Hawk Tuah joke was good, but it was such a slim piece of IP. How much could really be milked out of something like that? It was just a moment, hardly anything. Yet it was inescapable. There was so much Hawk Tuah this year. How much of it was real? As it turns out: not as much as it seems.



The way Welch has told the story on her podcast, she initially spent weeks hiding from the Hawk Tuah meme, barricaded in her bedroom, streaming rom-coms. She was embarrassed by the joke, which she had told while drunk, and horrified by the number of people who had seen it. A friend persuaded her to come out of her room only because other people were profiting off her--selling bootleg merch and getting views on their own videos that used the clip. It would be silly not to get her own piece of the pie, especially because the pie might soon be gone. By July, she was everywhere.



I became more interested in Welch in August, when she threw out the first pitch at a New York Mets game. She was there to raise money for an organization that gives service dogs to disabled veterans, and of course did not make any reference to oral sex. But people were furious nonetheless. Sports journalists and rude Mets fans were apoplectic, screaming that she had cursed the team and ruined the season. The gist was that Hawk Tuah was tacky and unbecoming for America's pastime (though no one seemed to mind when Bryce Harper did it).



Welch responded to this with good humor. In the weeks that followed, she consistently posted about the Mets' magical playoff run and cheered them on with bizarre Photoshopped pictures of herself as Mrs. Met and Tom Seaver (which people, again, hated). She posted a photo of herself watching the Mets on TV in a hotel room and a video of herself watching the Mets on a phone while in a bar ("She's so me for this," I texted my baseball group chat). This was surprising--part "Kill 'em with kindness," part troll. I came away with the impression that Welch might be an amusing, smart woman with an open mind who had allowed life's twists and turns to make her into a sincere baseball fan.



This was my projection, and other people had different ones. Though Welch never talked about politics, some embraced her as a MAGA icon: The earliest homemade Hawk Tuah merch paired the catchphrase with images of Donald Trump. But Trump haters were curious about her too, and they celebrated when she declined to come out as one of his supporters. (After a Trump impersonator showed up to her meet and greet on Long Island, she told a reporter for New York magazine that she'd deliberately avoided being photographed with him.)



Perhaps because Hawk Tuah was so little to work with and there was no broad agreement about its cultural significance, the business strategy seemed to be to throw things at the wall and see what stuck. In October, I spoke with Welch's manager about interviewing her and then emailed to ask him what events she had coming up. He replied with a litany: "We are going to be dealing with Halloween with her costumes at Spirit Halloween (1600 stores). Shooting new episodes for her podcast #2 Comedy and #5 overall, Launching her jewelry line--The Haliey Welch Collection--an international mobile game, and a Meme coin. More to come ..."



Around this time, I watched a bunch of episodes of Welch's podcast, Talk Tuah. The earliest episodes were stilted and amateurish, but kind of interesting. In one, she sits on her front porch with three hometown friends and awaits her grandmother, or "Granny," with whom she lives. Granny arrives in an old Ford sedan, and Welch teases her for referring to the rose that the group is drinking as "liquor"; they rehash the surprise of Haliey's sudden fame while Granny pets a dog. The episode ends with a drive to Taco Bell.



Welch is eminently likable, and her guests respond well to her easy openness and folksy manner of speaking (she uses the word "conversate" and the phrase "I don't guess"). They want to know more about her, and so, over the course of the show, the Hawk Tuah IP expands mostly through further discussion of it and of the way that it changed Welch's life. For several episodes, she teased the reveal of a secret boyfriend, whom she referred to only as "Pookie." I felt genuine suspense waiting to find out who he was (and how he felt about the Hawk Tuah phenomenon). He turned out to be a plumber named Kelby (he thought it was all great; he felt a little uncomfortable at Soho House).



I did not watch the episode "I Told Mark Cuban About Pookie's Pickle," so I can't tell you what went on there. But every episode I have watched involves a meta-discussion of Welch's newfound fame and the hostile reaction that Welch has gotten from certain corners of the media, particularly from men. Talking with the television personality and former Playboy bunny Holly Madison, Welch says that an antagonistic interview with Bill Maher took her "for a spin." In an episode featuring the Barstool Sports personality Brianna Chickenfry, Welch talks about her surprise that Barstool Sports' founder, Dave Portnoy, said that nobody would listen to her podcast, because nobody would care what she had to say. "Kiss my ass, Dave," she tells the camera.



After the presidential election, there was much discussion of the role that podcasts had played, as well as some half-sincere consideration of whether the Democrats might need to find a "liberal Joe Rogan" to help them win votes next time.



My co-workers and I speculated briefly that Welch could fill the role--she was politically uncommitted and seemed to have the attention of young men. This was suggested by New York magazine, which noted the presence of a group of eighth-grade boys outside her event, as well as by her affiliation with the famous YouTuber Jake Paul. (His company, Betr, produces Welch's podcast.) The list of sponsors that bought ad space on her show also implied a predominantly male audience, if one slightly older than 12 (20 percent off a Manscaped razor with code TUAH).



But the closer I looked at Welch's empire, the stranger it seemed. The first episode of her podcast has about 2.7 million views on YouTube; the Mark Cuban episode has about 276,000. Talk Tuah debuted near the top of Spotify's and Apple's podcast charts, but fell quickly off both of them. There are no fan accounts dedicated to documenting her every move--just a few engagement farmers who stopped posting months ago.

Read: The only thing worse than talking to Joe Rogan

The most telling thing was the comments on her podcast episodes on YouTube. Virtually nobody is responding to anything that she says in the videos. Instead, for almost every episode, the comment section is full of people pretending to be huge fans and making ludicrous claims about the power of the Hawk Tuah meme. For instance, "I was sick with an incurable disease but then i turned on talk tuah i was healed almost instantly." Others claim that broken bones healed or that a dead man levitated out of his coffin. A standout described losing an eyeball to a rubber bullet at a protest against then-Hungarian Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsany in 2006, then having it restored by watching Talk Tuah. Another that I am still thinking about: "Im an infinitely old cloud of sentience ... The only thing that sustains me and maintains all the laws that hold the universe together is watching the talk tuah podcast."



The crucial fact of life online, taking stock at the end of 2024, is that it is harder to tell whether anyone is serious. It may also be irrelevant. What's the difference between jokes and lies, between fandom and mockery, when a view is a view and a sale is a sale?



Another common bit in the Talk Tuah comments is that the viewer is seated and listening while eating their daily Lunchly, in reference to a Lunchables dupe launched by Jake Paul's brother, Logan, and the YouTube star known as Mr. Beast: The snack is mostly famous for being gross. When Jake Paul appeared on Talk Tuah, Welch pitched him the idea of a line of pickles, and he amiably agreed to invest. "You could do some damage in the pickle arena," he told her. "We make it into another meme where people are watching the podcast, eating Lunchly, and eating the pickles." Whether this was something that anybody would actually do--or something they would just say they were doing as a joke--did not seem to matter to the business plan.



Later, when onlookers were basking in the bizarreness of the memecoin situation, they circulated an X post in which someone claimed to have lost all of their money. "I am a huge fan of Hawk Tuah but you took my life savings," the person wrote. This was almost certainly not true, but was taken as a symbol of the state of American culture nonetheless. Then it found its place in history when it was immortalized by @dril, the longtime avatar of the internet's id, who wrote, in reference to the memecoin meltdown, "@HalieyWelchX wheres my money . you ahave ruined my life. im being followed by the governors men. please open DM. Love the pod."



That, along with whatever money she's made this year, is likely what Welch will have to show for her misadventure as an internet celebrity. And honestly? Not bad.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/12/hawk-tuah-rise-and-fall/681177/?utm_source=feed
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The Future of the Democratic Party

George Packer discusses his latest reporting on Donald Trump and American politics.

by The Editors




Democrats have veered into identity politics and away from the interests of the working class. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, George Packer joins Jeffrey Goldberg to discuss his recent reporting on the Democratic Party's illusions and the future of American politics.

Donald Trump's reelection should put an end to two progressive illusions, Packer explained last night: The first of these illusions is the notion that identity is political destiny; the second is the theory that the Democratic Party has been kept out of power by a white Republican minority thwarting the popular will through means such as voter suppression or gerrymandering.

George Packer: The End of Democratic Delusions

"The Democratic Party has become the party of establishment, of status quo, of the institutions," Packer said. The party has come to organize itself under a framework that the "most basic identity of a citizen is group identity based on race, gender, sexuality." But in doing so, they've "lost a large number of ordinary Americans who don't see themselves primarily in those terms, who are mostly working-class ... and who used to be the backbone of the Democratic Party."

Meanwhile, as with the drift of the working class away from Democrats and towards Republicans, the country's increasingly isolationist global stance has also been building. "We are not the unipolar power that we were after the end of the Cold War," Packer said. "We stood for a certain order, a certain set of values, a certain liberal view of the world, and I think that could collapse very quickly under Trump because he doesn't believe in it--in fact, he wants to destroy it, and so do the people he's putting into key positions."

Packer discusses this, as well as his reporting on conspiracism and hyper-partisanship in Phoenix, Arizona, the nation's fastest-growing city, with the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2024/12/future-democratic-party-washington-week/681144/?utm_source=feed
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You Don't Know Your Habits

The science of habits reveals that they can be invisible to us and unresponsive to our desires.

by Shayla Love




You probably remember when you took your last shower, but if I ask you to examine your routine more closely, you might discover some blank spots. Which hand do you use to pick up the shampoo bottle? Which armpit do you soap up first?

Bathing, brushing your teeth, driving to work, making coffee--these are all core habits. In 1890, the psychologist William James observed that living creatures are nothing if not "bundles of habits." Habits, according to James's worldview, are a bargain with the devil. They make life easier by automating behaviors you perform regularly. (I would rather attend to what I read in the news on a given morning, for example, than to the minutiae of how I steep my daily tea.) But once an action becomes a habit, you can lose sight of what prompts it, or if you even like it very much. (Maybe the tea would taste better if I steeped it longer.)

Around the new year, countless people pledge to reform their bad habits and introduce new, better ones. Yet the science of habits reveals that they are not beholden to our desires. "We like to think that we're doing things for a reason, that everything is driven by a goal," Wendy Wood, a provost professor emerita who studies habit at the University of Southern California, told me. But goals seem like our primary motivation only because we're more conscious of them than of how strong our habits are. In fact, becoming aware of your invisible habits can boost your chances of successfully forming new, effective habits or breaking harmful ones this resolution season, so that you can live a life dictated more by what you enjoy and less by what you're used to.

James was prescient about habits, even though he described them more than 100 years ago. Habitual action "goes on of itself," he wrote. Indeed, modern researchers have discerned that habits are practically automatic "context-response associations"--they form when people repeat an action cued by some trigger in an environment. After you repeat an action enough times, you'll do it mindlessly if you encounter the cue and the environment. "That doesn't mean that people have no recollection of what they did," David Neal, a psychologist who specializes in behavior change, told me. "It just means that your conscious mind doesn't need to participate in the initiation or execution of the behavior."

Read: Make a to-don't list

Our conscious goals might motivate us to repeat a particular behavior, and so serve as the spark that gets the habit engine going. In fact, "people who are best at achieving their goals are the ones who purposefully form habits to automate some of the things that they do," Benjamin Gardner, a psychologist of habitual behavior at the University of Surrey, told me. He recently enacted a flossing habit by flossing each day in the same environment (the bathroom), following the same contextual cues (brushing his teeth). "There are days when I think, I can't remember if I flossed yesterday, but I just trust I definitely did, because it's such a strong part of my routine," he said.

But even habits that are deliberately begun are worth reevaluating every so often, because once they solidify, they can break away from the goals that inspired them. If our goals shift, context cues will still trigger habitual behavior. A 1998 meta-analysis found that intentions could predict only actions that are done occasionally, such as getting a flu shot, and not actions that were repeated regularly, such as wearing a seat belt. In one study from 2012, students who often went to a sports stadium raised their voices when they saw an image of that stadium, even if they didn't intend to. And scientists have shown that habitual behaviors and goal-directed behaviors involve different pathways in the brain. When an action becomes a habit, it becomes more automatic and relies more on the sensorimotor system. When scientists damage the parts of animals' brains that are related to goal-directed behavior, the animals start behaving more habitually. (There remains some debate, however, about whether any human action can truly be independent from goals.)

And yet, people tend to explain their habitual behavior by appealing to their goals and desires. A 2011 study found that people who said they'd eat when they got emotional weren't actually more likely to snack in response to negative feelings; eating behaviors were better explained by habit. In a 2022 study, Wood and her colleagues asked people why they drank coffee. The participants said they did so when they were tired, but in fact, when they logged their coffee drinking, it was only weakly correlated with their fatigue. "They didn't have a desire to drink coffee," Wood said. "It was just the time when they typically did during the day."

Read: The long-held habits you might need to reconsider

Habits also maintain their independence by not being as sensitive to rewards. If you don't like something the first time you try it, you probably won't repeat the experience. But habits can persist even if their outcome stops being pleasing. In one study Wood worked on with Neal and other colleagues, people with a habit of eating popcorn at the movies ate more stale popcorn than those without the habit. Those with a popcorn habit reported later that they could tell the popcorn was gross, but they just kept eating it. "It's not that they are totally unaware that they don't like it," Wood said. "The behavior continues to be triggered by the context that they're in." It's not so terrible to endure some stale popcorn, but consider the consequences if more complex habitual actions--ones related to, say, work-life balance, relationships, or technology--hang around past their expiration date.

In the face of invisible habits, awareness and attention are powerful weapons. In a recent study, Gardner asked people who slept fewer than six hours a night to describe their bedtime routines in detail. Doing so revealed pernicious bedtime habits they weren't aware of before. James Clear, the author of Atomic Habits, has similarly suggested making a "Habits Scorecard," a written list of all of your daily habits that includes a rating of how positively, negatively, or neutrally they affect your life.

Read: You can't simply decide to be a different person

Neutral habits, such as the timing of my yoga session, can be hardest to take stock of. And if they're just humming along making your life easier, identifying them might feel pointless. But because habits won't always have your latest intentions in mind, it's worth keeping an eye on them to make sure they don't start working against you. Like it or not, people are destined to be bundled up with habits. But knowing how they work--simply becoming aware of how unaware of them we can be--can help get you to a life with as little stale popcorn as possible.
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Doctors Thought They Knew What a Genetic Disease Is. They Were Wrong.

Mutations that happen throughout a person's life may contribute to disease more than we realized.

by Jason Liebowitz

In the summer of 2018, 59-year-old David Gould went for his annual checkup, expecting to hear the usual: Everything looks fine. Instead, he was told that he was newly--and oddly--anemic.



Two months later, Gould began to experience a strange cascade of symptoms. His ankles swelled to the width of his calves. The right side of his face became so bloated that he could not open his eye. He developed a full-body rash, joint pain, fever, and drenching night sweats. His anemia worsened, and he was requiring frequent blood transfusions. Gould's physicians were baffled; he was scared. "I started to get my will and affairs in order," he told me.



Almost two years into his ordeal, Gould learned of an initiative at the National Institutes of Health that focuses on solving the country's most puzzling medical cases. He applied for the program, and his file soon reached the desks of Donna Novacic and David Beck, two scientists then at the NIH. The pair had helped identify a still-unnamed disease, which they had tied to a particular gene and to a particular somatic mutation--a genetic change that had not been passed down from a parent and was present only in certain cells. Gould's symptoms seemed uncannily similar to those of patients known to have this new disease, and a blood test confirmed the scientists' hunch: Gould had the mutation.



The NIH doctors reached Gould by phone the day he was set to start chemotherapy, which had proved dangerous in another person with the same disease. A bone-marrow transplant, they told him, could be a risky but more effective intervention--one he ultimately chose after extensive discussions with his own physicians. Within weeks, he was no longer anemic, and his once unrelenting symptoms dissipated. A few months after his transplant, Gould felt normal again--and has ever since.



When the NIH team published its findings in 2020, the paper created a sensation in the medical community, not only because it described a new genetic disease (now known as VEXAS) but also because of the role a somatic mutation had played in a condition that appeared in adulthood. For many doctors like me--I practice rheumatology, which focuses on the treatment of autoimmune illnesses--the term genetic disease has always implied an inherited condition, one shared by family members and present at birth. Yet what physicians are only now beginning to realize is that somatic mutations may help explain illnesses that were never considered "genetic" at all.







Somatic mutations occur after conception--after egg meets sperm--and continue over our lives, spurred by exposure to tobacco smoke, ultraviolet light, or other harmful substances. Our bodies are adept at catching these mistakes, but sometimes errors slip through. The result is a state called "somatic mosaicism," in which two or more groups of cells in the same body possess different genetic compositions. In recent years, the discovery of conditions such as VEXAS have forced scientists to question their assumptions about just how relevant somatic mosaicism might be to human disease, and, in 2023, the NIH launched the Somatic Mosaicism Across Human Tissues (SMaHT) Network, meant to deepen our understanding of genetic variation across the human body's cells.



Over the past decade, genetic sequencing has become dramatically faster, cheaper, and more detailed, which has made sequencing the genomes of different cells in the same person more practical and has led scientists to understand just how much genetic variation exists in each of us. Tweaks in DNA caused by somatic mutations mean that we have not just one genome, perfectly replicated in every cell of our body. Jake Rubens, the CEO and a co-founder of Quotient Therapeutics, a company that uses somatic genomics to develop novel therapies, has calculated that we each have closer to 30 trillion genomes, dispersed across our many cells. Two adjacent cells, seemingly identical under the microscope, can have about 1,000 differences in their genomes.



One medical specialty has long understood the implications of this variation: oncology. Since the 1990s, doctors have known that most cancers arise from somatic mutations in genes that promote or suppress tumor growth, but discoveries such as VEXAS are convincing more researchers that these mutations could help explain or define other types of illnesses too. "We have the data that says many conditions are genetic, but we don't understand the machinery that makes this so," Richard Gibbs, the founding director of the Human Genome Sequencing Center at Baylor University, told me. "Maybe somatic mutations are the events that serve as the missing link." James Bennett, a SMaHT-funded researcher, is confident that the more scientists look at mutations in different cells of the body, the more connections they are likely to find to specific diseases. Until recently, genetic sequencing has been applied almost exclusively to the most accessible type of cells--blood cells--but, as Bennett told me, these cells sometimes have little to do with diseases affecting various organs. The result of SMaHT, he said, will be that "for the first time, we will have an atlas of somatic mutations across the entire body."



The brain, for instance, is often thought of as our most genetically bland organ, because adult brain cells don't replicate much, and it has rarely been subject to genetic investigation. But in 2015, scientists in South Korea demonstrated that people with a disease called focal epilepsy can develop seizures because of somatic mutations that create faulty genes in a subset of brain cells. This finding has led researchers such as Christopher Walsh, the chief of the genetics and genomics division at Boston Children's Hospital, to consider what other brain disorders might arise from somatic mutations. He hypothesized that somatic mutations in different parts of the brain could, for instance, explain the varied ways that autism can affect different people, and, in a series of studies, demonstrated that this is indeed the case for a small portion of children with autism. Other researchers have published work indicating that somatic mutations in brain cells likely contribute to the development of schizophrenia, Parkinson's disease, and Alzheimer's disease (though, these researchers note, mutations are just one of several factors that contribute to these complex conditions).



As much as these mutations might help us better understand disease, some scientists caution that few other examples will be as tidy as cancer, or VEXAS. Yiming Luo, a rheumatologist and genetics expert at Columbia University Irving Medical Center (which I am also affiliated with), told me told me that finding germ-line mutations, which are changes to DNA that a person inherits from a parent's egg or sperm cell, is much easier than finding significant somatic mutations. A germ-line mutation looks like a red ball in a sea of white balls--difficult, but not impossible, to spot; a somatic mutation is gray, and more easily blends in. "In genetics, it can be hard to separate sound from noise," Luo said. And even when a scientist feels confident that they have found a real somatic mutation, the next steps--understanding the biologic and clinical implications of the mutation--can take years.



Oncologists have had a head start on translating somatic-mutation science into practice, but doing the same in other specialties--including mine--may prove challenging. Dan Kastner, a rheumatologist and one of the lead NIH scientists responsible for the discovery of VEXAS, told me that, although cancer involves mountains of cellular clones that are easily identifiable and begging to be genetically analyzed, pinpointing a single cell that drives, say, a rheumatologic disease is much harder. The story of VEXAS was remarkable because the mutation causing the disease was found in blood cells, which are easy to sample and are the cells most often tested for genetic variation. Finding other disease-causing somatic mutations in rheumatology and related specialties will take skill, cunning, and a willingness to test cells and organs throughout the body.





Yet my colleagues and I can no longer ignore the possibility that somatic mutations may be affecting our adult patients. VEXAS, which was unknown to doctors five years ago, may be present in 15,000 people across the U.S. (making it as common as ALS, also known as Lou Gehrig's disease); if its global prevalence matches that of this country, it could affect about half a million people worldwide. And if, while seeking diagnoses for patients, we stop and consider the possibility that diseases we already know are linked to somatic mutations, this could help improve our practice.



Recently, I was called to evaluate a man in his 60s whose medical history was littered with unexplained symptoms and signs--swollen lymph nodes, joint pain, abnormal blood-cell counts--that had stumped his team of specialists. I was struck that his skin was riddled with xanthomas--yellowish, waxy-appearing deposits of fatty tissue--even though his cholesterol levels were normal, and I learned through Googling that among their potential causes was Erdheim-Chester disease, a rare blood-cell disorder that arises due to somatic mutations.



I wondered whether I was losing perspective, given my newfound obsession, but because the patient had already had biopsies of a lymph node and his bone marrow, we sent those off for molecular testing. Both samples came back with an identical finding: a somatic mutation associated with Erdheim-Chester. When I emailed a local expert on the disease, I still expected a gentle admonishment for being too eager to invoke an exceedingly uncommon diagnosis. But within minutes, he replied that, yes, this patient likely had Erdheim-Chester and that he would be happy to see the man in his clinic right away.



I sat at my computer staring at this reply. I could not have even contemplated the likely diagnosis for this patient a year ago, yet here it was: an adult-onset condition, masquerading as an autoimmune illness, but actually due to a somatic mutation. The diagnosis felt too perfect to be true, and in some ways, it was. Fewer than 1,500 patients have ever been found to have this particular condition. But, at the same time, it made me wonder: If rethinking genetic disease helped this one person, how many others out there are waiting for a similar answer?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/01/genomes-somatic-mutations-illness/681173/?utm_source=feed
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77 Facts That Blew Our Minds in 2024

Chewing gum, space capsules, and minivans are just a few of the things we see differently after a year of reporting.

by The Atlantic Science Desk




Updated at 11:13 a.m. ET on January 2, 2025

Over the past year, the writers on The Atlantic's Science, Technology, and Health desk have investigated academic fraud, tracked infectious-disease outbreaks, studied the evolution of artificial intelligence, and chronicled extreme weather events. We've reported on the quirks of animal behavior and the latest in psychedelics research. Along the way, we stumbled across facts that surprised, sobered, and humbled us, and we wanted to share them with you. We hope they blow your mind too.

	Onions were used to treat wounds during the French and Indian War.
 	The energy required to show a new Instagram post from Cristiano Ronaldo to each of his followers could power a house for several years.
 	A group of butterflies flew across the Atlantic Ocean without stopping. It took them only about eight days.
 	Children with cystic fibrosis are no longer automatically eligible for the Make-A-Wish Foundation because a new drug works so well that these kids are now expected to have an essentially normal lifespan.
 	Your body carries literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandmother, siblings, aunts, and uncles.
 	The generative-AI boom is on pace to cost more than the Apollo space missions.
 	Early space capsules lacked handholds and footholds on the outside, and some spacewalking astronauts really struggled to make it back on board.
 	Around the world, more than 10,000 barcodes are scanned every second.
 	McDonald's cooked its french fries in beef tallow until 1990.
 	The fast-food giant also grills its beef patties for exactly 42 seconds.
 	California grizzly bears were once mostly vegan, but over time, humans made them more carnivorous.
 	A tick bite can make you allergic to mammalian meat--so much so that some ranchers are becoming allergic to their own cattle.
 	When some people took a drug originally approved to treat asthma, their food allergies also started disappearing.
 	Brains have a consistency not unlike tapioca pudding.
 	The weight of giant pumpkins increased 20-fold in half a century.
 	Kids don't really need to eat vegetables.
 	You can give rice a nutty flavor by growing cow cells inside the grains.
 	Mushroom genes can make petunias glow.
 	In the Middle Ages, people took their pet squirrels for walks and decked them out in flashy accessories.
 	You can buy a fitness tracker for your pet.
 	Humankind has basically reached the limit of airplane-overhead-bin space.
 	Study-abroad accents might be real.
 	Each clan of sperm whales uses its own set of clicking sounds to communicate. Some of these sounds may be older than Sanskrit.
 	Subtitles from more than 53,000 movies and 85,000 TV-show episodes have been used to train generative AI.
 	In 1998, Aaron Sorkin insisted to ABC executives that if he were forced to add a laugh track to his first-ever TV show, Sports Night, he'd "feel as if I'd put on an Armani tuxedo, tied my tie, snapped on my cufflinks, and the last thing I do before I leave the house is spray Cheez Whiz all over myself." Sports Night still debuted with a laugh track.
 	Comic Sans was originally designed for a program in which an animated dog taught people how to use their first personal computer.
 	AI image generators have a penchant for rendering hot people.
 	The total employees of the government's free tax-preparation software, Direct File, are outnumbered by the lobbyists working for Intuit.
 	Electric cars, with powerful acceleration and no fuel costs, might make the best police vehicles.
 	Minivan sales in America have fallen about 80 percent from their all-time high in 2000.
 	One breadfruit tree can feed a family of four for at least 50 years.
 	Proteins can make pretty good sugar substitutes.
 	Sylvester Graham, the inventor of the graham cracker, thought his crackers would curtail masturbation.
 	In July, a cybersecurity company accidentally introduced a single software bug that canceled or delayed tens of thousands of flights and trains, halted surgeries, and blacked out television broadcasts around the world.
 	Americans threw out four times as many small appliances in 2018 as they did in 1990.
 	Luddites actually didn't hate technology.
 	When our writer ran his own dissertation through the plagiarism-detection software that was likely used to help bring down Harvard President Claudine Gay, it initially claimed that his work was 74 percent copied. The correct number was zero.
 	Classical composers used dice to randomly compose songs.
 	Male birth control could soon be as simple as rubbing a gel on the shoulders and upper arms daily.
 	Humans could find alien life by detecting fluorescent corals on other planets.
 	In April, a red Tesla Model S became the first electric car to travel 2 million kilometers. The car could have traveled from the Earth to the moon and back, twice, then circled the equator 11 times.
 	Blocking the sun can lower how hot a person feels by 36 to 72 degrees Fahrenheit.
 	Termites bury fellow colony members that have been dead for a while. Fresh corpses, they devour.
 	In the 20th century, each day on Earth got longer by between 0.3 and 1.0 millisecond. That rate has been increasing since 2000, and could nearly double by 2100.
 	The winds of a Category 5 hurricane are faster than the world's fastest roller coaster.
 	In 1993, scientists dumped nearly 1,000 pounds of iron crystals into the Pacific Ocean to draw carbon dioxide out of the air.
 	And in 2008, China used cloud seeding to clear the skies over Beijing ahead of the Olympics.
 	In Goodyear, Arizona, a data center used for generative AI may guzzle as many as 56 million gallons of drinking water each year.
 	Forty-two percent of MIT students now major in computer science.
 	Air conditioners' money-saver mode is a lie.
 	By 2040, as few as 10 countries will have enough snow to host the Winter Olympics.
 	Dogs may be entering a new wave of domestication.
 	And the domestication they've already undergone may have led them to bark more.
 	Elephants and parrots use namelike calls that identify them as individuals. Whales and bats might too.
 	Sigmund Freud said he put his patients on the couch because he could not deal "with being stared at by other people for eight hours a day."
 	Our brains release dopamine in response to even the most rudimentary animations.
 	A model of a human embryo made from stem cells secreted hormones that turned a pregnancy test positive.
 	American men married to women are five times more likely to fully adopt their wife's surname than to append it to their own with a hyphen.
 	Bedbugs' mating rituals may have supercharged their immune system.
 	Lions on the East African savannas struggled to hunt zebras because of a single ant species.
 	Wanting is different from liking.
 	A "Christian conservative" mobile-phone-service provider has been operating in the U.S. for more than a decade. It pays T-Mobile for access to its cellular network.
 	Before Joe Biden dropped out of the presidential race, his campaign team maintained an account on Donald Trump's Truth Social site. They used it to try to goad the Trump campaign into selecting a more extreme vice-presidential candidate.
 	A slim majority of Republican voters now favor legalizing recreational marijuana.
 	The hottest new psychedelic drugs might not cause any trip at all.
 	Some scientists believe that multicellular life may have arisen thanks to enormous mountain ranges.
 	BRCA mutations, famously linked to breast cancer, can also lead to cancer in the pancreas and prostate.
 	A dentist found a hominin jawbone in a floor tile of his parents' newly renovated house.
 	Chewing gum became a baseball standby in part because Philip Wrigley, the heir to the Wrigley Company, gave it to players in the Chicago Cubs clubhouse after he took over ownership of the team in 1932.
 	Sociologists have conducted several ethnographies on long-running pickup-basketball games.
 	The 10,000-steps-a-day goal doesn't originate from clinical science. Instead, it comes from a 1965 marketing campaign by a Japanese company that was selling pedometers.
 	As the world warms, some dog mushers are running their teams at night so the animals don't overheat.
 	Extreme heat led schools to move recess indoors for millions of students in August and September.
 	Higher amounts of naturally occurring lithium in tap water are associated with lower suicide rates in some countries.
 	You can buy a $99 quantum water bottle "charged" with special healing frequencies.
 	Humans have 10 times as many sweat glands as chimpanzees do.
 	If you want to tame all that sweat, you should put your antiperspirant on at night. 
 This article has been updated to clarify that California grizzly bears are extinct.
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Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as Staff Writers






The Atlantic is announcing the hires of political reporters Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, who will both become staff writers in mid-January. In an announcement to staff, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability journalism. They will make great additions to our already excellent politics team."

In October, The Atlantic announced that it was adding two more print issues annually--returning to monthly publication for the first time in more than two decades--and hiring a number of writers and editors to grow coverage of defense, national security, and technology, in addition to health, science, and other areas. Recent staff writers to join the magazine include Kristen V. Brown, Jonathan Chait, Nicholas Florko, Shane Harris, and Shayla Love.

Below is the full announcement about Ashley and Michael:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing to share the happy news that two of Washington's most accomplished and authoritative reporters, Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, are joining The Atlantic as part of our effort to deepen our coverage of the incoming administration, and of America's tumultuous politics more generally.
 Ashley and Michael, who both come to us from The Washington Post, have distinguished themselves as scoop-driven stylists--they are both relentless, well-sourced reporters with a keen sense of language and narrative, and a deep belief in the importance of accountability journalism. They will make great additions to our already excellent politics team. As we move into 2025, it is vitally important for us to cover Washington--the implementation of the MAGA agenda; the role of money (foreign and domestic) in our politics; the future of the Democratic Party--in the most comprehensive and rigorous way possible, and Ashley and Michael will play important roles in helping us meet our goals.  
 Ashley, the Post's senior national political correspondent, is a three-time Pulitzer Prize winner who covered Donald Trump's first term, and covered the Biden administration as White House bureau chief. Before her time at the Post, she spent 11 years at The New York Times, where she covered the 2012 and 2016 presidential campaigns and Congress, among other subjects. (She got her professional start at the Times as Maureen Dowd's research assistant, and before that she served as a reporter and an editor at the world's greatest college newspaper.) Ashley was part of the Post team that won a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting in 2018, for coverage of Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election. She was also a member of the team that won the Pulitzer for Public Service in 2022, for its coverage of the causes, costs, and aftermath of the January 6 siege of the Capitol. And she was part of the Post team that won a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting in 2024, for their coverage of the role the AR-15 plays in American culture.
 Michael has been a national political reporter at the Post since 2017, focusing on campaigns and elections. Most recently, he covered the Republican presidential primaries and the inner workings of the Trump, Biden, Harris, and Kennedy campaigns. Michael's decision to join The Atlantic represents a kind of homecoming; he is a magazine writer at heart, having previously worked at Time, first as a campaign reporter beginning in 2007, before becoming the White House correspondent and later Washington bureau chief. He wrote more than 20 cover stories for the magazine, including two Person of the Year stories, and interviewed Trump six times. Before joining Time, Michael served as the Washington correspondent for Salon, the Washington correspondent for Mother Jones, and an assistant editor at the Columbia Journalism Review. He began his career as a reporter for the Daily Hampshire Gazette in Northampton, Mass., covering local schools and city government. Michael has served on the board of the White House Correspondents' Association, and won the National Press Club's Lee Walczak Award for Political Excellence for his article on the 2012 Obama reelection effort, and the 2014 New York Press Club Award for Political Coverage for a cover story on the 2013 government shutdown.
 Please join me in welcoming Ashley and Michael to The Atlantic.
 Best wishes for a happy new year,
 Jeff
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        The Most Memorable Advice of 2024
        Mariana Labbate

        In a year that brought both deeply polarizing moments and events of global camaraderie, these Atlantic writers, contributors, and experts tackled the quandaries and questions we encounter in our everyday lives.Their advice, grounded in experience and expertise, offers new ways to think about topics such as parenting, cooking, and building relationships. Their words of wisdom provide guidance on when to give children a phone, why we should reconsider plus-ones at weddings, and more.As 2025 approac...
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The Controversy Over Baby Names

Annual baby-name lists don't always stir the pot, but last year's did.

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.


I have two names, but only one exists on paper. When I was born, my parents put my name down as Stephanie, inspired by the Full House character. They thought she was cute and a little spunky, and they also wanted a more convenient life for me--one without the hassle of repeating my Chinese name, Yue er, to Americans who might find it hard to remember.

Though names can be intensely personal, parents' choices have become subject to public dissection. Earlier this month, the name Muhammad made headlines when the U.K.'s Office for National Statistics (ONS) reported that in 2023, it became the most popular baby-boy name in England and Wales for the first time. Heated online discourse followed: Wars were waged in Reddit threads over what this meant for England's future, and Turning Point UK, an offshoot of the American right-wing youth-activist organization, posted a video of the news on X with the caption, "We are being replaced."

Those decrying the ONS announcement immediately linked the popularity of Muhammad to the shifting demographics of their country. From 2011 to 2021, the number of Muslims in England and Wales grew from 4.8 percent to 6.5 percent, accounting for 33 percent of the overall population increase during those years. Muhammad has steadily climbed the England and Wales baby-name list for decades, and it has held a place in the top 10 since 2016. (The name also has various spellings, all of which are counted separately in the ONS's annual list--meaning that, taken together, it may have been the top baby-boy name in years past as well.) Annual baby-name lists do tend to reflect changing demographics, Cleveland Evans, an expert on names and an emeritus professor of psychology at Bellevue University, in Nebraska, told me via email.

Take Mateo, a Spanish name that clinched a spot in the U.S.'s top-10 baby-boy name list for the first time last year. It's the latest example of a name common in Spain and some Latin American countries that has grown more popular in the United States over the past few decades, accompanied by Santiago, Sofia, Camila, and others. This trend was spurred by the rise of Spanish-speaking immigrants over a similar time period and the pride more people are taking in their culture, Pamela Redmond, a co-creator of Nameberry, the world's largest baby-name website, told me. (The rise of Mateo, in particular, was buoyed by its high ranking in New Mexico and other states with a large Hispanic population.)

But the relationship between baby names and demographic shifts isn't a perfect science, in part because names aren't a perfect indicator of cultural identity. To start with the obvious: Names can be changed. I know people who chose to forgo the ethnic name on their birth certificate for an American name, and people who have gone in the opposite direction. Limited data exist to assess the ethnicity or race of the parents who choose names, such as Sofia, that are technically considered ethnic but are popular across cultural lines. Other factors can influence name choices too: Pop culture, for example, might inspire or dissuade parents from selecting certain names. (The ONS report found an uptick last year in babies named after the kids from the Kardashian-Jenner family.) Plus, the longer immigrants stay in a country, the more likely they are to give their children assimilated names to help them fit in, Ran Abramitzky, a Stanford professor who has studied immigration and naming patterns in the U.S., told me.

Muhammad may be considered an outlier in this respect; it's a name seldom chosen by non-Muslim parents, and it remains the top choice for baby boys in many Muslim communities because of its connection to the Prophet Muhammad. That kind of ubiquity has become rarer in the modern landscape of baby names. In the U.S., the share of babies with a top-10 name has sharply dropped, from roughly 32 percent in 1880 to 7 percent in 2020, as Joe Pinsker reported in The Atlantic in 2022. Gone are the days of five Marys and Johns in one classroom. Now Ashley is spelled in seven different ways, and many parents are drawn to the individuality and novelty of less common names. This turn toward variety, coupled with changing demographics, might have helped boost the popularity of certain traditional names.

The recent controversy over Muhammad has confirmed just how easily baby names strike a nerve. Ethnic names can become proxies for national anxieties and fears. Other names are scrutinized for their unconventional nature (think: X AE A-Xii Musk, Legendary Love Cannon, Diva Thin Muffin Pigeen). People have intense reactions to strangers' names in part because they can follow a child for a lifetime--and often publicly, in the era of social media. Naming choices could even say something about parenting choices; calling somebody X AE A-Xii, for example, might be perceived as a cruel or selfish move on the parents' part, Redmond noted. The topic also affirms a simple truth about the internet: People like to share strong opinions about other people's lives.

Annual baby-name lists don't always stir the pot like last year's did. If you follow the data, convention is consistent. Fewer people on average may choose the most popular baby names, but the names themselves haven't changed much in recent years: Olivia topped the annual baby-name list for the fifth year in a row in the U.S. and for the eighth year running in England and Wales. Liam was the most popular baby-boy name in the U.S. for the past six years. Baby-name rankings tend to shuffle around the same few names in the same few spots (Noah, which has been a top-five baby-boy pick in England and Wales since 2017, fell short of Muhammad by a slim margin of less than 300 names last year). Though names inevitably go in and out of vogue, future ones likely won't look too different from today's, Redmond said. "Every generation needs to reinvent. But they don't usually go that far afield."

Related:

	The age of the unique baby name
 	The paradox of baby names




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The MAGA honeymoon is over.
 	An astonishing level of dehumanization
 	Apocalypse, constantly




Evening Read


Villagers hid in a church in Rukara, Rwanda, in April 1994. Hutu militia surrounded the church and launched a series of attacks that lasted for days, killing hundreds. Illustration by Dadu Shin



How Do You Forgive the People Who Killed Your Family?

By Clint Smith

Hussein Longolongo killed seven people during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda; he oversaw the killing of nearly 200 others.
 He told me this on a warm March day in a courtyard in central Kigali, almost exactly 30 years later. I had come to Rwanda because I wanted to understand how the genocide is remembered--through the country's official memorials as well as in the minds of victims. And I wanted to know how people like Longolongo look back on what they did.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Wenjia Tang



Search. Do yourself a favor and go find a "third place," one where you can have serendipitous, productivity-free conversation, Allie Conti writes.

Learn. Julie Beck spent more than three years interviewing friends for "The Friendship Files" and came to believe that there are six forces that fuel friendship.

Play our daily crossword.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/12/baby-names-list-controversy/681191/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How the Ugly Shoe Got Chic

Clog, meet runway.

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.


From a young age, I respected the Croc. But somewhere along the way, I got the message that my favorite orange clogs were not chic, and I moved on.

Then, something remarkable happened. After years of being periodically trendy, comfy shoes took off during the early pandemic. Crocs started selling like crazy. Last year, Birkenstock went public. And elite designers have started collaborating with mass-market comfort brands, sometimes festooning their joint creations with ribbons or pearls. A series of such collaborations has emerged over the past few years: Miu Miu x New Balance, Cecilie Bahnsen x Asics, Collina Strada x Ugg, Sandy Liang x Salomon, and Simone Rocha x Crocs, to name a few. Multiple pairs of tricked-up Crocs clogs have appeared on runways lately, and Fendi x Red Wing boots graced the runway at Milan Fashion Week. Birkenstock has collaborated with designers including Jil Sander, Proenza Schouler, and Manolo Blahnik. At this point, nearly every canonical American comfort-shoe brand has paired up with a runway designer.

Yes, many of these shoes are not conventionally beautiful, and that's part of the fun. The fashion world has a long-standing fascination with ugliness, Emily Huggard, who teaches a class on fashion collaborations at the Parsons School of Design, told me. Designer brands such as Collina Strada and Simone Rocha, both of which have collaborated with mainstream shoemakers, play with themes of grotesquerie and beauty, she noted. Beyond shoes, fashion designers have recently been returning to the grungy, oversize, jagged silhouettes of the 1990s and early 2000s. After a yearslong reign of sleek, minimalist looks, fashion's extravagantly ugly era is upon us. Ugliness is, of course, subjective: As the fashion critic Vanessa Friedman noted earlier this year, "One person's ugly shoe is another person's footwear treasure."

At least some of high fashion's interest in working with big comfort-shoe brands is about reaching new audiences. Many of these luxury brands are small--almost certainly not as widely known as mall mainstays such as Crocs and Mephisto. Plus, making a shoe that functions well requires special expertise, which big brands such as Asics and New Balance can provide to smaller, independent collaborators, Thomai Serdari, a marketing professor at NYU's business school, told me in an email. From the mainstream brands' perspective, such collaborations make them seem cool and relevant--and there's little to lose. As Crocs' chief marketing officer told The New York Times last year, experimentation isn't so risky when your shoes are already pretty controversial.

People do actually want to buy some of these shoes: The Simone Rocha x Crocs collaboration, for example, sold out swiftly. The pure shock factor likely helps--Is that a Croc covered in pearls? And because they're so wacky, such shoes generate rapt, if sometimes quizzical, coverage in fashion magazines. Some shoppers buy the shoes as a way to demonstrate a winking insiderness, or to signal that they're very online (the collaborations are frequently hits on social media). The high price of high-fashion shoe collaborations may also be part of the appeal. As the Substack newsletter Blackbird Spyplane put it in a September edition about four-figure sneakers, at a time when clothes "seem either criminally cheap or nauseatingly expensive," $1,500 Loro Piana x New Balance sneakers may be "substantially 'about' their own hideous pricetags."

Not all of these collaborations are unappealing or even in-your-face--those Loro Piana sneakers are pretty subdued--but the mix of high-low is core to the concept. That balance takes skill to pull off. I am personally unlikely to pay hundreds or thousands for a designer version of the shoes I rocked when I was 12. But there's something undeniably fun about the whimsy, and at times ugliness, of these creations.

Related:

	Cool people accidentally saved America's feet.
 	How Nike turned running shoes into fashion




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The rise of the union right
 	Jimmy Carter was a lucky man.
 	What the left refused to understand about women's sports
 	77 facts that blew our minds in 2024




Evening Read


Illustration by Arsh Raziuddin*



What Not to Wear

By Ellen Cushing

As long as people have been able to dress in color, we've been desperate to do it better. In the mid-19th century, advances in dyeing technology and synthetic organic chemistry allowed the textile industry, previously limited to what was available in nature, to mass-produce a rainbow's worth of new shades. The problem was, people began wearing some truly awful outfits, driven to clashy maximalism by this revolution in color.
 The press created a minor moral panic ("un scandale optique," a French journal called it), which it then attempted to solve. An 1859 issue of Godey's Lady's Book, the most widely read American women's magazine of the antebellum era, promised to help "ill-dressed and gaudy-looking women" by invoking a prominent color theorist, the French chemist Michel-Eugene Chevreul, and his ideas about which colors were most "becoming" on various (presumably white) women.
 Chevreul died in 1889, 121 years before Instagram was invented, but had the platform been available to him, I think he would have done very well on it.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Laura Letinsky / Gallery Stock



Watch. Check out these six acclaimed movies with roughly 90-minute runtimes.

Read. "Case Study," a short story by Weike Wang:

"Her father is back in the ER. His second time this month. The first was a short stay."

Play our daily crossword.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Best Movies, TV Shows, and Books of 2024

Spend time with our writers' and editors' picks.

by Isabel Fattal




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


This was the year of Dune: Part Two, of the highest-grossing stadium tour of all time, of Wicked and Deadpool & Wolverine, of Beyonce's country-music album, of new works of fiction and nonfiction that proved genuinely surprising, of standout television (even amid an overload of mediocre reboots). Below, our writers and editors offer their picks for the best culture of the year.





Best of the Year


Illustration by Joanne Joo



The Atlantic 10: The Books That Made Us Think the Most This Year

By Ann Hulbert, Boris Kachka, and Jane Yong Kim

Each of our 10 [picks] is a triumph of alchemy, deriving insight from fresh combinations of dismay and delight, tragedy and comedy, mourning and hope ... The feature that distinguishes all of these titles--or any book worth cherishing--is the surprising experience of reading them.



Illustration by Joanne Joo



The 10 Best Movies of 2024

By David Sims

Hollywood seems to be shifting away from the superhero industry, following decades of reliable box-office domination, but the next trend has not yet emerged. I'm heartened, though, by the broad swath of genres and storytelling approaches of my favorite movies this year, made by a mix of rising filmmakers and established figures.



Illustration by Joanne Joo



The 13 Best TV Shows of 2024

By Sophie Gilbert, Hannah Giorgis, and Shirley Li

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.



Illustration by Joanne Joo



The 10 Best Albums of 2024

By Spencer Kornhaber

Pop stars and punks alike are ... 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.



Joanne Joo



The 20 Best Podcasts of 2024

By Marnie Shure

This list represents the 20 best podcasts I heard this year, with a lean toward either new shows, or shows that have a renewed focus. Virtually all of them, even the most entertaining and quirky ones, suggested an underlying preoccupation with the power of narrative to shape our sense of reality.




Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	77 facts that blew our minds in 2024
 	The most memorable advice of the year
 	Radio Atlantic: The joy of reading books in high school




Essay


Illustration by Allie Sullberg



No One Has to Settle for Bad Pizza Anymore

By Saahil Desai

In pizza heaven, it is always 950 degrees. The temperature required to make an authentic Neapolitan pizza is stupidly, unbelievably hot--more blast furnace than broiler. My backyard pizza oven can get all the way there in just 15 minutes. Crank it to the max, and the Ooni Koda will gurgle up blue flames that bounce off the top of the dome. In 60 seconds, raw dough inflates into pillowy crust, cheese dissolves into the sauce, and a few simple ingredients become a full-fledged pizza.
 Violinists have the Stradivarius. Sneakerheads have the Air Jordan 1. Pizza degenerates like me have the Ooni. I got my first one three years ago and have since been on a singular, pointless quest to make the best pie possible.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Two different ways of understanding fatherhood
 	Six books to read by the fire
 	The Atlantic's favorite images of the year
 	The 20 best podcasts of 2024
 	The darkest movie of the year
 	Bob Dylan broke rules. A Complete Unknown follows them.
 	Trapped--and lavishly rewarded--for playing a part
 	The agony of indulging in Squid Game again






When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Setting Personal Goals Is Really About

Ultimately, the point is to take more control of how you're spending time.

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.


New Year's might as well be called the Day of the Goal. In the coming weeks, conversations and social-media feeds will drift en masse to "What do you want to achieve in 2025?" But perhaps a better question is: "How are you spending your time now, and how do you want to be spending your time next year?"

In 2019, my colleague Julie Beck spoke with Goodreads users who were imposing reading goals on themselves, often ones that proved hard to meet. She came into the conversations with a healthy dose of cynicism: "Why set yourself an unattainable goal? Why quantify your leisure reading at all?" I'm skeptical of these kinds of personal goals myself; can't we simply trust ourselves to spend time on the things we care about? Of course, that's easier said than done. Having a to-read list can encourage people to spend more time thinking about how much they're reading and how much they want to be reading. Julie found in her reporting that reading goals are most useful if the person cares less about reaching a specific number and more about the increased reading they end up doing in the process. Ultimately, the point is to align your time, to the extent that you can, with the things that you find important.

On Goals

In Praise of Pointless Goals

By Gloria Liu

These achievements aren't about productive self-improvement. They're designed to make the pursuit of joy a deliberate practice.

Read the article.

Are You Dreaming Too Big?

By Arthur C. Brooks

Lifelong, hard-to-achieve goals might not make you happier. Small steps will.

Read the article.

The Adults Who Treat Reading Like Homework

By Julie Beck

No one's making them try to read 100 books a year.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Overwhelmed? Just say "no." The science of how to stop saying yes to everything--and be happier.
 	Why success can feel so bitter: Achieving a goal and achieving happiness are two entirely different things, Arthur C. Brooks writes.




Other Diversions

	Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out
 	The carry-on-baggage bubble is about to pop.
 	Postpone your pleasures.




P.S.


Courtesy of Tish L.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "A solitary soul on a beach in Portugal captures the frailty and wonder of life, and our humble place in it," Tish L., 75, from Summerland, California, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel
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The Ideal Mental-Reset Movie

Wim Wenders's <em>Perfect Days</em> demands your full attention.

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.


Time is weird right now. During the "dead week" between Christmas and New Year's, minutes, hours, and days may feel as though they're either speeding up or slowing down, leaving you feeling refreshed and anchored or, alternately, anxious and adrift. If you're looking for a mental reset, I recommend watching Perfect Days.

The film, which premiered last year and was released across the U.S. in February, follows the rhythmic routines of a man who cleans public toilets in Tokyo. Although that premise might sound limiting, trust me when I say that Perfect Days is one of the most enthralling movies I've seen this year--one that made me pause and reflect on how I spend the in-between moments of my life.

Wim Wenders, the German filmmaker behind the similarly meditative Paris, Texas, co-wrote and directed Perfect Days. Its star, Koji Yakusho, won Best Actor at the Cannes Film Festival for his portrayal of Hirayama, the meek and semi-mysterious custodian at the story's center. Hirayama leads something of a monastic existence. He sleeps on a thin mattress on the floor of his modest apartment, where, each day, he rises around dawn, waters his plants, pauses to consider the sky, then hops in his van to drive to his first toilet. Hirayama is more than an introvert; he hardly ever speaks. Off the clock, though, he's a Renaissance man--a voracious reader, a nature photographer, a music fiend. His cassette-tape collection comprises the movie's killer soundtrack: Otis Redding, Patti Smith, the Velvet Underground, the Rolling Stones, the Kinks, and Nina Simone are among the artists that blare through his van's speakers as he cruises the city.

What's so remarkable about this film is that it demands your full attention in a way that many modern movies do not. If you doomscroll, even for a minute, you'll miss an ocean of tiny details. Many scenes unfold in soft, natural light, and dozens of subtle sounds crackle and pop: mustache-trimming, toothbrushing, keys jingling. Although the film is set in the present day, Hirayama doesn't use a smartphone or, it would seem, have any relationship with the internet. Thus, unlike the rest of us, his attention span is unfractured. Whenever someone interrupts his cleaning regimen to use the bathroom, he kindly steps outside and, rather than mindlessly thumb through his phone, looks at the flickering shadows. When he eats his lunch in a park, he watches the wind pass through the leaves of the trees. At night, he reads before bed, then dreams about his day. His life may appear lonely, but it also looks far more interesting than whatever millions of others are performatively doing on Instagram.

Rest assured, actual plot and tension eventually work their way into the movie. (We gradually learn that Hirayama's life is far from just zen, and that there are people who do want to engage with him.) However, at its core, Perfect Days remains a refreshingly small movie about practically nothing, one that raises some very big questions: How are we to find meaning in everyday life? How do we square fear of the unknown with our knowledge that everything will change? For that matter, how much are we supposed to worry about the above truths versus simply waking up each day and living? Some of the answers, or at least some of the clues, seem to be hiding in the lyrics of Hirayama's song choices.

This week is an ideal time to take stock of what you really need for contentment. Sometimes that requires a pause, a step back, a huge breath. Other times you can find the clarity you're seeking in a book, song, or movie. Perfect Days is a vehicle for all of the above. It's also just a fantastic way to spend two hours. "Next time is next time," Hirayama tells a visiting family member when they're out for a bike ride. "Now is now."

Related:

	The 10 best movies of 2024
 	The movie that mattered most this year




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A diet writer's regrets
 	The rise and fall of an internet princess
 	How radical nationalists infiltrated Russia's police and politics




Dispatches

	 Atlantic Intelligence: Damon Beres rounds up the top 10 AI stories that defined 2024.
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Hickey



The People Who Quit Dating

By Faith Hill

Karen Lewis, a therapist in Washington, D.C., talks with a lot of frustrated single people--and she likes to propose that they try a thought exercise.
 Imagine you look into a crystal ball. You see that you'll find your dream partner in, say, 10 years--but not before then. What would you do with that intervening time, freed of the onus to look for love?
 I'd finally be able to relax, she often hears. I'd do all the things I've been waiting to do. One woman had always wanted a patterned dish set--the kind she'd put on her wedding registry, if that day ever came. So Lewis asked her, Why not just get it now? After their conversation, the woman told her friends and family: I want those dishes for my next birthday, damn it.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Sarah Schulte



Read: Spend time with The Atlantic's list of Great American Novels.

Listen: These six songs sound like middle school.


Play our daily crossword.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Nine AI Stories That Defined 2024

Read <em>Atlantic</em> coverage of uncharted territory for math, an army of voice clones, and more.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Thank you for reading Atlantic Intelligence this year: It's been a pleasure appearing in your inbox each week, and we can't wait to bring you new coverage in 2025. Collected below are some of the standout stories we published this year, which explore new frontiers for AI and the risks that come with advancement.

We hope you enjoy some of these great reads during your holiday downtime. See you again in the new year!



What to Read

We're Entering Uncharted Territory for Math

Terence Tao, the world's greatest living mathematician, has a vision for AI.


By Matteo Wong

ElevenLabs Is Building an Army of Voice Clones

A tiny start-up has made some of the most convincing AI voices. Are its creators ready for the chaos they're unleashing?


By Charlie Warzel

Microsoft's Hypocrisy on AI

Can artificial intelligence really enrich fossil-fuel companies and fight climate change at the same time? The tech giant says yes.


By Karen Hao

How First Contact With Whale Civilization Could Unfold

If we can learn to speak their language, what should we say?


By Ross Andersen

The Big AI Risk Not Enough People Are Seeing

Beware technology that makes us less human.


By Tyler Austin Harper

The End of Foreign-Language Education

Thanks to AI, people may no longer feel the need to learn a second language.


By Louise Matsakis

Would Limitlessness Make Us Better Writers?

AI embodies hypotheticals I can only imagine for myself. But I believe human impediments are what lead us to create meaningful art.


By Rachel Khong

This Is What It Looks Like When AI Eats the World

The web itself is being shoved into a great unknown.


By Charlie Warzel

The GPT Era Is Already Ending

Something has shifted at OpenAI.


By Matteo Wong
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The Most Memorable Advice of 2024

Musings to carry from one year to the next

by Grace Buono, Mariana Labbate




In a year that brought both deeply polarizing moments and events of global camaraderie, these Atlantic writers, contributors, and experts tackled the quandaries and questions we encounter in our everyday lives.

Their advice, grounded in experience and expertise, offers new ways to think about topics such as parenting, cooking, and building relationships. Their words of wisdom provide guidance on when to give children a phone, why we should reconsider plus-ones at weddings, and more.

As 2025 approaches, now can feel like a time to set intentions for what you want the new year to  bring. Let these musings be your guide as you reflect on what to carry forward--or leave behind.



It's Time to Stop Inviting Plus-Ones to Weddings, by Faith Hill

Extra guests are expensive. What if we did away with them?






Plenty of People Could Quit Therapy Right Now, by Richard A. Friedman

Therapy isn't like working out or going to the dentist. Eventually, you're supposed to stop.






Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula, by Zoe Schlanger

Black plastic products--such as spatulas, sushi trays, and children's toys--are regularly made from recycled electronic waste. Many of these products contain concerning levels of flame retardants, and they are leaching into our food.






You Might Be a Late Bloomer, by David Brooks

For many people, the talents that bloom later in life are more consequential than the ones that bloom early.






Is It Wrong to Tell Kids to Apologize?, by Stephanie H. Murray

Some parents argue that forcing children to say they're sorry is useless or even harmful. The reality is more nuanced.






Focus on the Things That Matter, by Jennifer Senior

How do we move forward, as a nation, without looking at strangers as potential enemies?






Americans Have Lost the Plot on Cooking Oil, by Yasmin Tayag

Picking an olive oil is like trying to plan a European vacation: Greece, Italy, or Spain? For such a basic ingredient, oil can be complicated. But in getting hung up on the minutiae of cooking oil, it's easy to lose the plot.






End the Phone-Based Childhood Now, by Jonathan Haidt 

The phone-based world in which children and adolescents now grow up is profoundly hostile to human development.
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<em>Star Trek</em>'s Cold War

While America was fighting on the ground, the Federation was fighting in space.

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.


I retired from a long teaching career a few years ago, but during my later years in the classroom, I offered a course on the Cold War and American pop culture, to try to help younger students understand the fears that dominated so much of American life in the 20th century. When my students saw how many times images of nuclear devastation (and references to Ronald Reagan) popped up on MTV back in the day, they started to get it. We also discussed The Twilight Zone, a series full of barely disguised allegories about the Cold War; the series' head writer and creator, Rod Serling, a World War II veteran, explored traumas from his past and his worries about the future in many of the episodes he wrote.

But the students were surprised--as you might be--to find that Star Trek, one of my childhood favorites, was an ongoing and intentional commentary about the Cold War during its three original seasons from 1966 to 1969.

A number of science-fiction luminaries wrote for Star Trek, including Norman Spinrad, Theodore Sturgeon, and Harlan Ellison. But the creator and executive producer of the series, Gene Roddenberry, was the show's moral center. Roddenberry was a former Los Angeles police officer who, like Serling, served in World War II and shared his preoccupation with issues of war, peace, and social justice. As the writer Marc Cushman documents in These Are the Voyages, an exhaustive multivolume history of the series, Roddenberry often drove these famous writers to fury with his heavy-handed rewrites. (He and Ellison, for one, remained enemies to the end of their lives.)

To be sure, some Star Trek episodes were just fantasy and fluff. ("Spock's Brain," in which the first officer has his brain stolen by a planet of gorgeous but apparently daft women, is often regarded as the worst episode, but there are several contenders.) Others commented on American social problems, such as racism, with thuddingly obvious symbolism: "Let That Be Your Last Battlefield" describes an endless war between two races on the same planet, one black on the right side of their body, one black on the left side, and ... well, you get the picture.

But to appreciate the Cold War setting of Star Trek, you need only to understand that the Earth-led United Federation of Planets (a free and democratic association committed to equality among all beings) was NATO. Captain James T. Kirk--born and raised in Iowa, according to the show--commanded its finest flagship, the USS Enterprise. The bad guys, standing in for the Soviet Union, were the Klingons, whose empire was a brutal and aggressive dictatorship.

Two Cold War themes run through Star Trek: the risks of great-power confrontation, and the danger of ultimate annihilation. In "The Omega Glory," a mediocre episode that Roddenberry pushed to have produced, the Enterprise finds an underdeveloped planet where Asian-looking "Kohms" oppress the white "Yangs." Turns out it's a planet that developed just like Earth in every way--there is some sci-fi hocus-pocus to explain how planets sometimes do this--including an America and a Red China (Kohms and Yangs, Communists and Yankees, get it?), and then wiped itself out with biological warfare.

Other episodes were a bit more sophisticated. In "The Return of the Archons," Kirk encounters a society that is run like a beehive by a single leader named Landru, who demands that all citizens be "of the body." (Spoiler: He's a computer. Out-of-control computers were another common theme.) As Cushman notes, the crushing of the individual for the good of the collective was an intentional statement about life under communism.

Likewise, just as the U.S. and the Soviet Union competed against each other in the developing world of the 20th century, the Klingons and the Federation were often at odds with each other over developing planets in the future. In "The Trouble With Tribbles," a famous episode and one of the show's few comedic attempts, the Klingons and the Federation are competing to develop and win control of a neutral planet. The Federation's bid is to offer to plant wheat; the Klingons respond by secretly poisoning the seeds. And in "Errand of Mercy," the Enterprise races to stop a Klingon takeover of Organia, a strategically located planet seemingly run by annoying pacifist simpletons. But the Organians, it turns out, are actually super-advanced, nearly omnipotent beings who have had enough of all this conflict, and they impose a peace treaty on both sides, thus averting an interstellar war. ("It would have been glorious," the disappointed Klingon commander says at the end.)

In 1968, Star Trek made one of its most obvious comments on the Cold War in "A Private Little War," an episode written about the Vietnam War. Once again, the Federation and the Klingons struggle over an underdeveloped and internally divided planet, but this time the Klingons start shipping weapons to one of the warring sides. The script went through various changes as the writers wrestled with whether Kirk should intervene and arm the planet's more peaceful faction--which he finally does, with deep sadness.

The original Star Trek often fudged the question of whether Earth experienced a nuclear war. (Later entries in the show's canon, including the Star Trek movies, confirmed that a nuclear World War III did, in fact, take place.) But nuclear weapons were often on the writers' minds. Spinrad, for example, created the "Doomsday Machine," an alien device that devours entire planets; when it wanders into our galaxy, Kirk ruminates on how Earth once foolishly thought of thermonuclear bombs as an ultimate weapon.

At times, the producers responded directly to Cold War events. In early 1968, the U.S. Navy ship Pueblo was captured by the North Koreans, who claimed that it was in their waters on a spy mission. They held the crew prisoner for nearly a year. The Star Trek writer Dorothy C. Fontana decided to put Kirk and Spock in a similar situation, with the Enterprise trapped after entering Romulan territory. The episode, titled "The Enterprise Incident," aired while the Pueblo's crew was still in captivity.

One function of popular culture is that it helps artists and audiences work out their anxieties. The Cold War was a terrifying time, and its themes dominated American culture, whether in spy send-ups such as Get Smart or the weekly adventures of the Mission: Impossible team in fictional locales that were barely disguised representations of Communist countries. Science fiction is an excellent medium for allegory, and Star Trek promised that, somehow, we were all going to get through the 20th century and eventually live under the wise aegis of the Federation.

Unfortunately, it also suggested that mankind was going to have to live through another Cold War all over again--at least until the Organians put a stop to it.

Related:

	"My MTV Cold War retrospective"
 	A brief history of Soviet rock and roll




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The big thing to know about pain
 	The agony of indulging in Squid Game again
 	Bob Dylan broke rules. A Complete Unknown follows them.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: In the 19th century, fear of rabies drove New York residents to complain about dogs. Some 150 years later, the city's canine population is rabies free, but New Yorkers haven't stopped complaining, Kate Cray writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Millennium Images / Gallery Stock



Why Rich People Don't Cover Their Windows

By Michael Waters

Walk down the block of a wealthy neighborhood at night, and you might be surprised by how much you can see. One uncovered window might reveal the glow of a flatscreen TV across from a curved couch; through another, you might glimpse a marble kitchen island and a chandelier. Of course, some of the curtains are closed--but many are flung open, the home's interiors exposed, like you're peering into a showroom.
 Uncovered windows have quietly become a fixture of high-end homes across America ... Although this phenomenon is most visible in cities, the link between wealth and exposed windows extends across the United States. Most people do still close their shades, but Americans who earn more than $150,000 are almost twice as likely to leave windows uncovered as those making $20,000 to $29,000, according to a large 2013 study for the U.S. Department of Energy--nearly 20 percent of the first group compared with just over 10 percent of the second. The line isn't smooth as you slide up and down the income scale, but the overall trend is clear: The choice to draw or not draw the curtains is in part driven by class.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


MGM Studios



Watch. Blink Twice (available to rent online) anticipated the culture shift that defined 2024.

Read. These eight books will inspire you to move your body.

Play our daily crossword.



Isabel Fattal 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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New Yorkers Won't Stop Complaining About Dogs

In such a densely packed city, space can feel zero-sum.

by Kate Cray




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.


"Dogs are so numerous in New York, indeed, that they have already become a nuisance," the journalist Charles Dawson Shanly wrote in The Atlantic in 1872. He was annoyed by "all the barking ... and there is a good deal of it." Other New Yorkers feared that the dogs roaming the streets were "deleterious to health" (a reasonable concern, given the risk of rabies at the time). Eventually, Shanly wrote, anxieties escalated to the point that "weakminded people began to look upon Ponto's kennel in the back yard as a very Pandora's box of maladies too numerous and appalling to be contemplated without terror."

Some 150 years later, the city's canine population is rabies free, and you're unlikely to see any feral dogs running around. But New Yorkers haven't stopped complaining. "I'm sorry, dog lovers. There are too many of you," Chloe Sevigny told Rolling Stone in January. "Why Does Everyone Hate My Dog?" a writer for New York magazine wondered earlier this year.

Dogs are everywhere in New York. They play, walk, and--controversially--poop in the same streets and parks that everyone else enjoys, just as they have for centuries. Today, they sometimes even eat in the same restaurants (whether they're allowed to or not). Sharing public places with dogs might seem easy enough, but in a city so densely packed, space can feel zero-sum. It's perhaps inevitable that some wonder: Why do dogs get dominion over so much of it?

Back in Shanly's era, New Yorkers weren't too concerned about pet dogs--but they were very worried about strays. Around the middle of the 19th century, officials devised a brutal method to deal with them: Police would round up unattended dogs, bring them to the newly created pound, and, if no one claimed them, drown whole packs at a time. "The lamentations set up by [the dogs] are pitiful to hear," Shanly wrote after witnessing a drowning.

To some, the violence was a necessary evil; humans and feral dogs truly couldn't safely coexist. "It is better that such should be their end than that our worthy citizens should live in fear of a bite," read an 1855 New York Times article. But as the drownings continued, early animal-rights activists protested, and by the end of the century, New York's pound had been replaced by the beginnings of a shelter system (though for decades, those also killed most of the dogs they took in).

With the stray-dog problem more under control, anti-canine attention shifted to pet dogs--specifically, to their excrement. The streets were filthy. Signs in the late 1930s encouraged owners to curb their dogs. The hope was that any waste on the curb would flow more easily to the gutter instead of dirtying the sidewalks.

But the city still wasn't clean enough. In the 1970s, a new movement emerged, pushing for laws that would require owners to clean up their dog's poop, as the writer Kelly Conaboy reported in The Atlantic last year. Some people suspected that the movement's leader, Fran Lee, hoped to ultimately ban dogs from the city entirely, though she denied the claim. (Lee's anti-animal ire wasn't limited to dogs. In 1974, she complained to The Atlantic about pigeon waste: "Pigeons are dirty, dirty, dirty animals," she told a reporter, "and every single one of them should be taken away.") The city never banned dogs, but a law requiring owners to pick up after their dogs passed in 1978.

Today, scooping is the norm. A few skirmishes have broken out over violators (whom the Department of Sanitation pledged to crack down on in 2022, though enforcement remains minimal), but modern debates about dogs in the city are largely about more than where they go to the bathroom: Should dogs be able to play in parks alongside kids? What about if they're unleashed, or if it's a sports field specifically built for children? Do people really need to bring their pets with them everywhere?

In some communities, dogs can feel like a bellwether of gentrification--both proof of the changes taking place in a neighborhood and another force drying up limited resources. They may not be the physical threat they once were, but in the absence of real danger, views have grown more polarized. The dog-loving faction has perhaps never been more devoted, seeing dogs as members of their family and pushing the limits of where their beloved pets can accompany them. Meanwhile, people on the other side are subject to just as much barking, shedding, and licking as ever, sometimes in places they weren't before. The next frontier of the dog wars may be finding a way not just to coexist, but to do so happily.
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        Photos: Remembering Jimmy Carter's Life of Service

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	December 29, 2024

            	29 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Jimmy Carter, the oldest living former U.S. president in history, died today at his home in Plains, Georgia, at the age of 100. Carter served in the U.S. Navy from 1946 to 1953, then returned to Georgia to take up his family's peanut-farming business. He was elected as Georgia's 76th governor in 1970, and went on to win his bid for the U.S. presidency in 1976. During Carter's single term as president, he worked to promote peace in the Middle East and limit the growth of nuclear weapons, and he pushed Congress to create the Department of Energy--but those years were also marked by a national energy crisis, double-digit inflation, and the Iran hostage crisis. After losing to Ronald Reagan in the 1980 presidential election, Carter returned to his modest home in Plains, Georgia, and soon began undertaking diplomatic missions, volunteering with Habitat for Humanity, and teaching Sunday school at his local church. In 2002, Carter was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his lifelong work. Below, a collection of images of Jimmy Carter's remarkable life of service.

        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Jimmy Carter stands before a Sunday-school class, clasping his hands together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter teaches a Sunday-school class at Maranatha Baptist Church in his hometown of Plains, Georgia, on August 23, 2015. The 90-year-old Carter gave a lesson to about 300 people filling the small Baptist church that he and his wife, Rosalynn, attend.
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                [image: A black-and-white photograph of four men inside a submarine. The one standing and watching is Jimmy Carter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In a 1952 photo, Lieutenant Jimmy Carter (top) peers at instruments on the submarine USS K-1. Directly in front of Carter, smoking a cigar, is Don Dickson. He had forgotten he ever served with Carter until he came upon the photo during Christmas of 1977. A friend got it to the White House where Carter wrote: "To my friend Donald Dickson - Jimmy Carter, USS K-1 to White House."
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands at a podium, as his hife and daughter look on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On April 3, 1970, former State Senator Jimmy Carter listens to applause at the Capitol in Atlanta, Georgia, after announcing his candidacy for governor. In the background, his wife, Rosalynn, holds their 2-year-old daughter, Amy, who joined in the applause.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter, seated at his governor's desk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jimmy Carter, governor of Georgia, is shown at his desk in Atlanta on February 19, 1971.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter holds a handful of peanuts while speaking to a crowd of people and members of the press.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Presidential candidate Jimmy Carter holds a handful of peanuts (referencing his career as a peanut farmer) during a campaign event in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1976.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands on a stage, speaking to a large crowd of delegates at a political convention.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In July of 1976, Jimmy Carter speaks to the crowd gathered on the convention floor at New York's Madison Square Garden, after they nominated him to be the Democratic presidential candidate.
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                [image: A large crowd of people gathers and Jimmy Carter reaches out to shake some of their hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In Ghirardelli Square, San Francisco, the crowd surges forward as Democratic presidential candidate Jimmy Carter, far left, wades out to shake hands following a rally on October 31, 1976.
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                [image: Three men carry a large dollhouse across a front lawn.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President-elect Jimmy Carter carries his daughter Amy's doll house from his home in Plains, Georgia, to a truck that will transport it to their new home, the White House, on January 17, 1977. A worker from Carter's peanut warehouse gives a hand, and they are followed by a Secret Service agent.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter takes the oath of office before a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                U.S. President Jimmy Carter, center left, takes the oath of office as the 39th president of the United States, administered by Chief Justice of the United States Warren E. Burger, at the east portico of the Capitol in Washington, D.C, on January 20, 1977. Shown from left are former Vice President Nelson Rockefeller, Vice President Walter Mondale, Senator Hubert Humphrey, Rosalynn Carter (standing between Carter and Burger), and former President Gerald Ford, far right.
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                [image: President Jimmy Carter stands with Queen Elizabeth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter stands with Queen Elizabeth II at Buckingham Palace in London, England, at a dinner in 1977.
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                [image: President and Mrs. Carter stand with three others in a control room for a nuclear-power plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter and first lady Rosalynn Carter, alongside Pennsylvania Governor Dick Thornburgh, meet with officials at the crippled Three Mile Island nuclear-power plant in 1979.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands with Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin, all shaking hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, left, U.S. President Jimmy Carter, center, and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin clasp hands on the North Lawn of the White House after signing the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel on March 26, 1979. Sadat and Begin were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for accomplishing peace negotiations in 1978. The rest of the Arab world shunned Sadat, condemning his initiative for peace. President Carter was pivotal in bringing the two leaders to meet at Camp David.
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                [image: A person watches Jimmy Carter on a television at a gas station.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this July 15, 1979, photo, the college student Chuck McManis watches President Jimmy Carter's nationally televised speech regarding the national energy crisis at a service station in Los Angeles, as an attendant fills up a customer's car.
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                [image: Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter stand side by side.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter photographed at the arrival of Deng Xiaoping, Deputy Premier of China, in Washington, D.C., on January 29, 1979
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                [image: Jimmy Carter holds his daughter who has leapt into his arms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Amy Carter runs up to her father to say goodbye on the South Lawn of the White House on November 30, 1979, as the president prepares to board a helicopter on his way to Camp David.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter and Leonid Brezhnev sign documents in front of a dozen or so officials watching from behind.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter, left, and Soviet President Leonid Brezhnev, right, sign the documents of the SALT II Treaty in the Vienna Imperial Hofburg Palace in Vienna, Austria, on June 18, 1979. Behind the heads of state are, from left to right: National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, Soviet Ambassador to the U.S. Anatoly Dobrynin, and Soviet Defense Minister Dmitry Ustinov.
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                [image: President Carter sits at a desk during an address.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A grim-faced President Carter, seated at a desk in the Oval Office of the White House, tells of the aborted rescue effort intended to get the 53 American hostages out of Iran, on April 25, 1980. Carter said the mission was scrubbed after an "equipment failure" and that no military hostilities occurred. In the failed mission, eight servicemen were killed and two aircraft were destroyed.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter and Rosalynn greet Ronald Reagan and his wife, Nancy, at the White House.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Jimmy Carter and first lady Rosalynn Carter host President-elect Ronald Reagan and his wife, Nancy, on a tour of the White House prior to Inauguration Day, in 1981.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter fishes in a stream.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter fishes in the waters in front of his mountain cabin in Ellijay, Georgia, in May of 1988.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter uses a hand saw at a home construction site.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter uses a handsaw to even an edge as he works on a Habitat for Humanity home in Pikeville, Kentucky, on June 16, 1997. Carter and his wife, Rosalynn, have volunteered a week of their time annually to Habitat for Humanity since 1984.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands on a balcony, looking out at a crowd below who hold small torches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nobel Peace Prize winner and former U.S. President Jimmy Carter greets a torchlight procession from the balcony of the Grand Hotel in downtown Oslo, Norway, on December 10, 2002. Carter was awarded the prize for his "decades of untiring effort to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and social development."
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                [image: Jimmy Carter helps another person to pull down on a long bar, while making bricks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter helps to make bricks to build houses in a tsunami-devastated fishing village in Phuket on November 1, 2006.
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                [image: Nelson Mandela shakes hands with Jimmy Carter.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Nelson Mandela, former president of South Africa, shakes hands with former U.S. President Jimmy Carter during a ceremony marking his 89th birthday in Johannesburg on July 18, 2007.
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                [image: Three former presidents, one current president, and one president-elect stand together for a photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Former President George H. W. Bush, President-elect Barack Obama, President George W. Bush, former President Bill Clinton, and former President Jimmy Carter gather for a photo in the Oval Office on January 7, 2009, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter poses with a sailor, both wearing protective fire gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter, center, and Chief Aviation Boatswain's Mate Raul Rodriguez pose wearing proximity suits during a tour of the amphibious assault ship USS Peleliu in San Diego, California, on March 10, 2012. Carter and his foundation's nearly 250 guests and flag officers spent the day visiting with sailors and Marines, seeing various areas of the ship and aircraft.
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                [image: President Barack Obama, former President Jimmy Carter, First Lady Michelle Obama, and former President Bill Clinton wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Barack Obama, former President Jimmy Carter, first lady Michelle Obama, and former President Bill Clinton wave from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial during the commemoration ceremony for the 50th anniversary of the March on Washington and Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I have a dream" speech in Washington, D.C., on August 28, 2013.
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                [image: Several people work together to erect a wall on a construction project.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former President Jimmy Carter works between his wife, Rosalynn Carter, right, and the singer Trisha Yearwood, left, at a Habitat for Humanity building site in Memphis, Tennessee, on November 2, 2015. Behind Yearwood is her husband, the singer Garth Brooks.
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                [image: Jimmy Carter stands at a lectern, teaching a Sunday-school lesson.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The 92-year-old former President Jimmy Carter discusses the meaning of a biblical passage during his Sunday-school lesson at the Maranatha Baptist Church in Carter's hometown of Plains, Georgia, on March 25, 2017.
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                [image: Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter sit side-by-side before an audience.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter and his wife, Rosalynn Carter, sit together during a reception to celebrate their 75th wedding anniversary in Plains, Georgia, on July 10, 2021.
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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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